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26 - CATHOLIC TEACHING ON PRAYER (L-13)
What is Prayer? "Prayer is the raising of one's mind and heart to God or the requesting of good things from God” (St. John Damascene, CCC, # 2559].  It is a "vital and personal relationship with the living and true God" (CCC, # 2558).It is divided into Prayer of Praise, Prayer of Thanksgiving., and Prayer of Petition.

But does not God already know what we stand in need of? Most certainly; but we do not pray to tell God what we stand in need of. We pray in order to acknowledge Him as the Giver of all good gifts, to testify our dependence on Him, and thereby to render ourselves more worthy of His gifts. [CCC # 2559 "Man is a beggar before God" St. Augustine]

9. What are the principal fruits of Prayer? Prayer: 1. Unites us to God; 2. Makes us heavenly-minded; 3. Strengthens us against evil; 4. Gives us zeal and energy for good; 5. Comforts us in adversity; and 6. Obtains help for us in time of need, and the grace of perseverance unto death.

Why do we not always receive what we ask for? We do not always receive what we ask for because 1) we do not pray as we ought; 2) that which we ask for is prejudicial to our salvation; or 3) we do not persevere in praying. Therefore, we must also pray with resignation to the will of God and with perseverance. 
The essence of prayer: Essentially, prayer is listening to God and talking to Him.  Prayer is two-way communication. God wants to speak to us when we meet with him in prayer. His desire to speak to us is far greater than our desire to hear from him. We should take comfort from Samuel, who needed three attempts before he was able to recognize God's voice speaking to him. We need to remember that God wants us to listen to him. In Proverbs, we read of Wisdom, now revealed as "the Person of Jesus Christ Incarnate" (NAB note), "Blessed is the man who listens to Me, watching daily at My doors, waiting at My doorway. For whoever finds Me finds life and receives favor from the Lord." (Proverbs 8:34), and Jesus said, "My sheep listen to My voice" (John 10:27). God speaks to us in many ways. Here are some of them : 

1) Through the Bible. The Bible is God's living word. We should not be surprised when we read a passage and find something in it which jumps out at us as particularly relevant to our situation. Particular verses come into our minds as we pray, and God will use some of them to speak to us. Hebrews 4:12 reminds us that "the word of God is living and active," and "sharper than any double edged sword." Clearly, we need to be reading the Bible regularly if God is to use it to speak to us. 

2) Through Others. God can use others as channels for His love and light in unremarkable ways. Often they themselves are unaware that this is happening. We can recognize significance in their words or actions, or in their timing. "Coincidences" become God-incidences! 
3) To us in our hearts. When God speaks to us as we pray it can be similar to the "voice" of our conscience. Over time, we come to recognize God speaking in our thoughts and bringing things to our attention. This discernment will take practice, and there will be times when we are unsure whether it is God or our own thoughts. Then we need to ask Him for clarification, and wait, perhaps taking counsel of our confessor or spiritual director or a knowledgeable, trusted friend.
4) Through words and pictures. Through the Holy Spirit, God can give us certain pictures, visions or words. We may understand the meaning of these immediately, or they may require sharing with others, so that someone else can explain them to us, or God may reveal the meaning to us over time. 
How can we pray in our busy life? : Many of us struggle to bring God into the busyness of our lives. Yet the God, who is the Lord of all of our lives, is interested in everything we do. 

Brother Lawrence was a seventeenth century French monk who knew God's presence at all times. He writes:  "God is everywhere, in all places, and there is no spot where we cannot draw near to Him, and hear Him speaking in our heart." His central teaching is that we need to practice being aware of God's presence. "Whoever practices God's presence will soon become spiritual." Paul writes to the Ephesians : "Pray all the time, asking for what you need." (Eph 6:18).

How can we be in God’s presence? 1) Why not practice the presence of God today? If you have a watch that beeps on the hour, use this to prompt you to become aware of God's presence at that precise moment. 2) Alternatively, put a colored dot on your diary, or on your mobile phone. Every time you see it, pray a brief prayer for someone in your mind at that time. 3) Book yourself an appointment with God for prayer in your diary. It may only be a half-hour or 15 minutes slot. Make sure that you are never late for it, as you may be for some of your other appointments!

 A place to pray: We can pray at all times and in all places, and it is good to develop the confidence in prayer to do this. However, it is also good to be able to find some place where our thoughts are less easily distracted for deeper times of prayer and mediation.  In our "prayer corner," we might find it helpful to have other items around us, e.g. a Bible, a cross or perhaps a candle
Hindrances to prayer: Once people have started praying, the most common barrier to prayer (for 80% people), is wandering thoughts, even amongst people who pray a great deal. Two-thirds also found noise or other distractions a problem.  "Keeping concentration” is a barrier to prayer for 40%. 

Solution: We are not to worry about our mind getting distracted, but gently bring it back to focus on God, and the area we were praying about. St Francis de Sales said, "Even if you did nothing in your meditation but bring your heart back, and place it again in our Lord's presence, though it went away again every time you brought it back, your hour would be very well employed." Many Christians lead busy lives, with our minds working in overdrive to cover all of the things that we need to think about in our various roles. It is good to ease into prayer gently, perhaps by listening to a praise and worship CD, or by reading a psalm or another passage from the Bible, or simply by reflecting on what we have to be thankful for.  Then we can enter into a conversation with God with our minds properly prepared.

Various types of prayer

1) Bible prayer:  Hearing God takes practice. We can begin by reading a passage from the Bible. Then we need to allow some time for God to speak to us. We might ask him what He wants to teach us, tell Him what we understand from the passage and ask the Holy Spirit to give us further enlightenment about His message to us in the passage read. We can always tell God whatever we want to tell Him. We can end our prayer time by praising and worshipping God, thanking Him and asking His pardon and forgiveness for our sins of the day. 

2) The prayers recommended by the Church: The Church recommends certain memorized, "by heart," prayers for family prayer, communal prayer and private prayer. These include:

a) The Holy Mass

b) The Office of the Hours (The Breviary prayer)

c) The “Angelus” and the “Rosary.”
d) Prayers for the dead
e) The Lord’s prayer & Hail Mary prayer
 f) The Jesus prayer: Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner. The words of the Jesus prayer fall into two halves. The first half expresses the core truth of our faith in Jesus Christ, that he is the incarnate Son of the Creator God, and that we ascribe to Him Lordship of ourselves.   The second half sums up the wonder of God's love, that though we are sinners, yet He has mercy upon us and forgives us. The twelve words of the prayer lead us into a balanced expression of both praise and thanksgiving to our Lord and penitence and confession, seeking his forgiveness and mercy. 

g) Prayer of St. Francis of Assisi: 

Lord, make me an instrument of your peace, 
Where there is hatred, let me sow love;
where there is injury, pardon;
where there is doubt, faith;
where there is despair, hope;
where there is darkness, light;
where there is sadness, joy! 
O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seekto be consoled as to console; 
to be understood as to understand; 
to be loved as to love. 

For it is in giving that we receive; 
it is in pardoning that we are pardoned; 
and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life.

h) The Serenity Prayer
(This prayer was popularized by the A.A. movement, who adopted it at the core of their twelve steps, and had it printed on small cards for members to carry in their wallets)

God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; 
courage to change the things I can; and wisdom to know the difference. Living one day at a time; Enjoying one moment at a time; 
Accepting hardships as the pathway to peace; 
Taking, as He did, this sinful world as it is, not as I would have it; 
Trusting that He will make all things right if I surrender to His will; 
That I may be reasonably happy in this life and supremely happy with Him forever in the next. Amen.

i) St. Bernard’s prayer: (The Memorare): Remember, O most loving virgin Mary, that never was it known that anyone who fled to your protection, implored your help, or sought your intercession was left unaided. Inspired by this confidence, we fly unto you, O virgin of virgins, our mother. To you we come, before you we stand, sinful and sorrowful. O mother of the Word incarnate, despise not our petitions, but in your mercy hear and answer me. (Fr. Anthony Kadavil) Jan 11, 2013). L/13
Additional resources
1) http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/prayers/
2)  http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12345b.htm 

3) http://www.catholicspiritualdirection.org/prayer.html 

4) http://www.silk.net/RelEd/prayer2.htm 

5) http://www.catholic.com/tracts/praying-to-the-saints 

