Homily for 17th Ordinary, C
July 28, 2019

Gn. 18: 20-32
Ps. 138: 1-3, 6-8
Col. 2: 12-14
Lk. 11:1-13

Lord, Teach us to Pray!

When we were children being taught our catechism, we learned that there are four kinds of Christian prayer: the prayer of praise which we owe to our all-knowing and all-powerful, and yes, all-loving God; the prayer of thanksgiving, which we also make to God to whom we owe everything, including unconditional acceptance and forgiveness of our failings; the prayer of petition in which we ask God to intervene on our behalf; and the prayer of intercession in which we call upon God to intervene on behalf of others. 

As we grew up in our transactional world, and practiced this type of prayer life, more often than not, we experienced a kind of bargaining with God. We also found that we prayed more when we felt scared and insecure and believed we needed something rather desperately. The theological question that has long haunted us is “Why does God often seem to be sleeping when it comes to our perceived needs, or even to what we experience as the evils and injustices in the world? Why does God so often appear to be sleeping – much as Jesus did when the disciples found themselves in a terrible storm  on the lake? 
 

In today’s gospel reading, Jesus’ disciples are heard to beg him, “Lord, teach us to pray!” And Jesus’ response – what we have come to call the Lord’s Prayer -  is a gentle, yet powerful call to stop operating out of fear and anxiety, to stop trying to bargain with God; to stop beseeching God to favor our way, - but rather to acknowledge God as the Source of all that is good, as the One who wills only good for us, the One who invites us to be aligned with God’s own reign of peace and justice. It is important to acknowledge that the assurance “ask and you will receive” no doubt rings differently with those whose lives are less secure, those who wait for deliverance in hope, and those who are reeling from a recent blow – who might be asking, “If God is such a good and caring parent, why am I holding a snake?” Jesus is calling the disciples and us to be as aware of our brothers’ and sisters’ situations as keenly as we are aware of our own. Jesus’ prayer suggests that we have a charge to fulfill, a solidarity to engage. Jesus is telling us that we are in effect God’s hands and feet at the service of one another. He is telling us that this is what it means to be human-  members of the human family. This is what it means to be his follower.

Sister Joan Chittister has this to say about the relationship between prayer and our connection with God and God’s creation.


“Those who have no flame in their hearts for justice, no consciousness of personal responsibility for the reign of God, no raging commitment to human community may, indeed, be seeking God; but make no mistake, God is still, at best, only an idea to them not a living reality. Indeed, contemplative prayer (that is, prayer which arises from actual experience of creation) is a very dangerous activity. It not only brings us face to face with God, it brings us, as well, face to face with the world, and then it brings us face to face with the self; and then, of course, something must be done. Something must be filled up, added to, freed from, begun again, ended at once, changed, or created or healed, because nothing stays the same once we have found the God within. . . . We become connected to everything, to everyone. We carry the whole world in our hearts, the oppression of all peoples, the suffering of our friends, the burdens of our enemies, the raping of the earth, the hunger of the starving, the joyous expectation every laughing child has a right to. Then, the zeal for justice consumes us. Then, action and prayer are one.”

So, prayer is not so much communication with God as it is communion with God. – the way we come to know the mystery of God’s presence. It is through prayer that we receive a greater peace about situations beyond our control, and a more profound confidence in God’s providence, even when we cannot yet see the “answer” to our prayers. 

We are called upon to put ourselves at the service of the reign of God. Then, and only then, will  our seeking union with God bear fruit.  Jesus’ prayer invites us to find each day, in the people and the situations we encounter, the bread/the sustenance that we need to  stay on the path to greater union with God, and with God’s creation. And so, as we seek to align ourselves with Jesus – the Way – and his intent, we can be confident of our God’s response to our prayer regarding the rightness of the decisions we take, and our actions intended toward co-creating the dream of God for the world. 

I am reminded of a beautiful song written by Joe Wise in the 1960’s during the Vietnam War era, when our country was painfully torn. I am devastated to have to say that, in my view, we are in a worse place than ever when it comes to being torn and hunkered down in our country and in our world. We really do need to learn how to pray! 
In the words of Joe Wise:


Lord, teach us to pray. It’s been a long and cold December kind of day. With our hearts and hands all busy with our private little wars, we stand and watch each other now from separate shores. We lose the way!

Teach us to pray!

Play the song!!!
Refrain : Lord, teach us to pray, It’s been a long and cold December kind of day. With our hearts and hands all  busy in our private little wars, we stand and watch each other now from separate shores. We lose the way.

Verse 1: I need to  know today the way things should be in my head. I need to know for once now the things that should be said. I’ve got to learn to walk around as if I were not dead. I’ve got to find a way to learn to live.

Refrain: 
Verse 2: I still get so distracted by the color of my skin. I still get so upset now when I find that I don’t win. I meet so many strangers. I’m so slow to take them in. I’ve got to find a way to really live.

Refrain: 
Verse 3: I stand so safe and sterile as I watch a man fall flat. I’m silent with a man who’d like to know just where I’m at With the aged and the lonely, I can barely tip my hat. I need to see the sin of I don’t care.

Refrain: 
Verse 4: I stand so mug and sure before the people I’ve outguessed. To let a man be who he is I still see as a test. And when it all comes down to must, I’m sure my way is best. I’ve got to find what room means in my heart.

Refrain: 
Verse 5: I walk and fall myself alone, can’t tolerate a guide. And when the camps split up, I’s sure to put you on my side. And dare someone to challenge me and swear I will not hide. I’ve got find a better way to live.

Refrain: 
Verse 6: I mouth so many things, take so little time to wait. I’ve let it all slip by in the sweep of yesterday. I can’t believe you mean it all to grace me on my way. I’ve got to find a way to really live.

Final Refrain: Lord, teach us to pray. We still believe that we can find a better way. …..Teach us to pray…..We lose the way….Teach us to pray!
