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(ENTIRE BOOK) For moderns who find difficulty with prayer, prayer is defined as the
intentional and attentive presence of God, the purpose being the of alignment of self, in desires
and actions, with divine love who is our heavenly Father. It isto open ourselvesto God, to link
our little selves with God's divine will.

Preface

Today avery considerable number of people who would profess themselves Christians do not
find much meaning in prayer. And yet many young people seem to be much interested in prayer.
Prayer isavalid exercise and is at the heart of Christian discipleship.

Chapter 1. Prayer and the M odern Man and Woman

Prayer is not an attempt to fashion the world after our own desires, but is attentive communion
with God concelved of as Love. Itsend or goal isthat men and women shall realize and be
enabled to express their God-intended potentialities as they are being "made toward the image of
God," in cooperation with and sharing in the divine Love.

Chapter 2. Coming to Understand What Prayer |Is

Prayer gives us continuity with our Christian past. We need to know how we can now speak
meaningfully about God, so that prayer can be practiced without the feeling that he who praysis
running away from the real world.

Chapter 3. Prayingin Words

The author discusses various kinds of prayer in the traditional motifs -- petition, intercession,
confession, thanksgiving and adoration.

Chapter 4: Praying in Thought
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Our praying, whether in word or thought, whether in church or at home, should be grounded in
two matters of supreme importance: the reality of God as Love, and the concrete place where we
happen to be as human beings.

Chapter 5. Praying in Church

Each person’sreligion is one's own, but purely individualistic religion can be equally dangerous.
The Christian community of faith isaliving social process that moves down the centuries,
handing on its faith from generation to generation.

Chapter 6. Praying at the Lord’s Supper

Christian prayer can be carried out in the Eucharist: It isan action of the Christian community, a
remembering of Christ, asocial matter expressing the joy of what Christ has done for usin his
sacrifice for us.

Chapter 7. Making Prayer Meaningful Today

When prayer isfaithfully and regularly engaged in it will be the release of the praying person
from bondage to cheapness and superficiality, from slavery to immediate instinct and unworthy
desire. The consequence of thiswill be the growing awareness of a cosmic Love, acosmic Lover,
that holds ustight, that never lets us go, that stays with usin all our problems and troubles and
sufferings as well asin our joys and delights.
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Preface

Throughout human history men have engaged in prayer. They have
addressed themselves to a power or powers greater than human, seeking
somehow to enter into communication with the reality upon which their
lives depend. They have expressed their gratitude, uttered their petitions
for themselves and for others, asked pardon for wrongdoing,
endeavored to discern the purpose which that greater than human reality
has for them. They have done these things privately and publicly, in
their lonely moments and in socia gatherings. And throughout
Christian history, prayer has been conceived as arelationship with the
God and Father of Jesus Christ, the God who is the "power greater than
human" but who cares for his world and his human children and whose
"nature and whose name" (as Wesley put it) "is Love." But today a very
considerable number of people who would profess themselves
Christians do not find much meaning in prayer. Or if they do, itisa
somewhat stale kind of thing, to be done in church services but with
little personal demand upon them. Contact with God: what can this
mean for them? Much that they have been taught about prayer, in
school or at home or from sermons, does not speak to their condition;
they wonder if it really matters at all. For those who do not have faith in
God or who subscribe to the idea (much bruited afew years ago) that
"God isdead," al thiswould be natural enough. But for Christian
people who do have faith in God as the living One, it is very strange.
On the other hand, young people from many different backgrounds
seem to be much interested in prayer these days. But they do not
consider that the Christian Church has much to say to them on the
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subject -- perhaps with justice, since so often, in Christian circles,
prayer has become little more than a formal exercise without deep
significance for this or that particular man or woman. So these young
people turn to the eastern religions and their methods of meditation, or
to some esoteric teacher who tries to show them "how to pray," or they
attempt to discover for themselves what prayer may mean and what it
may become in their own experience. | have written this little book with
the desire to show all such people, young and old, that prayer isavalid
exercise and that it is at the heart of Christian discipleship. As| attempt
to demonstrate, prayer is essentially what the old masters of it have
said: our conscious and intentional, or attentive, relationship with God --
and with God as "pure, unbounded Love," the "Love that will not let me
go," and the Love that in Jesus Christ is both portrayed and enacted in
the midst of our human history and situation. At the same time | have
tried to look at prayer in anew way, by getting at its roots, by relating it
to the kind of world we know nowadays to be ours, and by speaking
about it in the light of present-day understanding of our selfhood. From
one point of view, | have said nothing new: | have only sought to
recover emphases known in the past but forgotten by many for along
time. From another point of view, much that | have said is new: for to
state old things in anew way is often enough to find oneself obliged to
say new thingstoo. For those who are interested in the "case" that can
be made for prayer, | may refer to another book of mine, God's Way
with Men (Judson Press, 1970), in which | discussed the relationship
between God and men and argued for the validity of prayer as central in
that relationship. In the present book | have spoken only incidentally of
the "case" for prayer; my purpose here is to make suggestions about the
actual practice of prayer, including the question of its effectiveness, the
various kinds of praying in which we may engage, the significant
exercise of private prayer and of public prayer, the way in which the
Lord's Supper (or Holy Communion or Eucharist call it what you will)
sums up all our praying, and finally the point of prayer in the total
context of Christian faith itself. If the reader is helped to see the
importance of prayer, its contemporary possibility, and something of its
actual practice, | shall feel rewarded for my labor in writing this book.
Norman Pittenger
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Chapter 1. Prayer and the Modern
Man and Woman

Prayer is not an attempt to fashion the world after our own desires, but is
attentive communion with God conceived of as Love. Itsend or goal is
that men and women shall realize and be enabled to express their God-
intended potentialities as they are being "made toward the image of
God," in cooperation with and sharing in the divine Love.

Text:

Many of our contemporaries, including committed Christian people,
have difficulty in understanding prayer and an even greater difficulty in
seeing how to engage in it. For them prayer is a problem. So much has
changed in the world, so many older beliefs and ideas have been
abandoned or if not abandoned then gravely doubted, so much of our
modern way of living appears to make prayer unintelligible, that they are
puzzled about the whole enterprise.

Prayer is not basically a problem to be solved or a question to be
answered; it is something to be done -- older writers spoke of the
"practice of prayer." But we do not live in atime when Christians can
sing, without any doubts or questions, such a hymn as James
Montgomery’s, written in 1818:

Prayer isthe soul’ s sincere
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desire,

Unuttered or expressed,
The motion of a hidden fire
That trembles n the breast.

That hymn affirms that "prayer isthe Christian’ s vital breath, the
Christian’s native air." Perhaps that ought to be the case; most certainly
it is not always the case with modern Christian men and women. They
are more likely to find appropriate the very last words of Montgomery’s
hymn, "Lord, teach us how to pray"; and they want to know the why as
well as the how of it. In Montgomery’ s day, people of all Christian
communities took for granted the reality of prayer and believed that
without prayer Christian life could not be lived nor Christian faith
maintained. They may not themselves have prayed often or prayed well;
but they accepted prayer as part of their Christian existence. Only a
blind observer could say that this acceptance is universal today.

Two hundred years before Montgomery wrote his hymn, George Herbert
(the saintly vicar of Bemerton in Wiltshire, England) wrote one of his
greatest poems. He piled image upon image to express the importance
and reality of prayer. We need quote only the first four lines to remind
the reader both of the splendor of Herbert’simagery and the depth of his
conviction:

Prayer, the Church’s banquet, angels' age,

God'’ s breath in man returning to his birth,

The soul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage,

The Christian’ s plummet sounding heaven and earth.

For the man who wrote those lines and for those who read them it was
an obvious fact that a Christian must and did pray. His prayer might be
feeble, imperfect, or misguided; doubtless many who recognized its
importance neglected its use. Nonetheless, prayer was both right and
necessary. It does not seem so to many in our own day.

What is the cause of our contemporary problem about prayer?

| suggest that there is not one cause but a constellation of them. And the
problem must first be faced honestly; only then can we go on to consider
the how of prayer, its various aspects, its basic meaning, and its relation
to Christian life and faith. In this chapter we shall look at some aspects
of the problem and in the next chapter we shall seek to offer an
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understanding of prayer that combines the two essential points of (1)
continuity with our Christian past, so that prayer can be seen asan
historically validated enterprise, and (2) sufficient relationship with what
we now know about the world and ourselves, and how we can now
speak meaningfully about God, so that prayer can be practiced without
the feeling that he who praysis running away from the real world in
which he lives.

First of all, then, there is the practical aspect of the problem. It is not
enough to say that people are simply indifferent or lazy in this business
of praying. On the contrary, many are concerned about the matter and
want to pray. Let us do them that justice. But the world in which we all
liveisbusy and hurried. It is not easy to find either the occasions or the
places where we can be alone. In crowded apartments in housing
developments, in the congestion of city life, in the hustle and bustle of
daily work, "somebody is always underfoot,” as one woman remarked
when she lamented the near impossibility of finding the opportunity "to
sit down and think for a bit." This situation is so obvious that it need not
be spelled out in further detail; it is familiar to most of us all of the time
and to all of us much of the time.

Y et we know that when somebody feels that this or that activity is of
very great importance, time is made for it and placeis found for it. And
here we come to the heart of the practical problem in prayer. What
seems to be the sheer irrelevance of prayer has so reduced its importance
for modern people that they see no reason why they should go to the
trouble of making room for it. Thisis not because they do not care or are
indifferent or lazy; it is because they see no practical point in the
exercise. They do not recognize the relation of prayer to the exigencies
of daily life with its duties and responsibilities. It appears to them to be
an escape from the harsh redlities of the world, a running away from the
responsible concerns that both as human beings and as Christians they
know to be theirs.

The answer to the practical aspect of the problem modernsfindin
prayer, then, must be found in a definition of praying that makes sense
in and makes sense of our daily life. We need an understanding of prayer
that will bring up to date the truth in the ancient Benedictine maxim:
orare est laborare, "to pray isto work," and its converse, ‘to work isto
pray." Work and prayer go together; waiting upon God and doing our
job can never be separated for a Christian. And our way of looking at
prayer must stress this association of the two. Hence the next chapter of
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this book.

A second aspect of the problem isfound in the general acceptance of the
moder n scientific view of the world. Many years ago an American
theologian wrote a book entitled Prayer in an Age of Science. The point
he was making remains valid today: oursis an "age of science," whether
we like it or not. The question is whether in such an age prayer can
effect anything. "Does it work?' we may well ask. Now this seemsto me
an approach to prayer that smply will not do; as we shall be seeing later
on, it rests on a mistaken definition of prayer. Nonetheless, the issue
remains. Can prayer have any significance in aworld such as science
portrays to us?

All of us do accept that picture, with whatever qualifications or
reservations. Nobody can live today asif it were not with him al the
time. Biblical Christians are as much involved in this as anybody else,
since they spend their working livesin just such aworld and ssmply
assume itstruth for all practical purposes. This age of science takesit for
granted that there is alinkage of cause and effect, that it isimproper to
speak about "intrusions' into it from outside, and that the sequence of
eventsis an orderly and continuous pattern. The way in which we can
bring about changes is through observing the so-called "laws of nature”;
this maxim, laid down centuries ago by Francis Bacon, is assumed to be
true as ageneral rule to be applied in particular instances, even by those
who firmly believe in the reality of God and his care for the world.

When somebody is sick, we send for the doctor or arrange for a surgical
operation: why should we pray about the matter? The remedy for
famines is better planning of crops through the science of agronomy:
what has prayer to do with it? The way to stop floods is by building
dams and controlling the flow of rivers; plagues and epidemics are
conguered by more precise knowledge about bacteria and viruses. why
pray when through the controls made possible by our knowledge of the
cause-and-effect linkage we can do for ourselves as much as can be
done? Thisis how it seemsto so many today.

Now, quite apart from a proper definition of prayer itself, thereis
something else to be said. For the popular picture of how thingsgoin a
scientific world, of the sort we have just been presenting, is no longer
accepted by the leaders in science. Vast numbers of people think that the
fact of arelatively settled order of nature, along with the scientific
interpretation of change and the description of the inner dynamics of
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human personality (and much else as well), has ruled out once and for
al genuine novelty and made change nothing more than the reshuffling
of bits of matter-in-motion. They do not know that at this very moment
scientific thinkers have abandoned that older mechanical picture of
nature and have come to see, even to insist, that science does not
exhaustively describe the whole range of experience nor everything in
the world of nature. Science cannot deal effectively with the
appreciation of beauty, the enjoyment of personal relationships,
judgments of value as to good and bad; its leaders nowadays are modest
in their claims, unlike their ancestors in the last century and the early
days of thisone. Great scientists are humble before the mystery of the
world, although they work very hard to solve the specific detailed
problems (very different from "mystery," since a problem canin
principle be solved, while amystery is ssmply there) that the world
presents to them.

Furthermore, the evolutionary perspective, which seemed to threaten all
freedom and to exclude areligious interpretation of existence, has turned
out to be ablessing, since it has introduced us to the picture of an
ongoing process in which novelties do appear. Deeper pondering of that
process has revealed no machine working automatically but an organism
characterized by interpenetration of its severa parts, with genuinely new
things emerging from time to time, and with areal place for decision by
creaturely agents. We shall speak about this at greater length in the next
section of this chapter.

At the moment, let us agree that the way to deal with the scientific
problem is not by denunciation of science as such. Rather, it is by
Insisting that while the scientific approach is of inestimable importance
in areas where it isrelevant, it is not omnicompetent nor inclusive of
every area of experience. It cannot deal with ultimate questions of
meaning and worth, nor do most modern scientists claim that it can do
this. Above all, science’ s own discoveries point to aworld that is much
more "open" and "changeable" than many nonscientists recognize. The
"Integrative interpretation” (asit has been styled) found in the "life
sciences' (biology and its related disciplines) is now coupled with an
interrelational view in amost every area of research. In consequence we
have a description of the world that allows room for decisions made by
particular "occasions' or moments -- and these decisions, whether at the
conscious level in man or at lower or nonconscious levels elsawhere,
make a difference. In such aworld the validity of prayer may very well
be granted, although magical notions about prayer’ s working must
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certainly be ruled out. But the great masters of prayer have always
protested against popular magical ideas of its efficacy.

Our discussion of science has brought us to the third aspect of the
contemporary problem of prayer. This hasto do with our "overall"
vision of things, with philosophy. Here there are two issues that require
our consideration. The first has to do with language and its use; the
second is about what used to be called "metaphysics' or how best to
understand the way things really go in the world as a whole.

Probably most of us, most of the time, do not ponder such questions. But
the questions themselves are inescapable. What kind of language are we
using when we try to address God? Are we talking literal prose or are we
speaking in poetical idiom when we say things about our Christian faith?
And how does the world really go? Is it a machine in which nothing
novel can appear? Is man, with his urgent desires and yearnings, no
more than an irrelevancy, like the smoke that issues from alocomotive
but has nothing to do with making the engine operate? Or is the world
more like aliving organism, where new things can happen and where
human existence is related with and plays a significant part in what is
going on? Questions like these are indeed inescapable; even if most of

us do not spend a great deal of time thinking about them, the implicit,
unspoken, assumed answers are determinative of how we think and act.

In respect to language, there is no need any longer to fear the challenge
of those who used to be called logical positivists. These philosophers
said that no meaning whatever could be attached to expressions that did
not have a verifiable scientific reference, demonstrable by observation or
experiment, or were not merely tautological -- that is, the statement was
simply arepetition of itself in other words. Nowadays it is generaly
recognized that there are other tests for language and that the various
different areas of discourse -- ethical, aesthetic, religious, for instance --
have appropriate kinds of talk that need not be, perhaps ought never to
be, scientific in character. So it is possible to speak about God, as well
as about duty, truth, goodness, and the like.

It may still be asked, however, whether words taken from ordinary
speech, familiar to everybody, can appropriately be applied or addressed
to God. Are not such words confined in thelir reference to temporal and
worldly events and experiences? And would it not be better to regard
prayer as a simple matter of silence, not including any phrasing of our
thoughts, desires, and aspirations in verbal form?
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But man is differentiated from other creatures by his capacity for
making significant sounds; heisatalking animal. And he thinks in
words, too, for the greater part of the time. Silence is necessary
sometimes; it isimportant and good. Y et even in the silence found in
"First Day Meetings' of the Society of Friends or Quakers, what the
worshipers are thinking will very likely be verbally grasped although
perhaps never vocally expressed -- but sometimes such expression does
take place and the "sense of the meeting” is often stated in that vocal
fashion. The significant point about words used in address to God, as
well asin al talk about him, isthat they are mental or vocal pointersto
the suprahuman reality we name when we say "God." Words can never
be adequate containersin this area of experience. Traditionally this point
has been made by reference to the "analogical” or "symbolical" character
of "God-talk." Such talk naturally derives from human experience,
contacts, and situations, since those are where we are as men. At the
sametime, it is evocative, suggestive, alusive, and indicative of that
which is more than such human experience, contacts, and situations. It
resembles poetry -- provided that we remember that genuine poetry is
not "apretty lie" but is much truer than prose precisely because it speaks
from and speaks to the deepest levels of our experience and awareness.
Thisistrue about religious affirmations (" God is Father," "God is ‘ pure,
unbounded Love,” "God redeems us,” etc.); it isequally true about our
address to deity in our praying.

The metaphysical question in philosophy has to do with how the world
goes. An older metaphysic spoke about God as so much a
supraterrestrial, unconditioned, and unrelated "being" or "ultimate
reality” that it made the world of time and space seem unreal and
unimportant. God’ s only connection with the world, in that view, was
the logical fact of his having been its creator or the "ground” of its
existence. In recent years there has been a great revolt against al such
Ideas, sometimes to the point of denying that there is anything other or
more than the world. The earlier idea, in which God was simply alien to
the creation, turned God into a static being, with whom everything was
"aready made"; hence prayer could have no real effect and its practice
was nearly impossible -- how can one address oneself to self-contained
and self-sufficient being with any hope of being heard? The later idea,
with its denial of anything beyond this world, made prayer senseless
because there was nobody to address.

Happily, things have changed philosophically. Now thereisthe
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possibility of a different philosophical attitude, one that takes with
utmost seriousness the evolutionary and processive character of the
world indicated by science, but at the same time affirms the reality of
God as the supreme excellence and perfect goodness in and above (or
more than) the world -- in it, because such excellence and goodnessis
ceaselessly operative to further the world’ s devel opment of
potentialities; above it (or more than it), because such excellence and
goodness is inexhaustible, more than merely creaturely, indefatigable,
faithful, unfailing. And this supreme excellence and perfect goodnessis
personalizing in its relations with men. It makes us, or lures us, toward
becoming persons, and hence must itself be personalized, a he rather
than an it. In terms of such process thinking (about which | have written
in Process Thought and Christian Faith, Macmillan, 1968), God is not
thought to be simply the absolute, self-existent, unconditioned reality;
there is a sense in which these terms are applicable as adverbs qualifying
God'’ s essential nature -- but that essential nature is God’ s concrete love,
his unfailing relationship with the world, his self-giving and willingness
to recelve from that world, his opennessto "affects' from the world and
from what goes on init. This newer approach, from the side of
philosophy, has its intimate connection with Christian religious insight,
aswe shall seein aminute; what is important at this point is that a God
like this, related to his creation and open to its "affect” upon him, isa
God to whom we can indeed pray, since he is a personal and
personalizing agent whose specific quality is participation in the affairs
of the world and in the situation of his human children. Thus prayer isa
genuine possibility and the practice of prayer may make a difference
both to those who pray and to the continuing creative advance of the
world in and under God' s purpose of love in its widest conceivable
sharing.

This brings usto the last aspect of the contemporary problem of prayer:
the theological issue. How do we think of God, how do we understand
his nature, how do we envisage his way of working in the world? | am
convinced that a good deal of talk about prayer is vitiated by the
assumption that God is an intolerant, indeed we might say an intolerable,
tyrant who must be cajoled rather than addressed; and thisistied in with
apicture of his nature or character that is fundamentally unchristian or
subchristian, even if many Christian thinkers have fallen victim to it.

We have just now referred to the concept of God as a "tyrant”; we might
also have spoken of other false notions of God that have been, and still
are, present in the minds of people who profess and call themselves
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Christians. For example, there isthe "imperial Caesar," the dictator who
demands tribute from his subjects even if he is benevolently inclined
toward them. There is the remote and unconcerned "first cause" or
"absolute being," to which reference has already been made earlier in
this chapter. Worst of all, perhaps, there is the narrowly moralistic idea,
where God is conceived to be the governor of the world who imposes
arbitrary laws that must be obeyed or those upon whom they are
imposed will suffer ghastly punishment -- a picture of God that some
sadistic pervert might have thought up, modeling deity after his own
character. Alfred North Whitehead, the great Anglo-American
philosopher whose thinking is behind the "process conceptuality” to
which some of us subscribe, rightly called such ideas idolatrous, and
spoke of them as apostasy from the "Galilean vision" (as he styled it) in
which God is "modeled" after the figure of Jesus Christ. We can
understand how it came about that these false notions were attached to
the supreme excellence and perfect goodness "whose nature and whose
nameisLove." After al, they were prevaent enough among many
pagans in earliest Christian times and it was natural for Christian
thinkers as well as simple Christian believers to be influenced by them.
The tragedy is that they have been allowed a place, for so long atime, in
Christian talk and thought. It istime for us to eradicate them and to
make absolutely central to all our religious discourse ‘the God and
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ." Hereisthe clue to "God-talk" if itisto
be Christian; as | have argued in my Love Is the Clue (Forward
Movement, 1968) and Life in Christ (Eerdmans, 1972), we have no
excuse for perpetuating a picture, or pictures, of God that either make
prayer impossible or turn it into an indecent effort to persuade God to be
kind to his children.

Talking with ordinary Christian men and women, one discovers that
while they do not have the technical competence nor the verbal
equipment of the professional theologian, they do raise what in fact are
genuine theological issues. One of these issues has been put to mein
words like these: " Altogether too much teaching about prayer,
particularly in circles that are highly orthodox and consider themselves
also highly biblical, amounts to telling us that we must cringe before,
imperial majesty, asif we were in the presence of an oriental despot.
What about Jesus' own attitude and teaching? Did he not imply that we
were to make, freely and gladly, a response of loving obedience and
obedient love to a heavenly Father who purposes the good of his
children, who wants them to be free men and not to act like slaves, who
works in them and for them so that they may fulfill their possibilities,
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and who deals with their misdeeds and failuresin aloving way and not
in condemnatory judgment?’ | am convinced that for men and women
who feel something like this, prayer becomes impossible or a sham.
They can be greatly helped if we affirm, without hesitation and without
doubt, that love is the key to everything about God. What is more, they
can be greatly helped if they see that thisisindeed the chief stressin
public prayer or church worship, so that such socia praying is
undertaken by afamily of God's children addressing aloving Father
(who makes demands upon them, to be sure, but who is no hateful
dictator nor absentee ruler nor moral tyrant, but genuinely concerned for
their best development as his children), rather than akind of law-court
or imperial audience with aterrifying deity. "God islove; and he that
abideth in love abideth in God and God in him" -- so the Johannine
writer put it. And so ought we to think and act and pray, whether in
private or in public.

We have now looked at four aspects of contemporary difficulty about
prayer: practical, scientific, philosophical, and theological. It istimeto
move on to a definition of prayer that will be genuinely Christian, in
continuity with the past centuries of Christian faith and life, and in
relationship with all that we now know about the world and ourselves.
What we shall discover, | believe, isthat such adefinition will not differ
very much, if at al, from those put forward in the early days of the
Christian fellowship and reaffirmed through succeeding ages by people
as different from each other as John of Damascus, Thomas Aquinas,
Martin Luther, John Calvin, and John Wesley. But it will not do simply
to quote these great Christians and think that the matter is settled. We do
not livein their day; we live in our own. That should tell us that we must
work our way through to our own way of phrasing the matter. Then we
shall find that what we have "invented," in the modern sense of the word
(made up or devised), will be very much like what we "invent," in the
ancient Latin sense of the word (discover to be already there), athough
we did not know it and hence had to find it out for ourselves.

Prayer is not an attempt to fashion the world after our own desires. It is
not an effort to coerce the powers that be to do exactly what we think
would be right because in conformity with our own ideas of how the
world ought to go. It isnot adenia of whatever regularities or ordering
there may be in the created order that scientific research can discover. It
IS not " pestering the deity," as someone has phrased it, so that he will
intrude himself into a world from which otherwise he is presumed to be
absent. It isnot afinal effort to persuade an unwilling God to do what
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we find we cannot do for ourselves. Prayer, in the Christian sense,
presupposes a creation in which human activities, like every other event
or occurrence, have consequences and make a difference. It assumes a
world in which God is no absentee ruler but a present agent working "in,
through, and under" created agencies -- to use a Lutheran phrase
originally referring to Christ’s presence in the Lord’ s Supper and the
material elements of bread and wine.

The language prayer usesis bound to be figurative, imaginative, and
poetic. Thisisthe way we talk in personal relationships one with
another; but in prayer the language points toward realities that exceed
(although they do not deny) the mundane things with which we are
familiar. And prayer is related to this world, with its demands and
responsibilities; it is no "flight of the alone to the Alone," as Plotinus put
it, but rather it springs from and has to do with man in hisinevitable and
Inescapable involvement in what goes on here and now.

Above al, aswe shall seein amoment, Christian prayer is addressed to
God as "pure, unbounded Love." It is an intentional and willed
relationship with what Dante called "the Love that moves the sun and
the other stars,” faithfully, intimately, unfailingly at work in the world.
Prayer is attentive communion with God conceived as this Love, this
Lover. And itsend or goal isthat men and women shall realize and be
enabled to express their God-intended potentialities as they are being
"made toward the image of God," in cooperation with and sharing in the
divine Love.

If this were understood and implemented in concrete practice, it would
be recognized as important enough to require that we givetimetoiit. It
would bring about drastic revision of much that is said and donein
public worship, in hymns, in spoken prayer, and the like. It would have
an appeal to our contemporaries, especially among the young who now
turn to eastern religions and esoteric cults to find the reality of prayer. It
would indeed be known as "the Christian’s vital breath," to return to
James Montgomery’ s hymn, precisely because it would be recognized as
"God' s breath in man."

The remainder of this book will be given to further and detailed
development of the definition just suggested, to the ways in which we
may pray in words and in thought, to the place of prayer in public
worship and above all in the Holy Communion or Lord’ s Supper --
which all Christians save the Quakers and the Salvation Army know to

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=2218 (11 of 12) [2/4/03 6:13:52 PM]



Praying Today: Practical Thoughts on Prayer
be the central act of public worship, however much they may sometimes
dlight that importance in church practice -- and finally to see how it all

"fitsin" -- how faith and action are related to, and find fulfillment in,
prayer both private and public.

16
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Chapter 2. Coming to Understand
What Prayer |s

God is Love; heisthe cosmic Lover. Everything else that we say about
him, as creator, redeemer, companion, the maker of moral demands, the
righteous and just one, must be referred back to that abiding Christian
conviction. Otherwise we can hardly claim to live up to the Christian
name or pretend to be disciples of the Lord Jesus Christ. And thisis as
true of prayer asit is of other aspects of Christian life.

The God who is Love is also the God who works unceasingly in the
creation. He is related to it in the most intimate manner; as theologians
put it, he isimmanent in the world as well as more than the world --
transcendent. He is incarnate in the world, too, having taken upon
himself the reality of manhood and human experience in his Son our
Lord Jesus Christ; and elsewhere he also is present in what may rightly
be styled "an incarnational manner," since in, with, through, and by
creaturely agents heis actively at work there. When we put together the
Christian conviction that God is Lover and the fact of hisimmanent and
incarnational activity, we have a picture of aworld that is dynamic,
moving toward real goals, with genuine continuity in the process yet
with new occasions when God' s love is signally manifested and
operative. Indeed, the world is basically away in which the supreme
Lovethat is God expresses himself.

Furthermore, this cosmic Loveis no thing; it is personal and
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personalizing, since it isaunity initself, with goals for which it works,
with relationships that are more like those we know with each other than
like those proper to things, and with the capacity to communicate with
men in full awareness and self-awareness. These are the ingredients of
personeity (to use aword of Samuel Taylor Coleridge); and that is why
we cannot think of God as |ess than personal, to be conceived not as"It"
but as"He," and to be addressed as " Thou."

In that context prayer is to be understood. Otherwise it will be mis-
understood. But if thisisthe case, what then is our best definition of
prayer? | shall give the one that seems to me to be right; then | shall
comment on it.

Prayer is the intentional opening of human lives to, the alignment of
human wills with, and the direction of human desiring toward, the
cosmic Love that is deepest and highest in the world because it isthe
main thrust or drive through the world toward sharing and participation
In genuine good -- and hence toward the truest possible fulfillment of
human personality as God wishes it to become. Private prayer isthe
way we do thisin our own particular personal ways. Public prayer or
church worship is the way in which we unite with othersin expressing
dependence on this Love, opening ourselves to it, and willing
cooperation with it as "fellow-workers with God." And prayer at the
Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion is an identification of those present
with the self. offering of Christ to his heavenly Father, aswe are
nourished by hisrisen lifein the receiving of bread and wine and so
"make memorial" of him and of all that he did and was. The end-
product of prayer is conformity with God’s purposes, joy in his
fellowship, newness of life with him and with our brethren, and the
recognition that (in Paul’ s words from Romans) "God works towards a
good end, and in every respect, for those who love him." Thus we are
enabled to become the personal instruments for hisloving concern asit
Isworked out in the creation, despite the evil and wickedness, the sin
and injustice, the pain and anguish, that are obvious to an honest
observer. Thisway of understanding prayer is very different from
thinking of it as the effort to plead with God to do the good; above al, it
Isvery different from magical notions of prayer’s efficacy, asif we
were trying to use charms to rouse him to action. And it is certainly
Important enough to engage us and encourage us to persist even when
praying is not easy or when we do not much feel like carrying on with
it.
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Think of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane, when he prayed, "Not my
will but thine be done." There isthe great example of prayer; and for
Christians it should be all-compelling. But we may look also at |esser
examples -- for instance, Francis of Assisi and his friends praying
continually that they might be "instruments" of the "Divine Charity."
They asked, in words that have become celebrated in Christian history,
that they might be enabled to give "love where there was hatred, pardon
where there was injury, joy where there was sadness, light where there
was darkness'; that they might seek "not so much to be consoled as to
console, not so much to be understood as to understand; not so much to
be loved asto love." Those words show how deeply the early
Franciscans had caught the spirit of Christ their Lord and Master; they
show how faithfully they followed the example of him who "came not
to be ministered unto, but to minister" and whose whole life and death
was a self-offering to God so that God’ s will might effectively be
accomplished in the world.

To someit may seem that the early Franciscans, and even Jesus himself,
are advocating passivity on the part of those who pray. But the passivity
here in view is neither sloth nor indifference nor some variety of "do-
nothing-ism." It is an active passivity. It is the demanding passivity of
those who would be made "patient” of use by God; and that means a
willed opening of the self so that all one’s efforts and energies are at his
disposal. Two things follow. First, as al who have prayed seriously will
agree, the cosmic Lover is enabled to use the human agent, despite that
agent’ s failures and defects, for the good that he would establish.
Second, such opening is the way in which false self-assertion, pride, and
the other obstacles to genuine growth as God'’ s child will be overcome.
Like callsto like: the Love that is God awakens, stimulates, and
strengthens the capacity for loving that is God’ s very imagein his
children. One who has been caught up into the divine L ove becomes,
through his praying, a participant in the on-going movement of that
Lovein the world; he becomes alover -- and that iswhat man is being
made for, what he is to become as under God his personality is
integrated and energized and directed.

The best way to come to such an understanding of prayer is by thinking
of the common human experience of being loved by another and of
loving that other in return. This experience may be "lowpowered,"
lacking in intensity of feeling, or it may be accompanied by an
enormous passion and ayearning for total self-giving to the other who
himself givestotally. Such avariation in quality depends on many
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factors, not least on the particular psychological and physiological
eguipment of the lover. Yet if the love is genuine, it involves
commitment to the beloved, desire to give and readiness to receive,
hopefulness in respect to the enrichment provided in the relationship,
and above all ayearning for deepest fellowship with the beloved. In
some strange way, the lover isan "1" in contact with a"thou," yet heis
also made one with the other so that a true union of lives takes place
without the dlightest loss or diminishment of the distinction between the
two who have become one. It is no accident that the Song of Songs
finds its place in canonical Jewish scripture nor that in the New
Testament the analogy of marriage or the relationship of bride and
bridegroom is used to point to the relationship of God and men. Nor isit
accidental that in the writings of great Christian masters of prayer a
parallel is drawn between sexual love known on the human level and the
divine-human love between God and his children. To this point we shall
return.

For the moment, however, let us look at the analogy and recognize that
atrue human lover wishes with all his heart to fulfil the requirements
laid upon him by his beloved. These requirements or demands are not
imposed in a coercive manner; often they are not put into words;
perhaps they are not vividly in the consciousness of either person. What
Isin view isthe necessity each feelsto be hisvery best, to realize all his
possibilities, to obey by his own free and glad decision. Thus the lover
Is purged from less worthy ambitions or desires; there is an alignment of
himself with his beloved, and he can say, "Y our wish is my command.”
Once again, deep speaksto deep, like to like. And this may not be an
easy matter; for real love includes and requires a certain anguish as the
complement to its ecstasy. Thus the Spanish folk sayingisright, "To
make love isto declare one’' s sorrow" -- sorrow for defects and also pain
(since the Spanish word here used is like the Italian equivalent do lore,
meaning both sorrow and pain), pain from separation from the beloved,
pain suffered as the self is purified or purged by love. Loveisnot all
sweetness and light; it can and it does hurt. Common human experience
testifies to this; Christian insight confirms what that experience knows.

Two corollaries are to be noticed, if what has been said so far istrue.
Thefirst corollary isthat sharing in love is the strongest imperative to
activity. By this| mean the desire to do what will be pleasing to the
beloved, thus demonstrating the reality of the relationship. This should
not be taken to suggest that anybody can “earn” love by "doing good
deeds’ for the beloved. Loveis always agift; it is"of grace, not of
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works." What is doneis an expression of gratitude for being loved; the
works of love are athanksgiving for love. When we apply the analogy
to our praying, we see then that faith (and prayer) and works go
together, but that the former precedes and causes the latter. Christian
prayer always leads to some sort of doing, even if the doing is not
always obvious to others since it consists in arelationship that is"in
secret" and may not always involve external activity that the world can
see. What is at stake here is "doing the works of him" that loves us,
thereby becoming "fellow-workers with God."

The second corollary isthat in the relationship between lover and
beloved true freedom is found. The man who does not know |ove cannot
know the liberty that is given when two have become onein love; he
remains a captive to afalse centering of self upon self. As Martin Luther
put it, heisincurvatusin se, twisted in upon himself. But by "falling in
love" -- and notice how this suggests that love happens to us, rather than
is"earned" by us -- the lover is captivated and captured; he becomes
indeed a captive. Here George Matheson’ s hymn speaks the truth:
"Make me a captive, Lord; /And then shall | befree...." To be held
captive in love to God who is Love isto know the freedom of love. So
the Prayer Book says, "Whose service is perfect freedom,” here harking
back to Augustine’s golden Latin phrase, cui servire regnare est,
"whom to serveistoreign."

In aworld like ours, open to new possibilities and genuine novelty,
prayer as the expression of love between God and man can accomplish
great things. But it must always be remembered that God actsin his
world persuasively for the most part, and chiefly so on the human level,
rather than coercively or by violent force. An American poet (F. Bland
Tucker) has trandlated part of the ancient Christian document known as
the Epistle to Diognetus, using these words: "He [God] came to win
men by good-will, for forceis not of God." Perhaps that is a bit too
strong, since in the realm of the inanimate and the impersona God does
employ power, while everywhere he sets enforced limits so that contrast
and conflict shall not become sheer chaos or anarchy. But in dealing
with his human children, God’ s way isthe way of love, in al its
tenderness but with all its strength. For love is no cheap sentimentality,
never making demands, always tolerant of the easy and superficial
response of men. Love wants and love demands the best, and that means
what is courageously active and indefatigably responsive. Lure,
persuasion, invitation, solicitation, appeal, require freely given response.
This goes with the freedom-establishing quality of the love-relationship.
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It istrue of the finest human love; it is even more true of the love
between God and men. And when the responseis given in full freedom,
asin genuine prayer, things can happen that otherwise could not
happen, since now God has at his disposal the desires, willings,
yearnings, and energies of his human child.

Prayer, so understood, releases men from fear, turning their necessities
into privileges. "Thereis no fear in love; for perfect love casteth out
fear," writes John in his First Letter. Love is expressed in prayer; hence
prayer isaway of overcoming human fears and anxieties. Of course
much depends on what we mean by "fear." Thereisaright and proper
fear; it isawe or reverence toward God -- and love does not cast that
out, for men must worship and adore, in al reverence and awe, the holy
Lover who is God; while true love respects the mystery and wonder in
the Other (and also in the human beloved one, too). But John is not
talking about such "fear"; he is speaking of the debilitating fear that
American idiom describes by the words "being scared.” And love does
cast that out. | remember asmall child saying, "A Christian ought never
to be scared”; how right she was! And prayer isthe way to be delivered
from faithless fears and worldly anxieties through "the expulsive power
of anew affection," as one writer has phrased it.

In this relationship between God and man, expressed in praying, we are
brought to a deepened awareness of "the exceeding sinfulness of sin,"
since we see ourselves as unworthy, defective, sinful beingsin God's
known presence. Our response in loving obedienceis so feeble, so
Inadequate, so distorted, that we are ashamed of ourselves. Thisiswhy
frank confession of sin is appropriate in the context of prayer. Yet at
that very same moment, the reality of God’'sloveis sufficiently great to
provide reassurance. We are feeble, but God’ s love is strong; we are
Inadequate, but God is always unfailingly adequate; our loveis
distorted, hisis pure and perfect. And he accepts us for what we are to
become through his companionship in grace, even though now we are
far, far astray. Thisiswhat "justification by grace through faith" tells us,
In quite practical experience. "Just as| am" God receives me, since his
"love hath broken every barrier down"; and he receives me for what |
may be, since in fellowship with him my potentiality for loving response
Is awakened and empowered and | am enabled, more and more, to say
"Yes' to him.

In all that has been said in this chapter, we have been giving variations
on the theme that Christian prayer is essentially the opening of the self,
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intentionally and attentively, to the reality of God as cosmic Lover. Itis
not an attempt to get our own way by invoking deity. Jesus said, "Not
my will, but thine be done," as he addressed himself to his heavenly
Father and as man prayed to that Father in an hour of trial and anguish.
Prayer is the means by which our desires and our will are brought to
care for what God cares for, to will what God wills, and to do what God
desires to have done. Thus prayer is human passivity at its most active,
human potentiality brought toward realization, man’s "initial am" made
truly his own athough it was originally given him by God, man’s whole
life open to become the personalized instrument for the divine
Goodness.

We shall be seeing in the next chapter that this understanding of prayer
does not rule out "petition," or asking, both for others and for ourselves.
However, it puts such petition in a new context, saving it from the
danger of turning into a sort of magical exercise by which we secure,
through the use of some formula, what our uncriticized and probably
entirely wrong inclinations lead us to want. Asking is part of Christian
prayer, although by no means the whole of it, as so many seem to
assume. The validity of asking istied in with the plain fact that we are
in aworld where things go wrong and where we know them to do just
this. We cannot nor do we wish to extricate ourselves from such a
world, at least if we are Christians; and in any event the world is always
with us. What we should desireisto live and work to God' s glory,
where we are here and now. And prayer as asking or petition helps usto
do that, among other things that prayer does.

| believe that the understanding of prayer presented here can make sense
to modern men and women. Something more must be said about how it
fits in with the world as we know it to be; but before we do this, itis
worth observing that our approach to prayer is, as a matter of fact, no
new invention. On the contrary it is areworking of the approach that all
the great masters of prayer have taught. The ancient Greek theologian
John of Damascus said that prayer is "the elevation of the mind to God."
Thomas Aquinas, in the Middle Ages, used the same definition. Perhaps
the word "mind" is unfortunate; as we shall suggest in a moment, all of
aman isor should be included in that "elevation to God." Other
classical writers have spoken of prayer as "the attentive presence of
God" -- putting ourselves with attention in the presence of him who is
always with us but is not thus attended to all the time. Augustine Baker,
an English writer of some centuries past, said that prayer is"adesire
and intention to a union of spirit with God." Martin Luther wrote that
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our "praying teaches us to recognize who we are and who God is, and to
learn what we need and where we are to look and find it." John Calvin
spoke of prayer as our desiring what God desires for us and the world.

Behind all these stands the figure of Jesus himself. Or rather, kneels that
figure; for in the Garden of Gethsemane he knelt in prayer, saying, "Not
my will, but thine be done." It is too bad that we fail so often to put the
stress here on the "be done." Jesus was identifying himself with God, in
urgent desire and entire surrender, purposing that through him and
through his death God' s loving will would be accomplished. Here was
active passivity, as we have described it, not negative or passive
passivity. And when Jesus responded to his disciples’ request that he
“teach them to pray," he gave them the prayer we call “The Lord’'s
Prayer" (and which Roman Catholics, with much insight, call the Our
Father). Notice, then, that in the prayer Jesus taught the order of things
isthis: first, identification with God, hiswill, his kingdom of sovereign
love; next, asking for daily bread or what is needed to make life
possible; then, deliverance from evil and from the test that will be too
much for us; and all of it, as Matthew’ s gospel recognizes when it adds
the doxology to the ssmpler Lukan version, to God' s glory -- so that the
divine will may be done, and be seen done, "in earth asin heaven.”

In concluding this chapter, we shall pick up some of the points that have
been mentioned briefly with the promise that they would be discussed
later. The first has to do with the way in which man as a sexual being
engages in prayer. This may surprise some readers, who would think
that it is almost blasphemous to bring prayer and sex together. Their
mistake comes from assuming that man isa purely "spiritual" being and
that prayer isapurely "spiritual" enterprise. The fact of the matter,
however, isthat man is both body and spirit and that if man prays at al
he must pray as body and spirit. If thisis overlooked or forgotten prayer
becomes inhuman, unnatural, and unreal. One of the chief reasons for
the neglect of prayer and for the rejection of what was thought to be
Christian teaching has been the tendency of Christian peopleto try to be
more spiritual than God himself! After all, God must approve of
material things, bodies, and the physical stuff we know so well, since he
made and makes them.

One aspect of human nature is our sexuality, largely a matter of
physiology but (as we now increasingly understand) involving
emotional, psychological, and spiritual qualities as well. Human sexual
drives and desires seek union with another human being, in asintimate a
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way as possible, through the sharing of bodies as well as mental
concerns. These desires and drives are good; it is only their distortion or
disordering that is evil. This sexuality finds its best expression when
genuine loveis present. And there is a sexual element in everything that
we are or do; the urge toward union, physical and spiritual, isbasic to us
asthe libido that drives our existence toward fulfillment in an other.
Freud stressed this in recent years, but Augustine spoke about it
centuries ago. In our praying we should not seek to trample down this
sexuality, asif it were displeasing to God. He made it too. What we can
do in prayer isto take our sexual instinct and let it find, for the time
being, its center in alove that is utterly demanding and entirely good
and which will purify human sexuality and rightly order and pattern it,
although it will not destroy it nor remove its urgency and its physical
accompaniments. By ordering and directing sexuality, that central
aspect of our human nature will become still another channel through
which we serve the divine Lover, in and by means of the proximate and
creaturely human loving natural for us. Our human loving, with its
sexual overtones and its physical expression, can thus be set in the
context of adivine-human loving that redeemsit from triviality,
frustration, and ultimate irrelevance.

Second, much of what has been said so far may seem beyond the reach
of most of us most of thetime, if not al thetime. That isindeed true.
We are not yet "made perfect”; we are on our way toward fulfillment in
God. What mattersis not that we have arrived or failed to arrive, but
that we are on our way. The direction in which we are moving is what
counts most of all. Thisistrue of every aspect of human life; above al,
perhaps, it istrue of prayer as an exercise in which we engage. The goal
toward which we move isjust such an identification with the divine

L ove as shall make us urgent in every area of our livesto perform the
divine will. Some have gone a considerable distance, others have not
got so far, some are lagging far behind. Very well, then; that is how
things are with us. But God takes account of this, and uses us as and
where we are. There is no reason, then, to give up praying because we
cannot pray as well as we should like or aswell as our friend prays; our
job isto do our best in the particular moment at which we find
ourselves. If we do this we may be confident that we shall be able to
move afew steps forward; if we do not continue, we may fall into
despair, feel disappointed at our lack of progress, and stop praying
altogether -- and that would be a tragic mistake.

Here we can find help from some things once said by the French writer
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Jean de Caussade. He lived in atime when prayer was more generally
accepted than it istoday, but was perhaps no easier for earnest
Christians. This French master wrote that the only place where anyone
can pray isin what he styled "the present moment." There, and only
there, iswhere we are; there, and only there, can aman find, and be
found by, God. So we are to identify ourselves with God' s love, and
purpose fulfilling hiswill, in that one possible place, the here and now.
Elsewhere de Caussade spoke of "abandonment to divine providence,"
the way in which God pro-vides for, or seesto, our condition exactly
where we happen to be. To surrender ("abandon ourselves") to him
there is the same as finding him in the "present moment”; it is the
acceptance of God’swill, which is always love, and the implementing
of it as much as we can, in the given time and situation that is ours now.
After al, we have no other time, no other place, than that one.

In the ongoing process that is our world, we have our human existence.
The world is a concatenation of cause and effect, to be sure; it isalso an
interrelated process where everything affects and influences everything
else. It isadynamic enterprise whose advance is through the way in
which each part, including ourselves as men, seeks fulfillment. Through
al of it God, the cosmic Lover, is at work, ceaselessly and inexhaustibly
moving it toward the good that is his purpose and which is also the good
of each and every part. Thereis struggle here; and we are called to share
in that struggle. Precisely because God is no static or inert “first cause”
or "unmoved mover" or "absolute self-contained being," but is sheer
Lovein action, he delightsin our joys and suffers in our anguish. Prayer
iIsour willed "engagement"” or identification with God in this great
cosmic adventure, our willed linking of our littleness with God' s
greatness through the opening of our livesto the working of the divine
Charity in us and through us and for us.

Thomas Cranmer, the sixteenth-century English divine, translated many
ancient Latin prayers for the new English Prayer Book of 1549. In one
of these trandlations he omitted a L atin phrase and spoiled the sense of
the prayer. In Latin, the prayer says amantes te in omnibus et supra
omnia, "loving God in al things yet above (or more than) al things."
Cranmer stupidly dropped the first bit about "loving God in al things";
why, we do not know. It was a great mistake, because we are indeed
called to find, and to love, God here in the world where he has willed to
be present as well as to love him as that which is more than or beyond
the world. God isin the world; or the world isin God -- we can put it
either way. Heis not himself the world; heisinit, and itisin him, for
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he is the sovereign and untiring Lover of his creation. A modern hymn
writer, Laurence Housman, has put it well, "How can we love thee, holy
hidden Being,/ If we love not the world which thou hast made?' To
love the world, in this sense, isto love God in the world and to love the
world as the creative work of God. Of course God is"more than" the
world. That is how there can be novelty and change, out of "the dearest
freshness deep down things" (as the poet G. M. Hopkins so beautifully
phrased it). Isaiah said that God "always does new things'; but it is
equally true that he isin the old and continuous process too. He
possesses infinite capacity for adaptation and adjustment, but he ever
seeksin old and in new the best good of the creation, always takes it
into himself, and uses what is available for his purposes as his creatures,
by their free decision, put themselves at his disposal.

Prayer, rightly understood, is our identification, by conscious and
intentional and attentive act, with God the great Lover of men and the
world. It includes the whole man; it takes all thereis of him. And it
makes him what he is meant to be: free, whole, integrated, on the way to
true fulfillment as a son of God. In prayer man is even now sharing in
God'’ s kingdom, where love reigns supreme and where all things find
their joy in mutuality and sharing.

16
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Chapter 3: Prayingin Words

Through conscious and intentional action and consent, prayer makes
possible aworking of the divine Charity that otherwise might have been
impeded or even prevented. This does not mean that God is "finite"; but
it does mean that he wills not to work in spite of us so much asin us and
through us, by our own freely made decisions. Thisis the inevitable
corollary of our faith that God is Love and that his activity in the world
Isprimarily in and by love. Too often, alas, this faith has been obscured
If not denied by the introduction into our thought about God of notions
that, as we have seen, are more appropriate to imperial Caesar or a
despotic tyrant than to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Aswe turn to the actual practice of prayer, we should observe that there
have been two broad main categories into which the great teachers of
prayer have divided this enterprise. Oneis prayer in words, vocal
prayer; the other is prayer in thought, often called "mental prayer.” In
the former, we pray (so to speak) aloud, using words to address God,; in
the latter, we are not so much concerned to use words as to think about
God, hisrevelation, hiswill, his character, his relationship with us. The
former is more like speaking, the latter more like reflection or
meditation -- and that word, meditation, has often been used to describe
much of "mental prayer."

In this chapter our attention will be focused on vocal prayer, prayingin
words. Yet it is obvious that the distinction is somewhat arbitrary, since
often when we are "saying" our prayers a moment may come when
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words are forgotten and we simply look with wonder or think with
reverence. To try to make sharp distinctions would be like asking a
lover to provide a neatly divided report indicating in detail the various
ways in which he has been with and delighted in his beloved. This
would be so highly artificial that it would be absurd. Y et the distinction
does have its value; certainly it is convenient at least for purposes of
discussion.

Praying with words is commonly taken to include petition and
intercession, confession of sin, thanksgiving, and adoration. Praying in
thought begins with the sort of reflection that is often styled meditation;
and then having begun with a period devoted to meditation, it goes on to
contemplation, and may sometimes end in the experience that the great
mystics have called "union with God." "Mental" prayer initsfirst stepis
relatively easy for anybody; when it comes to the contemplative or
mystical stagesthings are different. A great deal of harm has been done
by the suggestion that everybody is really capable of those ranges of
contemplative and mystical prayer, since many people find, after much
effort, that they cannot engage in them. In any event, the saints have
known that "union," in the supreme sense intended by the mystics, is
not attained by human effort but is (as they say) aways a"gift" of God,;
while contemplation, in the strictest meaning of that term, is only
possible for the few who are called to it -- although there is an element
of contemplation in all prayer, not least in "vocal" prayer, as we shall
see. But meditation is something that we do every day, in secular
interests, and the move to religious meditation is open to anybody who
will take the trouble.

In the area commonly known as "vocal" prayer, we shall find it ssmplest
to begin with petition and intercession. This is because most people
seem to think that prayer is nothing but "asking"; we might as well start
where they are, even if we rgject the false idea that petition and
intercession are all thereisto praying.

Petition has to do with prayer for ourselves and our needs; intercession
has to do with prayer for others and their needs. In both cases, however,
the prayer is concerned with that which seems, to the onewho is
praying, desirable or necessary either to himself or for others. The first
thing that we ought to seeisthat if God is Love, bringing before him
desires and needsis not in and of itself wrong. The divine Lover wants
his human children to say honestly and frankly what they think and fedl,
without subterfuge or hypocrisy. That should be taken for granted. The
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difficulty arises when we assume that the purpose of such frank and
honest statement is to coerce God into granting what we believe is thus
desirable or necessary. Such aview reduces prayer to magic; itis
nothing more than the attempt to conform the world and everything in it
to human ideas. Several anthropologists, studying the difference
between magic and religion in primitive peoples, have indicated that the
latter (religion) is much more an intended conformity of things human
with the divine, whereas the former (magic) is the effort, by use of
formulae or rites, to bring the divine into conformity with things human.
Unhappily, a good deal of petitionary prayer as well as intercession
seems to be based on the "magical” premise rather than the "religious’
one.

Petitionary and intercessory prayer will usually begin in arather naive
way. The one who is praying will "tell God," as we say, what he thinks
he needs or what another needs. But if heis a Christian he will add the
proviso that any granting of such requests must be in accordance with
God' swill asrevealed in Jesus Christ. The child soon learns that most
petitionary and intercessory prayers are not "answered," as the saying
goes. He finds that what he wants is not always what he gets. The stage
isthen set for him to learn that prayer is not "answered" in the obvious
and superficial meaning of that word. What does happen is that the
desires and wishes of the praying person are gradually purged of self-
centered and selfish elements; he comes slowly to see that he should
pray, for his own condition and for others, for "an increase of faith,
hope, and charity" -- as the Prayer Book collect for Trinity XIV putsit --
and in consequence come to conform his own desires and wishes to the
ongoing purposes of God. In this given world, the thing most necessary
for God' s children is arelationship to the divine Love that will bring
their own livesto fulfillment, in community with their fellows. That
means a growth in the capacity to commit oneself to God' s love, which
isfaith; in the openness to and expectation of great and good things that
will augment our relationship to him and to each other, which is hope;
and in a self-giving and readiness to receive from others, which islove.
Whatever else we may think we require or want is secondary; and the
person who is growing in prayer soon comes to understand this. The
quotationsin the last chapter from the teachers of prayer should have
made this plain.

Y et there is nothing wrong in saying what we think, at the moment,
would help toward our growth and contribute to the making of our
personalities. Not only is there nothing wrong about this; it is a natural
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thing to do. Nor isit presumptuous on our part. One might even say that
God loves us enough to wish us to tell him these things although he also
loves us enough to have ordered the world in such away that many of
these things will not be ours because they are not really good for us.

The addition that our petition and intercession make to the force for
good in the world, once our praying is delivered from sheer selfishness,
IS very important. It augments the general drive for good; it contributes,
as we may dare to say, to the energies of love that are at God' s disposal
in his ordering of the onward movement of creative advancein the
universe. We have already urged that every human decision makes a
difference, since it affects all occasions or occurrences -- nobody lives
"to himself" aone. Hence we should not discount the contribution that
our petition or intercession may make. But again, not in amagical way.
That is, the contribution is the giving of our own desire for good,
whether expressed through our personal growth or through the growth
of others. Often enough, so far as others are concerned, that isall we
can do. So far as we are concerned, the point is that we desire such
"growth in grace" as shall make usfit instruments for the divine Love;
and in our ignorance or with our limited knowledge we ask aso for
whatever may help toward that end. We learn, then, that the child’s
prayer for this or that is harmless; but the adult’ s prayer must be
childlike, not childish -- it will be the acceptance of God’ s will, humbly
and gladly, as we come to see that in and through everything "God is
working towards a good end for those that love him." Our immediate
impulse isto want what is not for our own good, harmful perhaps to
others, and quite possibly not in accordance with God’ s will for good.
The developed type of petition and intercession is more profound; it is
the urgent yearning, expressed in word, that we shall be what
Whitehead called "co-creators" with God and what Paul styled "fellow-
workers" with him.

Intercession is basically the remembering before God, or the holding
before him by conscious intention, of those who are (as we think) in
need of his particular help. When we intercede, we bring others within
the ambit of our own willed relationship to God; we also add, aswe
have said, our bit of goodwill to the cosmic thrust for good in the world.
Intercession is not an attempt to force God to do something that
otherwise he would not do. To think in thisway isto be faithless, for it
suggests that we do not really believe in and commit ourselves to the
Love "that will not let us* (or anybody else) fall outside the loving
purposes with which he worksin his world.
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But how can petition or intercession really make any difference? The
answer to this natural question depends on the sort of world view we
entertain. If we think of everything as"laid on the line," with no
possibility of openness in the creation, obviously it can make no
difference for usto pray in these ways. On the other hand, if (aswe
have just said) our decisions make a difference, if the futureisnot a
"closed future” but is open even for God, then we can see that there are
possibilities that cannot be realized until and unless there is human
consent to that realization. Theologically speaking, this entails the view
that God is not utterly atemporal, as "eternity"” is usually taken to
suggest; heis supremely temporal, in that he isin time more deeply than
any finite creature could be, knowing possibilities as possibilities but
not determining them instead of the creature. He waits for and counts on
human response; only in thisway could he guarantee both the freedom
of decision and the responsibility for decision that are an integral
element in the created order. If this demands arevision of some popular
notions, all the better; our theology at this point could very well

undergo a considerable shaking up and aradical rethinking.

All petition and intercession ought to take their rise from actual
concrete situations in which people find themselves. It is only when we
are wrestling with problems that desperately bother us, only when we
are involved with othersin such away that their troubles become our
own, that our petitions for ourselves and our intercessions for others can
have much reality. Thus prayer of this sort springs from our deep
involvement in life, its sorrows, its difficulties, its demand for
significant decision. | am going to meet somebody; my petition is that |
shall so understand his situation that | shall be able to serve for him asa
channel of the divine compassion. | face some overwhelmingly hard
decision; my petition isthat | shall be enabled so to choose that the
divine love may be more effectively released through me. A friend is
serioudly ill; my intercession isthat, in part through my concern for him
but more especially through God'’ s faithful love for him, he may both
know and reflect the goodness that through his life can be shown and
expressed.

Y et petition and intercession are only the beginning of prayer. Even in
respect to "vocal" prayer they are but first steps. Hence we must go on
to speak of prayer as the confession of our human failings,
imperfections, distortions of the divine goodness, and unwillingness to
let ourselves be used as channels for that goodness in the decisions we
make and the acts we do. The man who thinks that there is nothing
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wrong with himself or that the human situation is entirely satisfactory
will have nothing to confess. But such aman is avery shallow person.
He can hardly have looked seriously at himself and he is extremely
unobservant of the sadly alienated and estranged condition in which the
human race finds itself. Or perhaps he is so self-satisfied and so content
with the way things are going that he is unable to recognize what is
wrong. He needs confrontation with the love of God in so striking away
that he is forced to judge himself and the situation in terms of that love.
Then he will be driven to an examination of hisown life and a more
serious consideration of the world of human affairs.

Prayer as confession presupposes, then, that there is something to
confess. Hence if there isto be any reality in confession there must be
an understanding of the self, its wrong decisions and the consequences
of those decisions, and the involvement of each of usin the total human
situation. This demands that confession should be preceded by some
sort of self-examination. Y et here we run into a very serious difficulty,
since there is always the danger of becoming overly introspective and of
falling into the error of "scrupulosity,” against which all masters of the
Christian life of discipleship have warned. There can be, often there s,
agoing over one' s past with a"fine-tooth comb," so that all attention is
centered on what iswrong and little time is left for the comparison of
one' s own decisions and actions with the exemplar to which every
Christian must turn: Jesus Christ as incarnate Love in action.
Furthermore, there is nothing whatever to be said for agroveling
attitude before God, asif he were arigorous moralist or a tyrannical
master. Bonhoeffer rightly remarked that some Christian teaching has
tried to take man at his worst, even to make him feel worse than heis,
simply in order to make him a supposedly receptive hearer of the gospel
of forgiveness. Such teaching is worse than perverse; it is definitely and
plainly unchristian and should be condemned as such.

Many if not most of our particular sins, as we call them, do not really
matter very much. That may seem a startling statement; but what | am
trying to say isthat the specific acts that we do are not nearly so
significant as the main trend or direction of our whole personality. What
we ought to be concerned about in self-examination is not this or that
supposed sin -- although sometimes these will be obvious and serious
enough to require attention -- but rather whether we are becoming more
open to the Love that is God, more readily concerned to be instruments
of that Love, and more willing to share that Love with others, in
whatever ways are possible for usin our given place and time. What is
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the matter with human affairsis that there is an accumulation of wrong
decisions and actions that inevitably has produced a state in which right
decisions and actions are more and more difficult. This manifestsitself
in specific sins, of which we need to be aware, both in ourselves and
others; but the real problem for usiswhether or not we are "growing"
toward our intended goal and whether or not society is becoming a more
just and fair society.

Any minister who, like the writer, has heard many "confessions’ of sin,
made formally or informally by parishioners and friends, will be able to
testify to the danger just noted. And | hope that many will agree that my
own advice to these people is reasonably sound: "Throw away the ‘little
books' which contain lists of sins about which one should examine
oneself. Forget the ‘rules,” with all their complications. Instead, look at
Jesus Christ. See him on the Cross, loving the world with utter passion.
Then ask yourself how you measure up to that stark reality." The result
of self-examination in that fashion will be devastating enough. We shall
see clearly how terribly we have failed, how seriously we have shown
our lovelessness, how wrong have been our choices time and time
again. As Whitehead said, Jesus Christ is the disclosure or revelation of
"the divine nature and agency in the world." In the light of that
disclosure, we know both how things are intended to go and where we
have been guilty of failure to cooperate with that "going."

Still another suggestion isto read carefully and prayerfully the
thirteenth chapter of First Corinthians or the Beatitudes in the Sermon
on the Mount. Having done this, we can then ask ourselves how much
of that teaching is reflected in our own decisions and deeds, as well as
in the attitudes we take toward others. Again, the result will be
searching enough to shame any honest man or woman.

Having done something of this sort, we may then in our prayer state
simply and directly how and where we have been following the wrong
path, distorting or denying the creative advance of Love-in-act, and
failing to cooperate with othersin their effortsto live in accordance
with that standard. That is all that isrequired. There is no need to spend
an enormous amount of time in this exercise. An honest confession of
this sort ought, for the Christian, to be enough; and when he has
finished, he should grasp hold of what the older evangelicals used to
call "the gospel promises’: the assurance of God’ s forgiveness that we
need. As amatter of fact, the forgiveness of God is prior to our
confession of sin. God has already forgiven us even before we have
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acknowledged our mistakes and defects. It is the confidence that God is
Love, hence dways forgiving, that awakens in us the sense of our own
failure. That iswhy it isright to begin with the Love that is declared to
usin Christ -- if God forgives us like that, what must there be in us that
needs such forgiveness? That is the right approach, unless the whole
Christian faith is amistake.

One last point needs to be made here. Thisis to distinguish between
“attrition," or emotional anguish over sin, and "contrition," or intention
not to continue in sin once recognized as such. Obviously a condition
for forgiveness, whether from God or from another man, is that we shall
purpose to serve more fully in the future by avoiding those paths which
deny love. But God himself has already forgiven usin the confidence,
as we may phrase it, that we have a good intention in the future; his
forgiveness will awaken that intention, bring it to life, so to speak.
There is no need for acute emotional disturbance over wrongs done,
although some people may be temperamentally of the sort that feels
such disturbance. What matters is the intention to serve God; thisistrue
contrition. And with it goes aforgiving attitude to other persons, for
unless we ourselves are ready to forgive we are in no position to receive
into ourselves the prevenient forgiveness that God aready has extended
to us.

We now turn to the two final aspects of "vocal" prayer, thanksgiving
and praise or adoration; and we shall discuss them together, as we have
just discussed petition and intercession together under one heading.

Both thanksgiving and praise have as their basis the wonder of the
divine nature as Love, the ceaseless activity of God in love, and the
good things that are made available for men in this world-process where
that Loveisat work. The two are related, in that God’ s " nature and
property is always to have mercy and to forgive," to labor unceasingly
for increase of good in the world, and to receive into himself whatever
good is achieved there. Several times already we have quoted Wesley’s
fine words about " pure, unbounded love": never was there a more apt
description of the reality of God, although in Wesley’ s hymn the words
arein fact applied to Christ -- and appropriately, sincein Christ (if
Christian faith is right) the "pure, unbounded love" that is seen humanly
expressed is the manifestation, reflection, and participation in human
terms of the divine Lover whom Jesus called "my Father in heaven."

It has always seemed odd to me that whereas we are often ready to
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examine ourselves for what we have done or are, we amost never think
of examining our livesto see what God has done in them and for us. If
we did so, we should find that thanksgiving would be natural and
inevitable. Not only "our creation, preservation, and all the blessings of
thislife" come ultimately through God’' s working in the world -- even
when they come by way of other men or from nature, the chief (not the
only, since created occasions have freedom to be causative agents)
causal agency isthe divine Love. But also the sheer marvel of love,
wherever found and enjoyed, above all the marvel of God himself as

L ove, provides occasion for thanksgiving. Many of us hardly seem
aware of how thankful we should be. | recall, however, atrue tale about
an old and impoverished woman living in amean flat in aslum, who
told avisitor that she spent most of her day in giving thanks to God.
"For what?' the imperceptive visitor asked. And the reply was simply
this, "Because heis and because | am." A small child, too, isan
example of thankfulness, receiving gladly and responding joyously to
what is given him, even though he has not yet learned to articulate in
words his sense of gratitude. Ex ore infantium, the Latin saying hasiit;
and sometimes, when ayoung boy or girl says a heartfelt " Thank you,"
one sees an attitude to life that may put an adult to shame.

God isthe chief provider, in this sense -- which does not suggest that
men are not to provide for one another, in a society as just as possible
and with "fair shares" all around. But God is also the chief recipient of
all good. What process theologians call "the divine memory" receives
the good that is achieved in the creation; it counts not only for God but
in God. As he suffersin our sadness, so he delights and rejoices in our
happiness. All that we do is a contribution made to God; it issilly,
destructive of practical religion, and denigratory of human existence, to
assume that we cannot give anything to God. Classical theology has
sometimes talked as if we could not; but there it has departed from
"working" religion, as well as from common sense. We can give to God
ourselves, our wills, our cooperation, our hearts, as well as whatever we
may do, either singly or as arace, to advance his purpose of love in the
world. And al thisis kept and treasured and used by God for further
good and wider sharing in love.

Adoration or praise to God, so closdaly linked to thanksgiving, isthe
highest reach of "vocal" prayer. It is not something unnatural and
difficult, although occasionally writers on Christian prayer have made it
seem so. But the human analogy of lover and beloved helps usto see
their error. When one deeply loves another, he wants sometimes simply
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to be with the other, while sometimes he wants to tell the other how
much he loves him, how much the other means to him, to praise or
adore the other (although doubtless we do not normally use just those
words to say what we wish to do). From one point of view, an observer
might comment on the absurdity of alover’s doing this; nothing seems
to be "gained" by it and it might appear just a murmuring of "silly
nothings." The lover knows differently, however. He knows how
natural and right it isfor him to do just these things. So also with the
Christian as he thinks about God and recognizes God' s goodness for
what it is. There are long passages in the beautiful book by Ramon Lull
called The Lover and His Beloved (which for Lull meant God the Lover
and man the beloved), in which the beloved simply adores the Lover,
asking for nothing, wanting nothing, only loving.

Most of us may not be able to reach such an intensity of devotion; but at
least the start of it ispossible for al of us. And it is good for us thus to
adore. We have quoted the Scots theologian Chalmers who spoke of
"the expulsive power of anew affection” as a means of purifying and
ennobling human existence; and the historian of French spirituality,
Henri Bremond, has written about the way in which prayer, at its best, is
"apurification of the self." Nowhereisthis so clearly seen asin
adoration and praise. It extraverts us; it focuses our attention on areality
outside ourselves; it liberates us from the mire of self-concern that so
often impedes our making any progress in discipleship.

A friend once remarked to me that he could not understand the business
of adoration since to him it suggested that God enjoyed being lauded --
and such a picture of God, he said, was unpleasant and must be untrue.
To which the reply was only this: "Doubtless God himself does not
‘enjoy’ continual praise, but he ‘puts up with it’ because he knowsitis
good for his human children.” Yet | could have said more that would
have been much to the point: "If God really isaLover, he must delight
in having those whom he loves respond to him in love and want to be
with him and tell him their love." Isthisreply too anthropomorphic, too
much a making of God after our human image? | think not, for the
simple reason that it is we who are "made in the image of God," as
Genesis puts it, we who are being created to become lovers of our
fellow men and of God himself. Thereforeit is proper to use that image
of love-in-the-making when we think of God himself.

Sometimes theol ogians and philosophers spend their time either "paying
God metaphysical compliments,” as Whitehead once phrased it, or in
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assuming that for his greater glory they must make him utterly alien to
everything that we know and experience and care for. But Jesus did not
take that line at all; he used quite ordinary human analogies, drew upon
guite humdrum and common human experiences, and called God by the
most human of loved names, "Father" -- Abba, which some experts tell
us can be translated "Dad" or "Papa." Need a Christian try to be more
"spiritual," more "heavenly," or more cautious in speech, than he whom
we call our Lord and Master?

16
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Chapter 4: Praying in Thought

The distinction between "vocal" and "mental" prayer often seems rather
forced and artificial. This has already been remarked upon, athough we
have been prepared to use the distinction as a matter of convenience.

Y et agood deal of adoration or praise, about which we spoke at the end
of the last chapter, is entirely "without words' -- and thus might very
well have been included under the category of "mental” prayer. For by
"mental" prayer traditional writers have intended to denote the kind of
conscious relationship with God that does not require the use of words,
spoken or formed. |deas, thoughts, as well as deeper emotional or
"affective" states, are included in this category where the classical
writers would place meditation, contemplation, and the various stages
of "union with God" about which the mystics have given us reports.

However we may feel about adoration and praise, including it in "“vocal"
prayer or letting it serve as akind of borderline approach to "mental"
prayer, it is obvious that when we come to meditation we are concerned
with akind of exercise that can quite readily be carried on with no
verbal articulation u such.

One of the difficulties many people find in reading about meditation is
the variety of "systems" that are suggested to them. There are the
Sulpician and the Ignatian and several other "methods"; in each of these
it istaught that one proceeds from "point" to "point," moving almost
automatically along aline that is regarded as appropriate to the chosen
"system." The beginner wonders which "method" heisto choose. He
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may also think that the very complicated series of steps that the experts
propose are not for him -- maybe the very holy can follow this
procedure but the ordinary man or woman has neither the time nor the
interest to do so. In fact, in my judgment, the ordinary person isright.
Someone has said that it would have been better if those who worked
out these "systems" had never been born; and that comment has its
point. Yet it must be acknowledged that sometimes, for some people,
the "system" approach has worked and does work; therefore it cannot be
entirely dismissed. For our purpose here, however, we shall simply
disregard it and consider the simplest and easiest of all ways of
meditation, call it by what name one may prefer.

Suppose that you are planning a holiday trip. Obviously you will secure
the literature that is relevant. Y ou will read it through, try to discover
the shortest route to your chosen resort or the route that has most
interest for a person like yourself. Then you will think about the
activitiesin which you will engage while you are there. A great deal of
attention is required and you will be quite prepared to spend a
considerable period of time in thinking through the whole trip.
Doubtless after completing your reading you will sit down and think
over your plans very carefully. Now what you have really been doing is
engaging in a meditation on your holiday, although you would not have
called it that.

Or again, suppose that you have had the privilege of meeting a
distinguished visitor to your town. Y ou have been introduced to him,
you have talked with him, you may have heard him give alecture and
then answer questions. Now you wish to think over your experience and
see what it really meant to you. So you sit quietly for afew minutes and
do just this. Again, you have been meditating, even if such adescription
would not have occurred to you.

Best of all, suppose that somebody you love very deeply has written
you aletter in which he speaks of what he has lately been doing, of how
much he misses you, of things that you have done together and may
again be able to do. He closes with arenewed expression of hislove for
you and signs with the name by which you call him. After reading the
letter it islikely that you will think about this person, think about the
relationship between you, and thus find your affection renewed and
strengthened. Y ou will have been engaging in meditation, despite the
fact that such aword would not have occurred to you. Probably you
would say ssimply, if asked what you had been doing, " Thinking about
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my dear friend John."

Now meditation as an exercise in prayer is no different from this sort of
natural and normal human experience, except that it is thought about
God, about God' s character and his activity in the world. As an old
teacher once said to me, "Meditation is just prayerful and careful
thinking about something or someone very important to us."

One begins with some passage from the Bible or another bit of writing
that will be suggestive and stimulating. One reads attentively, in order
to get the full benefit of the passage. Then one closes the book and
thinks. That isall that is necessary. Sometimesit is helpful in one’s
thinking to try to picture a scene -- for example, Jesus with his disciples
In some particular situation that a gospel passage narrates. This
"composition" may be of value because it will make vivid and clear
what was going on in what has been read. Then one asks. "What does
thismean?" That is, what was the point of the incident so far asthe
original participants were concerned? One thinks about what was
conveyed to them by the given happening; and one goes on to think
about what is conveyed to oneself now. "What does this mean to me?"
one may ask. Then, at the end, it will be appropriate to ask a further
question, "If that iswhat it meant then and what it means now to me,
what does it teach me or what doesit require me to do?"

Meditation isjust as simple as that. It is the intentional, yet not coerced,
effort to read or think about, to read and think about, some significant
incident in God’ s way with men as reported in Scripture or in some
other piece of writing. It may even be thinking about some moment in
one’'s own experience in which one has felt the reality of God or
thought that some demand is given or some vision is disclosed. One lets
his mind play upon the material until it speaks significantly and
helpfully. And then one determines to use in the future the new insight
or suggestion that has emerged.

In past ages some of our Protestant forebears did just this with the Bible
every night. Robert Burns has atelling picture of such anightly
experience in his poem about the Scots peasant on Saturday, preparing
for the observance of the next day as the time for worship and rest: The
Cotter’s Saturday Night. A great deal of the strength of the evangelical
Christian’ s life was derived from a meditative reading of Scripturein
thisway. In Catholic circles, the believer may not have been so likely to
use lengthy passages in the Bible in this way; perhaps he was content to
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take avery brief passage, maybe only averse or so, and meditate upon
it, or even to use a passage from the Fathers of the Church or some
"spiritual classic." But the same result followed.

So far asthe Bible is concerned, we may notice that it may be read in
various ways. Some may wish to use it as an historical book; after al, it
is acollection of writings bound up together in one volume, telling us of
the way in which the Jewish people came by God's self-disclosure to a
deeper understanding of the God they worshipped and a more adequate
conception of his purpose for his"chosen” race. It leads into the story of
Jesus and the results of his coming. For a student of the history of the
human race it is an invaluable book. It can be read for that purpose.
Then there are the scholars who read the Bible in order to discover the
specific relationship of section to section, ideato idea, etc. They may
devote their time to textual problems or to other questions that happen
to interest them. But the ordinary Christian generally reads the Bible for
what heislikely to call the "inspiration” he receives from it. There are
some people who decry such ause of Scripture, but | believe they are
wrong in so doing. Bible reading can provide "inspiration"; that is, it
can quicken our minds, warm our hearts, strengthen our wills, purify
our desires -- and thisis all to the good. Yet it is possible today to
combine these severa approachesin afashion that can make the
reading of the Bible much richer and more rewarding. The use of a
commentary discussing the passage that we hope to read can do agreat
deal to enlighten us about what it has to tell us. Such a commentary
need not be technical nor burdened with critical apparatus; it may be
simple and straightforward, based on scholarly study but not thrusting
such study before us. To mention some commentaries that are of this
sort, there are the studies by William Barclay, now readily available in
paperback form, and there are Mowbray’ s Mini-Commentaries as well
asthe SCM and the Tyndale series. Anybody who uses these or similar
books will be able to read the Bible more intelligently and will discover
that the "inspiration” contained in its severa parts becomes all the more
compelling.

There is always a danger that the Bible will be read mechanically,
without imagination. To read it in that way isto missits deegpest
message. Even in earliest days, the Church distinguished among what
were known as the "senses' of Scripture. There was the straight literal
"sense” of apassage, with its presumably historical basis. But there
were also the allegorical, moral, typological, "topological" (or spiritual),
and mystical "senses." Sometimes the distinctions were rather
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artificially drawn; yet their point is clear -- ancient Christian thinkers
knew that the Bible could be read in different ways and for different
purposes. Above al, they knew that the Bible should be read with all
the imaginative insight one can manage. And in away meditation on
biblical material isjust that: after all the other "senses' have been
exhausted, there is the imaginative approach that will make it possible
for the reader to grasp the big meaning of what heis reading.

So much, then, for meditation and meditative reading of the Bible. We
now consider contemplation. That word has been used in avariety of
ways by the great writers on prayer; but our interest isonly initsmain
intention, which is easy to grasp. Contemplation essentially is wordless
looking. A French peasant was asked what he was doing when he sat
quietly in church gazing steadfastly at a crucifix. He answered, "I look
at him and he looks at me." That was contemplation in its simplest but
also most profound sense. Looking -- but that requires something to
look at. Otherwise there may only be wool-gathering, meandering
thoughts, without any concentration of attention.

It isjust here that the Christian faith can speak in a peculiarly effective
way. For the center of that faith is not something but Someone at whom
we may look. Christians believe that in the Man Jesus thereis a
placarding before men of the reality of God's character, hislove, and
his action in the world. He is the focus of an unending, manifold, yet
faithful movement of the divine Lover in and to his creation. To look at
himisto look at an action of God. The French peasant looked at the
crucifix, the symbol Christian faith has hallowed as the best insight we
know into the heart of deity. Thus one meaning of contemplationis
simply looking at Jesus. The incarnation of God in a human life
provides us with afocus for contemplation; and avery large part of
Christian discipleship isin looking at that human life as we know it
from the gospels or see it portrayed in paintings or statues or in stained
glass. There is absolutely nothing wrong with this, even if some have
thought that it tended to "limit" deity and made devotion too much
centered on his manward activity.

In the story of Jesus we have "Truth embodied in atale,” as Tennyson
putsit in In Memoriam; and for most of usit is best to concentrate on
that, knowing that what a French teacher of prayer once said will come
true: "Through the wounds of his humanity we will be brought to the
intimacy of hisdivinity.” It is possible to become atogether too
sophisticated about these matters; | wish to plead for smplicity and
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availability in the practice of prayer; and | believe that in the incarnate
Lord, God has graciously given us just such asimple and available
object for our contemplation.

On the other hand, there may be those who can come to contemplate
what the mystical writers have styled "the stark vision of God in
himself." If by thisis meant God apart from and without relationship to
hisworld, such writers have departed from the degpest meaning of the
Christian faith and perhaps from the realm of human possibility
altogether. But if they have meant that there are some persons who can
contemplate deity without the use of any particular set of images or
symbols, they may have spoken the truth. For the ordinary Christian
who wishes to pray, however, it islikely that thisis "too high"; he
"cannot attain unto it." In that case he should not try. The contemplative
who can attain to this "stark vision" is very rare. Few of us are John of
the Cross or Theresa or Meister Eckhart, who evidently could see God
thus. Still it is worth observing that when these mystics sought to write
about their experience they were obliged to use symbols and images.
One thinks of Theresa with her comparison of the life of prayer to a
medieval castle, of John of the Cross with hislovely story of the lover
in the garden of cypresses, and of Meister Eckhart (the most abstract of
them all) with histalk about a spark of deity that seems to become the
very self of the person praying.

Such names as these bring us to the mystical "union of the soul with
God," as this supreme experience in prayer has been described. But
about that we shall not write. There are plenty of books -- for English-
speaking readers chiefly such studies as those by Evelyn Underhill, W.
R. Inge, and Baron F. von Hugel, found in many libraries -- that may be
consulted. The reason for not discussing this subject, nor indeed the
whole range of "mystical prayer," isthat in my judgment a great deal of
harm has been done by the suggestion that every Christian may advance
to mystical prayer if only he will make the effort. | believe thisis not
the case; as was pointed out earlier, the mystics are few athough they
are also very important. In asmall volume intended to help ordinary
people, who most certainly are hardly likely to become "mystics"’ in the
technical sense, it would only be troubling and confusing to deal with
such matters. In any event, the writer himself is not a"mystic"; and
whatever | might say would be so much at second hand that it could be
of little help to others.

The remainder of this chapter, therefore, will be devoted to some topics
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that are important for any learner in prayer. When to pray and where to
pray, for example, require attention. So does the increasingly
commended business of "arrow prayers,” as they have been called. And
something should be said about the use of the old set services of the
Church -- for Lutherans and Episcopalians that means the reading of
Morning and Evening Prayer, or Matins and Evensong. The next few
pages will consider each of these topicsin turn.

When to pray? That is a question each of us must answer for himself.

Y ears ago it was said that one should pray morning and evening, setting
aside perhaps ten or fifteen minutes for the purpose. Once a week, we
were told, we should make time for meditation. But such a system
seems very difficult for many people in the crowded and hurried
condition of life today. All one can do is suggest that immediately upon
getting up in the morning, while dressing or (for a man) while shaving,
it is perfectly possible to say some appropriate prayers of aspiration and
self-commitment for the day. In the evening, before going to bed, a
short period may be found for further prayers, including intercessions
for others and a simple statement of one's own apparent desires and
needs, but for the most part a quick confession of failure, aword or two
of thanksgiving, and a silent moment in which one praises God for what
he is and for what he does. If thisis done daily, one may be able to
arrange once aweek arather longer period of time when one can follow
pretty much the full round of petition-intercession, confession (with a
brief look at oneself), thanksgiving, praise -- and then, at another time,
find opportunity for a careful, prayerful reading of a piece of Scripture
with five or ten minutes of meditative thought about it. But thereis
another type of prayer -- the "arrow prayer" -- that can be said anywhere
and everywhere; to it we shall return.

In an older day one’'s bedroom, sometimes equipped with a prie-dieu at
which to kneel, was recommended. Nowadays thisis not so readily
available for the purpose, except in those houses where each member of
the family can be sure of quiet in aroom of hisown. Thusit may be
better to say one’s morning prayer of aspiration and commitment in the
way already suggested -- while dressing and preparing to *come down
to breakfast." Evening prayers can very well be said just before going to
bed, even in bed if thisis necessary. It is certainly helpful to us,
embodied creatures as we are, to kneel -- posture can make a difference
In the attitude we take, to our "frame of mind," aswe say. But it is not
of overwhelming importance in the hurly-burly of contemporary life.
Nowadays many churches are open all day; it would be awise plan for
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the rest of usto adopt the common practice of Roman Catholics and
drop in at a church on the way to work or coming back from work. It
need be only for afew moments, but the atmosphere isright, especially
if the church isthe sort of place that obviously has been much prayed
in. T. S. Eliot in Four Quartets speaks of Little Gidding as a place
"where prayer has been valid"; there are churcheslike that, too.

What now about the practice we have called "arrow prayers'?

An"arrow prayer" isavery ssmple and direct petition or word of
thanksgiving and praise, which may be said at any time and in any
place. Texts from well-loved portions of Scripture may be selected; one
may find appropriate words in some other book; or one may make them
up for himself. Typical arrow prayers would be: "My God | love thee;
make me love thee more." "Thank God for life and friends, for work
and fun, for everything." "Help me, O Lord, to see thee and serve thee
wherever | am." The possibilities are beyond number. And one can also
pray in this fashion before undertaking some job, "May | do this work
aswell as| can and in away pleasing to thee" or "Help me, Lord, in
talking to this person who needs my counseal" or " Strengthen me to face
thisordeal." It is as simple as that.

Related to arrow prayer is the repetition from time to time of some
familiar hallowed form of words, trying to make these come aivein
one's mind. The Russian Christians often use what is styled the " Jesus
prayer." It runslike this, "Jesus Christ, Son of the living God, have
mercy upon me" -- and it is said over and over again. Isthis
"meaningless repetition”? Not at all; rather, it isahelp to fix attention
on the reality of God in Christ, who is everywhere present but to whom
we must turn consciously and attentively from timeto time if that
reality isto bevivid to us.

For many the use of the set services of the Christian Church, asfound in
the traditional prayer books, can be of great value. Episcopalians and

L utherans are familiar with morning and evening services, called
Matins or Morning Prayer, Evensong or Vespers. Those who decide to
use these services in private will discover in them a great richness,
including Bible selections and Psalms, ancient canticles or songs of
praise, prayers that have been valued by millions down the centuries,
and above all the sense of taking part in a continuing round of prayer
that has given these services the traditional name of Opus Del, "Work
of, or for, God."
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Finally, it ought to be clear that nobody can engage in prayer "to order."
Each of us has his own way, his own attrait to God, as the French put it -
- his particular kind of approach. Therefore each of us should try to
work out for himself how heisto engage in prayer. Thisistruein
respect to time and place, in respect to types of prayer -- in word or in
thought -- in which to exert himself; it is also true in respect to rule or
plan for church attendance and for receiving the sacrament of the Lord’s
Supper. We can learn from others; and we should have the humility to
want to do so. But in the last resort we are the ones who are praying, not
somebody else. In any event, one thing is clear. Our praying, whether in
word or thought, whether in church or at home, whether at ordinary
services in church or at the Lord' s Supper, should be grounded in two
matters of supreme importance: the reality of God as Love and the
concrete place where we happen to be as human beings.

We shall probably never be very good in praying, but that is ssimply a
fact of our feeble, sinful, finite human nature. On the other hand, we
must try to be as good as we can -- faithful in prayer, persistent in
praying, committing ourselves always to God who knows us better than
we do and who yet accepts us, and loves us, because we are his "dear
children." With this sort of approach, we shall find that our praying is
increasingly meaningful, strengthening, and worthwhile. Thereis no
reason for us ever to feel discouraged about it.
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Chapter 5. Praying in Church

No man lives entirely of and unto himself. He belongs to human
society; heisbasically a"socia being," asthe ancient Greek thinker
Aristotle put it. Thisis as true of man in hisreligious life asin the other
areas of his existence. That iswhy public prayer, or prayer in church (as
we who are Christians would put it), is so important for him.

Unquestionably there is a profound sense in which each man’sreligion
iIshisown, of course. Until and unless faith is deeply personalized and
religious practice an equally personal matter, both will be largely
superficial and conventional. Thisiswhy unthinking acceptance of
membership in areligious group can be dangerous; it can produce --
although membership as such need not produce -- large numbers of
people who give nominal assent yet never really enter into the life of the
group in any genuine depth. On the other hand, a purely individualistic
religion can be equally dangerous, as a celebrated remark by the British
economist R. H. Tawney indicates. Tawney said that the man who
"seeks God apart from his brethren islikely not to find God, but rather
the devil, whose face will bear a surprising resemblance to his own"
That is, unless we broaden our perspective and correct our
idiosyncrasies by sharing with our human brethren, we are in peril of
conceiving God simply as ourselves writ large, with al our
peculiarities, self-centeredness, and imperfection.

Sometimes defenders of entirely individualistic religion quote a
sentence from Whitehead in Religion in the Making: "Religion iswhat a
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man does with his solitariness." On the other hand, defenders of the
social nature of religion assume that because Whitehead said this he
must have been mistaken in his understanding of what religion is. Thus
he is attacked from both sides; but both attacks are in error since they
fail to read that sentence, and one or two similar ones, in their proper
context. The point of hisremark isin fact similar to our own comment
above. A religion that is never truly made personal, speaking to the
inner depths of man’s being, will be superficial or conventional and will
have no cutting edge. Personal acceptance, personal faith, and personal
responsibility are essential; and thisis what is mean by the
"solitariness’ in which a man faces God, the world, and himself with
utter honesty and tries to come to terms with all three. At the sametime
Whitehead saw, and said in that very book, that the "topic" of religionis
the individual in the community.

Each of us knows his"solitariness" well enough. Matthew Arnold spoke
of the "unplumbed, salt, estranging sea’ that divides us even from those
we know and love best. Our human need is not to deny this distinction
of persons but to find ways in which our social nature can find healthy
expression. Nobody is content to live in utter isolation from others, even
If this were possible; we want our fellow men, to be united with them in
arelationship that preserves distinctions but overcomes separation. And
in our religion, we have a social reality that isto be personally
appropriated. Thisis because of the sort of world in which we live, one
where everything is profoundly interrelated, as we have aready

insisted. The world is not a great heap of individuals closed in on
themselves; it is a shared enterprise in which each is open to others.

And that truth about the world rests on the nature of God himself. The
history of religion isthe story of the purification of concepts of God,
from barbaric notions to a picture of him as good, loving, and caring.
God is socidl, too, in that he shares with others who are his creatures; he
Isintimately related with them, rejoicing in their happiness and
suffering with them in their anguish. He not only givesto them; heis
also ready to receive from them. Otherwise the creation would be
pointless.

Now, specifically Christian faith confirms and validates al this. In that
faith God is affirmed to be Love; and by its very definition love means
relationships, influencing and being influenced, affecting and being
affected, or in aword, sharing. God is always God, but heis not to be
thought of as separated from his creatures, however distinct from them
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he must be; on the contrary, his Godhead is declared precisely in his
active love in the world. Among the purposes for the coming of Christ,
one was to make this divine sharing a vivid and wonderfully real matter
for God' s children.

Like everything else, the Christian community of faith isaliving social
process that moves down the centuries, handing on its faith from
generation to generation. Its life is communitarian, as we might put it.

In another book (Life in Christ, Eerdmans, 1972) | sought to make this
clear and to show how being a Christian is being "in Christ" and hence
being with the brethren "in Love" aswell as"in love": first, Love with a
capital "L" because it islife with God in Christ; then, love with a small
"I" becauseit islife with our fellow-Christians and in principle at |east
with all men everywhere.

If this be true, then public worship is an elementary duty for all who
profess the Christian name. So by along route we have arrived at the
subject of this chapter. It was helpful to take that long route, however,
since walking it will have demonstrated that church worship isno
incidental matter for the Christian, but rather is grounded in his very
human nature itself aswell asin his distinctively Christian faith.

Those who talk as if public worship were just an addendum, to be
engaged in when we happen to fed like it, have seriously
misunderstood themselves and a so mistaken the nature of the Christian
enterprise. For the truth isthat Christianity isincurably a"liturgical" as
well as apersona affair.

The word "liturgy" is the ancient term to describe public worship of any
sort, although sometimes its meaning has been restricted to the Lord’s
Supper. Such arestriction is an error, however; the Greek word from
which "liturgy" comesis defined in the lexicon as meaning "a public
work" -- and all corporate worship is such a public work.
Unguestionably the Holy Communion is, or ought to be, central to
Christian worship; so it has been historically, even if (for example) the
intention of the great Reformers, Martin Luther and John Calvin, that it
should be celebrated each Lord’ s Day has been observed by many only
in the breach. The next chapter will be devoted to a discussion of that
sacramental observance as afocus for Christian public praying. In this
chapter we are concerned with the significance of all public worship as
such and with why praying in church should be part of the normal
Christian discipline of life.
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The Christian who "goes to church," asthe phrase hasit, is doing this as
ahuman being like anyone else. That isto say, he goes as a body-mind
complex, not just asa"spiritual being." What goes on in his body
affects what goes on in his mind; and vice versa. Further, he goes as one
who isintimately related to his fellows as a social being; with those
others heis"knit together in abundle of life," asthe Old Testament tells
us. Heis also in relationship to the world of nature, from which he has
been produced through the purpose and act of God; he is not a stranger
in the natural order, but genuinely a part of it, athough as human heis
also distinct fromit. Finally, like all men heisrelated to God himself,
the supreme cresative Lover who is present throughout the creation.

Obviously John Jones and Mary Smith, asthey go to church on a
Sunday morning, are not likely to be vividly conscious of all this. Yet
all thisistrue of them. They are more likely to be aware of the drive in
them to share in fellowship with others, for probably they are married,
have children, have friends and neighbors, and want to be associated
with all these in varying degrees of intimacy. The physiological-
psychological basis for this urge to share in such fellowship is their
human sexual nature, although this does not suggest that actual sexual
contacts are involved. But we need to recognize this pervasive sexuality
in man, as we have argued earlier and shall state again; nor need we be
ashamed of the fact.

When a Christian goes to church, then, he goes bringing with him all
that heisasaman, aswell asal that heis as a Christian. And the
public worship of the Church, in which heis to take part, must
somehow be relevant to all these aspects of human existence. When
John Jonesisin church, his mind is there so that he can understand what
IS going on. His senses are there so that he will feel, see, hear, touch.
His body isthere, as he sits or stands or kneels. His sexuality isthere, as
he learnsto care for and respond to his brethren in Christian love. His
social relationships are there, since he is with other men and women.
His relationship to the natural order isthere, because he is the product

of it and carries it with him; his spirit, or capacity for openness to God
aswell asto men, isthere too. The public worship of God is a supreme
instance of the whole man bringing his whole personality into the open,
in an intentional and willed identification with the God whom he comes
to worship. When we forget this and focus attention on but one aspect --
perhaps on the spiritual side alone -- we deny our total God-given
nature as men. No wonder that worship can then seem something apart
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from life, an occasional exercise of extrication from our human
situation. But that ought never to be the case.

It is necessary, therefore, that what goes on in church worship should
appeal to the whole man and should include the whole man. It should
express his wholeness, sinceit is the Christian vocation to offer one's
totality to God, as did Christ himself. It should also impresshimin his
wholeness, since aswe all know it is through the impact upon us of
words, actions, sensed or felt redlities, that we come to understand and
appreciate. One reason for the unattractiveness of church worship in so
many places and on so many occasions is that this appeal to and
expression of human wholeness has been neglected or forgotten. The
public worship of God ought not to be just sermon, important asthat is;
If only the sermon counts, we might aswell be in alecture hall. The
setting of the sermon in the context of the total act of worship iswhat
gives the sermon its peculiar significance. It is then recognized and
accepted as the proclamation of the gospel of Christ to the people of
Christ, gathered to bring all of themselves into responsive acceptance of
what God has done for them in the Lord and Savior whom they would
adore and follow.

Thisiswhy certain postures -- sitting, standing, kneeling -- have their
place. It also explains why we have prayers said by minister and people,
hymns that are sung, movement from place to place in the church
building for particular purposes, like the taking of the collection, or
other necessary actions. It tells us why we have flowers on the Lord’s
Table or near the pulpit and why in many churches those who minister --
both the ordained leader and the choir, for example -- may wear a
distinctive garb. In all these ways, a setting is provided that both
expresses and impresses -- and that is necessary for more than aesthetic
motives. Beauty is of great importance in worship as elsewherein life;
in church services, these things have a point that includes but goes
beyond sheer beauty, since they have astheir principal reason the
provision of a context in which the worshippers as whole men and
women are moved to pray, to adore God, to listen to hisWord, to
confess their sin, to receive assurance of his forgiveness, and to be
strengthened for discipleship.

There is no excuse for the drabness so often found in church services. It
Is possible to worship God anywhere; and even the ugliest building and
the dullest sermon, the most sentimental or cheap music, the sheer

boredom that may accompany the rest of the service, need not block our

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=2222 (5 of 9) [2/4/03 6:15:16 PM]



Praying Today: Practical Thoughts on Prayer

public approach to the throne of mercy. But it is shameful when lack of
imagination, failure of insight, and narrowness of mind produce such a
parody of what might well be the most glorious of human occasions of
meeting: the worship of God the "atogether lovely" (as an old phrase
has it) and the altogether loving One.

Furthermore, we need to do everything in our power to make our
praying together in church an occasion in which genuine Christianity is
visibly placarded before those who are present. Sometimes the service
suggests a God who is like an oriental monarch demanding that his
subjects cringe in fear before him; more often, at least in many
American churches, it suggests a God who is foolishly sentimental and
entirely undemanding in hisloving self-disclosure to men. In either
case, the worship is less than Christian. In the former sort, the necessity
for awe and reverence has been turned into groveling in fear and feeling
a hatred of self, neither of which is appropriate when we are
intentionally thinking of our austere but loving God who does not want
us to hate our true selves (although we ought to hate our lower sinful
selves) but to let them be open to him and his grace. In the latter sort,
the recognition of God’s loving mercy has been turned into cheap
"easiness' in his presence; then God is a "soft" God, the sternness of
whose loving requirements and the sinfulness of man before him having
been forgotten. For my own part, | believe that the first condition for
such arevision of our services of worship as shall make them fully
Christian is theological; by this | mean that only when our doctrine of
God is soundly Christian will these services be appropriate to the
worship of the community that finds its center in Jesus Christ, who
revealed God as "pure, unbounded Love" but who also revealed that this
Loveisnot soft or sentimental -- the fact of Calvary makes that truth
sufficiently plain.

Some of our comments have been highly critical of public worship as
frequently found. But nonethel ess, attendance at that worship is both a
duty and a privilege for everyone who calls himself a Christian. We can
even suggest that such attendance, loya and devout yet critical of
Inadequacy, may be away in which public worship will be improved in
its quality and made more worthy of the God whom we worship.

Attendanceis aduty, we have said. It isaduty becauseit isthe
necessary complement of personal prayer, preventing our praying from
becoming idiosyncratic and individualistic. The writer of the Epistle to
the Hebrews admonished his readers "not to forsake the assembling of
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yourselves together." He saw clearly that Christianity, like its ancestor
Judaism, was in fact social in nature; he also saw, one may assume,
although he did not say, that because Christians like everybody else are
social beings, they need to be with their brethren in the faith -- and
more, it istheir responsibility to be with them. A duty, but also a
privilege -- and a privilege because it enables each to share with all, to
give to and receive from the fellowship, to make public profession of
and witness to the faith that is ours and to encourage others to do so by
sharing in a common activity.

Public worship in church has another significant value. By ourselves,
we are quite likely to stress, both in our praying and in our believing
and action, those particular aspects of Christian faith and practice that
have their special appeal to us asindividuals. We need to have these
supplemented by other aspects that are not so obviously appealing to us.
Public worship does this. In it we are drawn with our brethren along a
path that opens to us new vistas and new points of interest. The
following of what sometimesis called "the Christian year" is an
example. Christmas and the season of preparation that precedesit, the
time of specia penitence during Lent, Holy Week and above all Good
Friday, Easter Day, the coming of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost: hereisa
regular round of observance that provides variety in such churches as
observe it -- and they are increasing in number, in all denominations.
But above dl, hereis entrance into the "large room" of traditional
Christian faith, delivering us from unhealthy confinement to personal
preference and enlarging our awareness of the richness of the Christian
reality to which we belong.

The use of ancient prayersin public worship unites us with our
ancestors in the Christian way; modern prayers bring us into contact
with the contemporary world and its needs, as well as with our brethren
across the world in our own day. The varied lessons read in church from
Old and New Testaments disclose the many different aspects of truth
about God and man. Psalms give us a share in what has been styled "the
hymnbook that Jesus himself used." Hymns and canticles of more
recent composition, but also the old ones that have come down to us
from our Christian past, enable us to sing the praises of God along with
those who have gone before us, while they unite us with others present
at worship in acommon act of adoration or petition or confession. And
the sermon -- which we may hope will be no series of moral platitudes
or pious phrases, but areal proclamation of the gospel of God in Christ -
- can befor us, asit is meant alwaysto be, the very Word of God
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brought to bear upon our human lives,

Above all, public worship is the experience of sharing with our fellow-
Christiansin an action that is distinctively Christian and which, by our
very presence there, isto become (like all prayer) an intentional,
attentive, and conscious openness to the presence and action of God
himself. Thus we are delivered from loneliness as Christian believers.
We know ourselves to be part of "agreat company which no man can
number," for in such worship we enter with full awarenessinto "the
communion of saints* and know ourselves to be "members of the
blessed company of all faithful people." Thisisan enormous
encouragement for us modern Christians, perhaps more for us than for
our ancestorsin faith since today Christian profession is not simply
taken for granted in the community and we can feel very much alonein
making that profession. "The world is too much with us’; we are ever in
danger of losing our way or finding our faith dim. Being with other
Christians in the public worship of God strengthens us, confirms usin
faith, and sends us out to our daily tasks with renewed determination "to
continue Christ’ s faithful soldiers and servants unto our life's end.”

One additional comment may be made in this connection. Those who
are with usin church may not be the ones with whom normally we
should wish to find ourselves. And that is all to the good. Participation
in such worship has the advantage of bringing us, Sunday by Sunday,
into contact with "all sorts and conditions of men"; and we can learnin
thisway that God is "no respecter of persons’ but welcomes all who
turn to him, however unattractive or uninteresting or disagreeable they
may seem to usto be. If God iswilling to accept them, we can learn to
accept them too. "Not many wise, not many noble" -- just ordinary
people, as doubtless they on their part think usto be. And all of them
are our brethren, for whom we are to care and in whose presence we are
to regjoice.

These days church attendance has fallen off agreat deal. This may seem
unfortunate, but it has one good aspect. Most of those who now "go to
church” do so because they are convinced that Christian faith is true and
important, or at least that it may have "something” to say and give to
them. People do not come nowadays, so much as was once the case,
simply in order to be "respectable”; indeed, in many placesitis
perfectly possible to be thus "respectable,” to be good, decent citizens,
without ever darkening the doors of a church.
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We should not condemn people who at an earlier period went to church
because that was what everybody did. Churchgoing is not likely to hurt
anybody! Thereal question iswhat happens to them when they are
there. But granted this, the ordinary believing Christian will find today
that those who are with him in church will be, like him, concerned to
grow in faith, to deepen their relationship with God, and to learn from
public prayer ways in which their devotion, in private prayer and
otherwise, may be given more redlity. In such a situation, the duty and
privilege of church worshipis clear enough. Our Christian brethren
need us; we need them.

In this chapter we have urged that praying in church is no meaningless
or incidental activity but istied in with the whole of our Christian
profession and our common humanity. It has to do with the whole man.
"It is good for the brethren to dwell together in unity," the Psalm tells
us. Above all, it isgood and necessary for Christian people to pray
together, aswell asto pray privately, to come together regularly and
faithfully in order to receive grace for daily living, to praise God, to
thank him, to intercede before him, and to find in him their truest "joy
and salvation."

16
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Chapter 6. Praying at theLord’s
Supper

From earliest days the Christian fellowship has celebrated the Lord’s
Supper as its greatest act of worship. We are told in Acts how the first
Christians met "to break bread." And from that time to the present, the
distinctive aspect of their worship, distinguishing them from other
peoplein their religion, has been this continuing "memoria of the death
of Christ." Only the Society of Friends, anong regularly organized
traditional Christian groups, has not observed this sacrament; yet for
them, every meal together, they tell us, has the character of a holy
communion. So too with the more recently founded Salvation Army.

Aswe shall see, this sacramental observance has its associations with
Jewish worship. It also brings to fulfillment pagan sacred meals,
accomplishing what they were unable to do although their intention was
a communion of some sort with whatever divine power they worshipped.
But the Christian sacrament is especially related to the life, death, and
resurrection of Christ that it "recalls," as the phrase so often used tells
us. It isthe way in which the Lord who lived in Palestine in the days of
his flesh becomes a living presence, in al his genuine presentness, to his
people. Not that it is the only way, of course, for in all our praying (and
otherwise, too) he makes himself known; but in thisway, heisknownin
aspecial and peculiarly intensive manner.

In some Christian churches, the Lord’ s Supper is the chief service every
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Sunday and is often celebrated on weekdays too. L uther and Calvin
wished that on every Lord’' s Day there should be one great service,
including sacrament and sermon. For various reasons, this desire was not
realized; and only in recent years has there been areturn, in many
places, to more frequent observance of the Supper. Nonethel ess, its
centrality and importance have always been stressed and anyone who
has attended the quarterly celebrationsin, say, the Scottish Highlands
can see how profoundly significant the Supper is even when only
celebrated four times ayear. During my own lifetime | have observed
the way in which more and more Christian groups are holding the Holy
Communion with increasing frequency; and surely thisis all to the good.
The day may yet come when in Reformed churches, asin Catholic ones,
it will be aregular weekly action; thus the intention of Luther and
Calvin will befulfilled at last.

In this chapter we are to consider the ways in which Christian prayer is
carried on and carried out at the Eucharist -- from the Greek word for
"Thanksgiving" which was the name given the sacrament in early
Christian days. But before we do this, it will be well to say something
more about the origins and earliest development of the rite. Often we are
enabled to understand some practice by knowing how it came to be and
how it has been understood in the past; then we can interpret it for
ourselves, in our own time.

It seems that during his days in Palestine Jesus held meals of table
fellowship with his disciples and followers; the gospel stories of the so-
called "feedings’ would suggest this. But on the evening before his
crucifixion and death, he gathered his friends with him in an "upper
room" to join with him in a particular meal that recent scholarship
implies was aregular Jewish observance. This meal always included
conversation on matters of faith, but it found its climax in the breaking
of bread before the repast proper and the sharing of acommon cup when
It was finished. We even know the words Jesus probably said in
"blessing” the bread and wine. Jewish "blessings" were in the form of
thanksgiving addressed to God; and the appropriate words on that
occasion would have been something like this: "Blessed be thou, Lord
God of the universe, who hast given bread for man’s sustenance. . . .
Blessed be thou, Lord God of the universe, who hast given wine for
man’srejoicing in heart."

But because on that occasion the Jewish Feast of the Passover was at
hand, there must have been some note of that festival in the meal. The
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Jewish Passover isthe recalling of God's deliverance of his people from
the Egyptians; it is afeast remembering God as the savior of the Jews.
Just how this played its part in the Last Supper we do not know, and the
experts have different theories about the matter. Y et in some way Jesus
reference, in breaking and distributing the bread and in giving the cup,
seems to point to hisintention of indicating the significance of his
approaching death as well as entering into fellowship with his friends.
He said, "This my body broken for you. . . . This cup the new covenant
in my blood, shed for you," or some variant of these words. Thisisthe
historical beginning of the Lord’s Supper. Jesus evidently meant to
make his disciples sharers, there and then, in the new relationship with
God that his own body broken and his own blood shed would establish
for men. And every time they "remembered" him, by doing at their
fellowship meals what he had done on that last occasion, they would
find him present with them, until his"coming again."

With the resurrection of the Lord, the disciples were assured that he was
still with them, victorious over all that had brought him to his death; and
as they met for those continuing meals of fellowship they found him "in
the breaking of the bread." His promise had been fulfilled. They
experienced the joy of the Kingdom, whose coming was anticipated in
the meal; as they ate the bread and drank of the cup they were aready
with the risen Lord who would come again to them and to all men.
Throughout Christian history, this has been experienced again and again.
Christians have had the same sense of his presence, the same certainty of
hisliving redlity, the same joy in being inheritors of the Kingdom of
God -- al made known and assured to them as they have gathered at the
Lord' s Table and have done what Jesus commanded men to do in his
"remembrance."

Of course the way in which the sacrament has been understood has
developed from the early days; of course the manner of its celebration
has changed greatly over the years. But it is the same action, whether it
be conducted elaborately, with great splendor, color, lights, and music,
or very ssimply and plainly. Both ways of doing it are appropriate -- the
simple ones because often the significance of an action is best known in
stark simplicity, the elaborate ones because it is natural for men to wish
to surround a treasured occasion with as much dignity as they can
manage. In whatever way it is done, it remains what Thomas Aquinas
once finely called it, "the summing up of the whole mystery of our
salvation." All Christians, Catholic and Reformed, Evangelical and
whatever else, would agree with him.
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A service like this can have many meanings, not all of them immediately
obvious to the occasional attendant. We shall now consider some of
these meanings, which will suggest to us ways in which we may most
effectively pray at the Holy Communion. But first of al we must insist
on the fact that we have to do here with an action, with something that is
done. That is of enormous importance for our proper grasp of its
significance.

The Lord’s Supper includes words, since its meaning must be expressed.
But it is not fundamentally aform of words, any more than it is a set of
pious thoughts in which Christians unite. In the gospel narratives of the
Last Supper Jesusis reported to have said, "Do thisin my
remembrance,” not think this or say this. He was performing an action in
which others were to engage. They were not just to say thingsto one
another nor by mental reverie remember (in our modern sense) eventsin
the past. They were to take bread and wine, do things with them and
share them. Any speaking or thinking would be the consequence of this
doing. We shall say more about the kind of remembrance herein view
when we come to the "memorial aspect” of the Eucharist.

First, then, the action is an action of the Christian community; itisa
social matter. That iswhy it is so important that Christians should be
present at it, asafamily of faithful men and women. Here in this socia
act isthe expression of acommon allegiance to Christ and the reality of
acommon sharing in hislife and what he has done -- his "benefits," as
theol ogians would say. We may not feel particularly "pious’ at the
sacrament; thiswill be largely a matter of our temperament. But that
does not matter, sinceit is not our feelings but our presence, with the
right intentions, that counts most. We shall know ourselves unworthy;
but thisisfood for sinners, not for saints already made perfect. Dr.
James Stewart has told of an old Scots minister who said to a girl who
held back from receiving the bread because she felt her great
unworthiness, "Take it, lass, it's meant for sinners!"

In the second place, the Lord’s Supper is an expression of Christian joy
in accepting what Christ has done for men. An old phrase used to
describe it is, "This our sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving." We are
there to thank God for the redemption of the world by our Lord Jesus
Christ. That redemption was wrought through his suffering and death, to
be sure; but heisrisen in triumph, his deed done, his work confirmed
when " God raised him from the dead." How can a Christian fail to
rgjoice? How can he be other than glad for so great a redemption, now
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"shown forth" in the sacred meal? Here is our opportunity to give praise,
adoration, and thanks to God, in company with our Christian brethren, as
we know Christ’s presentness with us, his victory for us, and his
assurance of continuing grace given to us, sinful men though we are.

Third, the sacrament is the "remembrance” of Christ. But we must be
careful lest we use thisword in its modern sense, where it suggests our
turning back simply in thought to eventsin the past. The Hebrew idea
was very different -- and it still is different. When the ancient Jews (and
modern ones too) engage in their Passover, they do not regard thisas a
memory in our modern sense; rather, it is for them an action -- sharing a
meal, telling a story, doing certain things -- that makes present for them
in the here and now what they believe God did for them when he
delivered them from the Egyptians and led them safely into the promised
land. The memorial isthus avital recalling of the past into the present,
so that it becomes areality in which they now genuinely share.

So, too, in the Christian memorial or remembrance of the death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. Many know the Negro spiritual, "Were you
there when they crucified my Lord?' When the believer isat the Lord’s
Supper heis surethat heis present at the crucifixion -- and at the
resurrection too. Here Christ’ s presentness, in all that he was and did, in
all that he still isand does, is known. Thusin the Church’s sacramental
remembrance there is aliving presence, not a dead reverie or amerely
mental recollection.

In the fourth place, the Christ who is thus remembered is the Christ
whose death was a sacrifice for men. That death must be seen in the
context of hiswhole life, for tota vita Christi mysterium crucis, asa
medieval saying hasit: "the whole life of Christ isthe mystery of the
Cross' All of hislife was an offering of himself to what he knew to be
the will of the Father; it was summed up on Calvary when he "was
obedient unto death, even the death of the Cross." When at the Eucharist
Christian people remember Christ, his sacrificial life and death are there
with them. They are incorporated into that perfect offering and
empowered, in their own small degree, also to offer themselves a"living
sacrifice, acceptable to God." What William Law, an old English writer,
once called "the process of Christ" isto be worked out in them: they,
too, are to know obedience, sacrifice, death, and resurrection. And in
consequence they become "other Christs' to their brethren in the world,
as Benedict in the early Church and Martin Luther in the sixteenth
century were bold enough to affirm.
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How all these things are accomplished we do not know. There have been
many theories, all of them speculative and most of them elaborations
from philosophical or theological ideas popular at a particular time and
place. If we areto have any theory at all, maybe we should accept them
all, trying to find some truth in what they are saying! But it is best to
have no theory -- or at least, not to set up any exclusive theory or set of
theories about how Christ is at the Eucharist, what is going on in detail,
and the like. Some of us would be content smply to use the words of an
Elizabethan English rhyme:

He was the Word that
spake it;

He took the bread and
brake it.

And what hisword did
make it

That | believe and take
it.

Thisis areverent agnosticism about the how, refusing to speculate
overmuch about the rite but rgjoicing in Christ as a present reality
known in the sacrament.

For Christian devotion, surely, it is sufficient to know that Christ comes
to those who believe in him. It is sufficient to know that heistruly there
by the instrumentality of bread and wine taken, blessed, and shared. His
people feed on him in their hearts, by faith, with thanksgiving. Need we
say more? God wasin Christ, but no man can say exactly how this could
be. Christ’s presentness is in the sacrament; and again no man can
explain just how thisis possible. We need not try to exceed our limited
human capacity for knowing.

For the Christian who wishes to learn to pray, no better occasion is given
than at the Lord’s Table, for the Holy Communion is Christian prayer in
a supreme mode. For one thing, it is ameans of fellowship with God and
with our brethren. It is fellowship with our brethren, since Christ is both
the Brother of all men and the "Head" of the human race. Heis Man as
man is meant to be; and each of us can find in him the pattern of
manhood. But in him, as Man, God was actively present, incarnate
among us. Thus thereis fellowship with God. If the purpose of prayer is
such a communion with God, by identification with him in our desires
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and willing, here is the accomplished fact, once for all effected in
history.

Here, too, is opportunity for confession of sin and the receiving of God’'s
pardon, for prayer for ourselves and for others, for thanksgiving to God,
and for sheer adoration. In other words, al the elements of prayer, aswe
have described them, are gathered up and given new and vitalizing
expression.

Several times we have used the word "Eucharist” as the name for the
sacrament; we pointed out that it is the Greek word for "Thanksgiving"
and was employed regularly for the service in the early days of the
Christian Church. It is appropriate to take that word and apply it to the
Christian himself: heisto bea‘living eucharist," aliving thanksgiving
to God for all that God has done, now does, and will do. At the service
itself, this becomes clear. And when the believer leaves the church
building and goes out into the world, hislife of thanksgiving isto
continue unchanged. What happens after the sacrament isa
demonstration of what takes place during it.

So it isthat on weekdays, in office or store or school or home or factory,
the Christian is the eucharistic man, living in thankfulness to God and
showing his thankfulnessin all that he says and does. He is a placarding
of Christ before men. Perhaps he is not an especially notable person, but
he has the root of the matter in him. His daily private prayer, his public
worship, and above al his participation in the Lord’ s Supper, Holy
Communion, or Eucharist, now find outward manifestation in "the
works of love," wherever he may be. They used to say of thefirst
Christians that "men took notice of them, that they had been with Jesus."
So it should be with modern Christians too -- and the place, opportunity,
and occasion to be "with Jesus' in avery special way is at the sacrament.

It may be well to conclude this chapter with some practical hints. Here
they are:

(1) Attend the Lord’ s Supper regularly and faithfully, however difficult
it may beto get to it and however dim one’ s devotion may seem at the
time.

(2) Recelve the sacramental elements as often as you can, whenever
opportunity offers -- perhaps your congregation could be persuaded to
make it available more frequently.
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(3) Do not look for special thrills or "shivers up your back," asan old
friend once put it. The purpose of the sacrament is not to stir our
emotions so much as to enable usto grow in Christ, to the "measure of
the stature” of his manhood and as faithful children of God who is our
Father.

(4) Prepare for the service, ssimply and without any fuss; and afterwards
give thanksfor it, equally ssmply and without fuss.

(5) Remember afterward that you have "been with Jesus'; and try to
carry out in your daily life what you have seen, known, and received.

Thus you will find yourself growing in prayer and you will know the joy
of Christian living.

15
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Chapter 7. Making Prayer M eaningful
Today

This has been a book about prayer, intended for modern men and
women who find difficulty not only in seeing how prayer is possible but
in understanding what it really is. We have defined prayer as the
intentional and attentive presence of God, with the purpose of alignment
of self -- in desires and actions -- with the divine Lover who is our
heavenly Father. We have set prayer in the context of the Christian faith
that God is Love asreveaed in Jesus Christ; and we have sought to take
account of modern knowledge of the world so that prayer does not seem
an unreal escape from the facts that we all know about that world. And
we have looked at various aspects of prayer -- in word, in thought, in
public worship, at the Lord’ s Supper. Through all of these occasions
opportunity is given us to open ourselves to God, to link our little
manhood with his divine will, and to cooperate with God as his "fellow-
workers," in the word used by Paul.

Aswe have shown, prayer isto alarge degree a matter of attention; we
guoted a classical definition that said that "prayer is the attentive
presence of God." Of course we are alwaysin God's presence; it islike
the air we breathe. But like the air, it is not always vividly realized as
being there. We must make a conscious effort if the presenceisto be
known to us at first hand and not ssmply by hearsay. Y et "effort" may
be the wrong word, since it could suggest that prayer is just a business
of struggle, striving, aimost of combat. Thisis not really the case;
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although there must be determination and concentration in prayer, there
Isalso "resting in prayer" (asour fathersin the faith used to say), and
delight and refreshment for us as we engage in it.

We have also looked at some of the problems posed to modern people,
but we have seen that most of these are reflections of mistaken ideas,
theologically and scientifically as well as philosophically and
practically. Once we have got the right perspective, most of these
problems take care of themselves. At the same time we have recognized
that for modern people there are certain questions that require a rather
different emphasisin our praying from that of former days. How to
pray, how to arrange occasions and opportunities of prayer, and the
types of prayer may not be the same as for an earlier period of Christian
history. We have discussed "vocal" prayer, asit has been called, inits
various aspects; we have also discussed "mental” prayer, laying
particular stress on the simplicity of meditation and the desirability of
engaging in it. Then we have looked at public prayer, saying a great
deal about its congruity with human nature and human life and
attempting to show that it is both a duty and a privilege for anyone who
would call himself a Christian in any serious sense of the term. Finally,
we have considered eucharistic prayer at the Lord’' s Supper, as the focal
point for all Christian praying and the center of Christianity as such,
urging that it should also be the focus and center of the life of prayer of
every Christian believer.

In this closing chapter we shall try to relate all thisto the Christian
enterprisein its totality. After al, unless prayer "fitsin" and thus both
makes sense of and gives sense to that enterprise, it may appear as no
more than a peripheral although useful exercisein the life of Christian
discipleship. But it does "fit in"; and precisely for this reason it is what
Montgomery called it in the hymn quoted at the beginning, "the
Christian’ s vital breath."

Perhaps our best approach here will be to consider the plain fact that the
world in which we live presentsitself to us as a mystery. Now a mystery
Isto be sharply distinguished from a problem. The French thinker
Gabriel Marcel has pointed out that a problem is something with which
we can deal; we can "solve" it. Of course we may not be able to do this
immediately; perhaps we may not be in a position to make much
progress toward its solution. But in principle, when we are given a
problem, we know that there is a genuine possibility of its solution. A
mystery, on the other hand, is very different. A mystery isthat which

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=2224 (2 of 9) [2/4/03 6:15:49 PM]



Praying Today: Practical Thoughts on Prayer

puts us in awe; we cannot "solve" it, we can only accept it and wonder
at it. Bertrand Russell was an excellent example of the sort of man who
honestly recognized mystery when he saw it. Despite his agnostic
position in respect to religious faith, Russell had no patience with what
he called "cosmic impiety," by which he meant the assumption that
somehow by manipulation and techniques the mysterious puzzle of the
universe could be neatly solved and everything made tidy. He criticized
the American philosopher John Dewey on precisely this ground.

The mystery in thingsis spoken to each of us. Some contemporary
writers have pretended that modern people do not acknowledge that
thereis any mystery at all. One can only wonder how well they know
those about whom they write. Within the weeks during which this book
has been written, | have seen the reality of the sense of mystery time
and again in people whom | have met. For example, there was the
young couple so deeply in love. They were waiting for a bus, simply
standing on the pavement at a bus stop. But to witness the wonder that
was in their eyes as they |ooked at each another and murmured | do not
know what, was to see the great mystery of love. No amount of
physiological, psychological, sociological, or any other type of problem-
solving would have eradicated that mystery. Or again, when | began this
book | was sitting with friends on the terrace of aresort hotel, with the
stars brilliant in the sky, with the hush of late evening around us. |
noticed that the littleness of man against the background of the "infinite
spaces' (as Pascal phrased it in his Pensées) made its impression upon
them. Oddly enough, it was just after the first landing of men on the
moon,; yet that great achievement had not obliterated the mystery of the
vast expanse of the heavens above us.

Two other examples brought this sense of mystery, asfelt by ordinary
people, vividly home to me. | was listening with others to a superb
rendition of the Third Symphony of Beethoven (the Eroica). There was
silence, so pregnant that one could fedl its presence -- and at the very
end, before the applause broke out, there was another silence, a strange
testimony to the fact that here, in great music greatly performed, a
mysterious quality had impinged on those who heard. And finally, a
very simple thing indeed: two young people, standing with their newly
born baby held by the mother. Sheer wonder was in their eyes as they
looked at thistiny bit of humanity, brought into existence by their own
sexual union, yet obviously speaking to them of the wonderful and
mysterious creation of an entirely new life.
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We are surrounded by mystery and we live in mystery; and the day
when the awareness of it vanishes will be the day when manisno
longer man, for he will have lost his capacity to grow, to love, to
wonder, to yearn for some strange "more" that beckons to him and
speaksto himin all his experience. But that day will never come. And
my reason for thinking this includes, among other things, the fact that
my scientific friends in a great college of a great university (among
them many agnostics and self-identified "atheists') are the very people
who often seem to me most aware of mystery in the world, even in the
scientific research that they carry on with such devotion and yet with
such humility.

But if we know that the world presents us with mystery, we aso believe
that it has a meaning. The meaning may be obscure, but some sense of
the significance of thingsis an integral element in human life. Even a
professed athelist like Jean-Paul Sartre, despite his protests and despite
his insistence that the only meaning is what we ourselves put into
things, evidently still finds sufficient sense in the simple fact of living
so that he does not take his own life. Schubert Ogden has written an
essay on "The Strange Witness of Unbelief" (included in his book The
Reality of God, SCM Press, London, 1967), in which he demonstrates
how often it is the very negators of meaning whose way of life, attitude
toward others, and struggle for a "better world" exhibit adim yet
pervasive feeling of significance in the world and in their own
existence, a sense of meaning that (as Ogden argues and as | believe) is
a hidden working of divine Lovein their hearts.

Meaning, then, is universally sought and universally presupposed. We
speak of the universe as a cosmos, not a chaos; we believe that we arein
touch with how things go in the world, so that we can to some degree
understand them; we count on regularity, predictability, orderliness, as
present and real -- and what are al these but a mute testimony to
meaning? But underneath the obvious "meanings’ of the immediate
facts that we encounter, we are led to ask the question about "ultimate"
or "final" meaning. Does the whole enterprise, in its mystery and with
its problems, mean anything? What isitstrue significance? Manis a
meaning-giving animal; can it be that heis aso an animal who is found
by meaning -- meaning that illuminates his darkness and gives dignity
and purpose to hislittle day in this vast world?

Where do we find meaning spoken to us? Usually, | think, in the very
places where we sense mystery. In the joy of human companionship, in
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the call of duty, in the sense of awe on a starry night, in the face of the
one for whom we care, in great music, in beauty, in the presence of
courage -- here are some of the places. But above all we find meaning
speaking to usin the pathos of our human loving -- and | have said
pathos because | intend here combined joy and sadness, the awareness
of another with whom we would unite our lives yet the equal awareness
that the other, even when he also would unite his life with ours, remains
"the other" whom we must reverence for himself. This distinctively
human experience of love, its commitment of self, its giving of self, its
readiness to receive the other’ s gift of self, its evocation of hope, and its
capacity to fulfil, is not something that just "happensto us." The world
isthe sort of world where this can be known; and in knowing it we are
released and empowered. Meaning comes to us at such times; and when
it comesit gives us dignity as men and women.

It isin such acontext, | believe, that religion at its truest and best is
crucia to man. In primitive days men were aware of an emptiness that
had to be filled with innumerabl e divine powers working in ordinary
things. Later, or even at the same time, life was marked by a dreadful
fear of such powers. The divine was seen as man’s enemy who must be
placated if harm were to be avoided. But when religion was rationalized
and moralized, in the light of man’s own growing sense of order and his
increasing awareness that mutuality and love were the condition of
human community, it became more and more a sense that the worth in
things, the significance they possessed, the meaning they had, could be
found only in love and in loving. This process of development isseenin
all parts of the world, as for example in Indiaand in China, so very
different one from the other yet moving toward compassion as the key
to life (in India) or family affection and mutual concern in an ordered
society asthat key (asin China).

The Jewish religious experience, from earliest days through its highest
momentsin a Jeremiah and an Isaiah, is also a development from
primitive fear of omnipotent power to communion with a goodness that
seeks only the best for men. Thus when Jesus appeared, his coming was
against that background. What the event of Christ accomplished was the
purification of ancient Jewish insight and the completion of ancient
Jewish aspiration; in him Love was seen at work in afashion that those
who responded knew to be both mysterious and full of meaning in their
lives. That Love, humanly expressed to the point of sacrificial death,
was validated and confirmed, for Christian faith, in the resurrection of
embodied Love from death and hatred, evil and deception. God was like
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that; indeed God was that Love, only he wasits source and its goal --
the human love of Jesus was the expression in terms of genuine human
existence of "the Love that moves the sun and the other stars." God as
L ove and man with his human loving were not identical, since God is
transcendent over the creation -- he is unexhausted by what he does
there, heis ceaselesdly faithful, he is supreme and altogether excellent.
Y et in human loving, such as Jesus disclosed, the divine Love was
shared and outpoured.

S0 Jesusisthat Onein whom the deepest and highest reality, divine
Love, which isthe mystery behind all things and the meaning of all
things, is made decisively visible and tangible in a manhood that is our
own and in terms that we can understand and grasp, and by which we
can be grasped and thus directed on the path of right and true human
development. Thisis Christian faith -- nothing other, nothing less. The
meaning of the mystery isLove; and it is the only meaning asit isthe
enduring survival from what goes on in aworld of "perishing
occasions."

What we have been saying about prayer and its practice has this broader
context. It isman’s desire to work with the purpose of Love and it ishis
opening of himself to that working. All the magical notions about prayer
as the conforming of things to one’s own imperfect notions fade away.
Most of the problems that have been raised about prayer are shown to
be based on a misunderstanding of what prayer really is. Modern men
and women can pray with just as much sincerity, honesty, and devotion
as could their ancestors in the Christian tradition. And they can pray
with their whole selves, disregarding the nonsense that has been talked
about prayer as a matter of merely "spiritual” nature. Indeed, any man
who knows what it isto love and be loved can pray -- Christian faith
does not contradict the meaning of his praying, but crownsit and fulfills
it, while correcting inadequate and childish ideas about what that
praying intends.

Some readers may think that the constant emphasis in this book on love,
on God as Love, on man as being created for love, and on love as the
deepest significance of prayer, has been overdone. He may think so; but
| believe that he isterribly and tragically mistaken. It has already been
made clear that by love we have not meant sentimentality or niceness or
indifference or kind toleration. It is very difficult to eradicate from
many minds the notion that thisis always what one means so soon as
the word "love" is uttered. Y et to entertain that notion is to show oneself
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imperceptive as well asinattentive. Loveisavery terrible reality,
precisely because it is aglorious one. There is nothing soft or weak
about genuine love. It is"terrible as an army with banners," in the Old
Testament phrase. It isthe only really strong thing in the world, because
it iswhat Paul said it is: never failing, able to endure all things and yet
still be love. God is that; and even human love, in al its frustration and
distortion, can touch such heights now and again.

Furthermore, love is passionate. Here again there are some who would
not agree. They think of passionate love, perhaps after the fashion
suggested by Dr. Anders Nygren in his well-known book Agape and
Eros, as selfish in desiring a response and damaging in its feeling-tones
of high intensity. Hence they reject it as an inappropriate term for man’'s
relation to God and substitute "faith" instead. For them "faith" isa
steady setting of the will on God in commitment or surrender; and the
only kind of lovethat istruly "religious" is the intent of the will on
another’s good. | believe that thisanalysisis biblically mistaken,
historically false, theologically disastrous, and psychologically
impossible. All love, even in the somewhat chilly sense of this "faith-
love," has an element of passion. This means that it contains some
genuine desire, perhaps not strongly felt but nonetheless present. If that
element of desire were not there, it is hard to see how anyone could be
"moved" to love, as we commonly say. We could observe and even
sympathize in an external way; but we could not urgently identify
ourselves with the condition, the problems, the suffering, as well as the
joy, of other people. "Cold charity" would be all we could manage; and
that is a quite dreadful thing for the recipient, even if it may for a
moment assuage his need and provide him with food and clothing.

But Christian loveis not "cold charity”; it is charity with a passionate
concern for others and a deeply felt care for their situation. Thisiswhat
makes all the difference in the world between the well-intentioned and
zealous social worker, good and important as such a person is, and the
man or woman who gives himself to a needy and hungry and lonely
person. The old saying tells us that "the gift without the giver is bare" --
and | am convinced that one reason that aid programs so often meet
with antagonism even from those who most will benefit from themis
explained in just thisway. Perhaps an incident from my own experience
will illustrate my meaning. Many years ago a black student of mine was
in great trouble. He came to see me to talk over the problem he faced. |
made what suggestions | could and at the end of the half-hour walked
with him to the door of my study. As we approached the door, | put my
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hand on his shoulder and spoke some words of encouragement. To my
horror, the young man broke into tears. Thinking that what | had said
might have offended him, | apologized. And then that young black
student said this; "Y ou can’t understand why I’ m crying, try as hard as
you will." | answered, "Well, tell me why and I’ |l attempt to
understand.” He said, "I’ m crying because you' re the first white man
who has ever touched me." Then he fled from the room. And | wept. |
wept because | had been made to see, for the first time, that all the
justice that must be shown the black man, all the help given him,
everything that should be done legally to give him hisrights, will never
do what a simple act of love can do: make him know that he is accepted,
cared for, yes, realy loved by those who do not just "do good to him"
but who feel with passionate concern that he is a human brother.

| apologize for this bit of personal biography; but at least it makes my
point. Love doesinvolve feeling; at its best it is passionate. Now thisis
why | have ventured to stress the sexual component in human nature
and to urge that it be brought into our praying. Our sexuality isthe
physiological-psychological basisfor desire -- that is, for passion. The
Beatles had a song in which they said,

For she loves you, and you know that can’t be bad;
She loves you, and you know you should be glad.

In their singing of it, the lines obviously and intentionally had
specifically sexual or erotic overtones. But why not? There is a sexua
element in all love -- even, | should wish to urge, in al friendship and
indeed in al human relationships that are not external or superficial.
Man isaunity and his sexuality isintegral to that unity. What is more,
for most human beingsit is precisely when they begin to see that
someone loves them, whether thisisin an explicitly sexual sense or not,
that they discover their capacity to betruly alive and to grow toward
genuine fulfillment as persons designed to become lovers of God and
men.

| am sure that only those who have come to some such awakening,
because they have been deeply loved and because in some strange
fashion they have been enabled to love in return, can ever understand
what Christian prayer isreally about. Augustine’ s saying, "He who has
loved will know what | mean," had reference to his theological
insistence that God always comes first to men and through his coming
arouses them to respond to him. But what he said is equally applicable
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to our praying. Among the many reasons for living, so far aswe can, in
relationships of active love with others, isthis: that we can then begin to
pray, and keep on praying, with sincerity and dedication and with some
genuine grasp of what prayer means.

For as we have stressed throughout this book, the purpose of prayer isto
bring God’ s human child, now become adult in responsibility and thus
asked to act in mature ways, into cooperative awareness of God, opened
to hislove and ready to act in love toward others. But we can now see
why it is necessary to go on to say that a consequence of prayer, when it
isfaithfully and regularly engaged in, will be the release of the praying
person from bondage to cheapness and superficiality, from slavery to
immediate instinct and unworthy desire, into "the glorious liberty of the
children of God." What is that liberty? Surely it is growing ability to
love, growing willingness to accept love as offered to us, increasing
delight in giving ourselves to others who in their turn give themselves to
us. That is the human consequence. As to the divine consequence, it is
the growing awareness of a cosmic Love, acosmic Lover, that holds us
tight, that never lets us go, that stays with usin all our problems and
troubles and sufferings as well as in our joys and delights, that lives
with us and for us, and that in the end receives us into hisown life --
where we are forever loved in the Love that endures, beyond all
"changes and chances," in the everlastingness that is God himself.

890
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