Prayer: TRIP


It is no secret that many, many people pray only as an obligation.  For many, to pray means spending some minutes of boredom, while repeating some prayers lead by someone else, and waiting for it to end in order to continue whatever they were doing before.

“There are people with weird tastes, some for instance, love poetry; some others love to pray.”  Praying appears to them as a slush thing, or an exquisite delicacy reserved for some few “who rejoice by kneeling in the darkness mustering prayers.”

Nevertheless, there was no bit of slush or delicacy among the Apostles: they were rough fishermen who used to spend their nights throwing their nets in the middle of the sea rather than reciting poetry; and yet, they sure prayed!  When the Holy Spirit arrives in Pentecost they were praying. At some point, according to the book of Acts of the Apostles, they have to order seven deacons to distribute food, because “such work did not leave enough time for praying” (Acts 6, 3-4).  These simple men could be the seed of what is now the church by praying abundantly.

Our very Lord Jesus used to spend the night in prayer.  Before his ministry started He went to the desert for a better, more profound prayer.  The night before his Crucifixion, he prepared himself by praying on the Mount of the Olives.

A question arises here: “I don’t understand; if he was God, why did he need to pray?”  He needed to pray because he was God and MAN.  All men need to pray.  All of us, male or female, short or tall, carpenter, businessman, doctor, soldier, artist, farmer or student, we all need to pray.  

For this booklet to be any help, we need to begin by discarding a wrong conception of prayer: The idea that to pray is only for a group of slightly weird characters who spend their vacation self-confined in a temple and whose only achievement is to enter the Guinness Book of Records as the longest kneeling time record.  Nothing is father from reality; prayer is necessary, useful and good for normal people who like watching movies, having fun during their vacation, and playing sports.  Prayer is also necessary, useful and good for you and for me.  Let’s see why.

What is prayer for?


In order to understand why prayer, speaking with God, is so necessary for all, we need to see that it is not only valuable for one thing, but many.  Generalizing, we can classify prayer into four categorical “kinds”: Thanksgiving, Repentance, Intercession, and Praise.

Intercession.


Asking for one’s needs is not the most important purpose of prayer; but it is the most common.  That’s why we will review it first.

Before explaining what to ask and how to do it, it would be good to clarify a couple of common mistakes.  The first misunderstanding is to think that God gets angry or tired because we ask Him for things.  That’s why some think that we should ask scarcely, as less as possible, to prevent Him to get angry.  This is absolutely wrong.  God likes us to ask plenty.  He loves to give, because “there is more happiness in giving than in receiving.” (Acts).  Look at ourselves, when we are to give a birthday present to someone we love, we try to give the best possible.  We rejoice in doing so (unless we are selfish).  God is not selfish; He wants to be asked for all kinds of things.  An example of this is in Gen 18, 16-33. 

The second error is to think that He only cares for “important” petitions: for world peace, for political leaders, for the countries that suffer from hunger, and so on. Asking for all of our own things: for tomorrow’s test, for my family, for my friends, for my own problems. It is not selfishness, it is necessary. If all good comes from God, and we don’t ask Him for it, do we expect that it will come just by chance? Do we expect that He drops his grace on us by accident? We need to ask for those graces.

We also need to avoid thinking that if I ask for something someone else won’t get anything. God has an abundance of goods to give to us.

He is not going to be overwhelmed by us asking too much or many of us asking at the same time, He is not a phone central. He sees and knows absolutely everything; He owns time and listens to every one of us with more attention and dedication than any father can give to his son who comes to ask for something.

But, does He always give us what we ask for? Why is it that God does not give us all that we ask for? Doesn’t He listen to us?

God always listens to us, and sometimes he says no.  This could happen because we asked for something that we believed good, and it wasn’t so. No father is going to give his child a container with poison, no matter how much the kid cries and misbehaves, because it is bad for them.  We may ask to win the lottery, but how many people won the lottery and ended up worse than before? Without money, without friends, in bad conditions with relatives… Not everything that we ask happens to be the best for us.

But no plea to God gets lost. Sometimes He doesn’t give us what we asked for, but He gives us something better. He doesn’t give us a million dollars, but gives us instead a job that we enjoy, in which we can grow and progress… we need to be attentive because sometimes he gives us what we need and we let it go without recognizing it.

Sometimes what God expects is that we ask for that special thing several times. That’s why we can’t give up, and we need to keep praying without losing heart.

Finally, “God helps those who help themselves.” In other words, praying as if everything would depend on God, and work as if everything would depend on us. If I pray all afternoon asking for a good result on my test, and then I spend hours playing on my Play Station, I should not expect miracles.

Which Things Could be Asked For?

One needs to be a little bit blind not to see a number of things to ask for. Don’t we have a family? Don’t we have friends? We should ask for blessings for them. If they have a problem, ask for solutions; or if there is no problem at all, for their further success. So that they get closer to God, as everybody needs. Don’t we have tests or studies to do? God is also going to help us. He is only waiting for us to ask Him for help. Isn’t there a need for more prayers? Aren’t the world and our country filled with trouble? We complain about that, but do we pray for it? What can we do to help the world to improve a little? Maybe not much for now, but we can pray everyday. Let us pray then! It is needed

Thanksgiving


Ungrateful people are selfish and bitter. Selfish because they do not realize anything others do for them, and thank no one; bitter because the bitter one does not appreciate good things, and thus he or she doesn’t thank anyone for anything.


On the other hand, the grateful person is generous and joyful. That’s the way we need to be, and not to be thankful “as an obligation,” but because we appreciate everyone else’s efforts, and we are appreciative of the good things that we receive. 


The one who is ungrateful God, has rather completely crooked into themselves (and overlooks that God is continually giving Himself to them), or is someone without joy, unable to see and rejoice for all of the good things that life gives.


Not everybody is like that; many people are ungrateful with God for the simple reason that they don’t stop and think about everything God gives us day after day.  We should stop for a minute to see everything we have received from Him: Our existence, our life, our faith, the people we love, the place we live in, our talents, our friends, the funny things that happen to us, everything, everything, everything is a gift from God. If we are here, and we are capable of rejoice for all of that, it is because God wanted it that way. It is because He loves us. Therefore it is of utmost importance to try to thank Him for all of that; even though we wouldn’t know very well what to tell Him, He doesn’t mind.


And as the generous and joyful ones are the ones who really thank, the mere fact of remembering all of this and thanking God, gradually transforms us into more joyful and generous persons.

Repentance 


It is hard for me to talk about this third topic, and it could be that it is hard for you to read it. But let’s see things the way they are: we are not perfect, and most of the time we are offending God. Things being like this, when it comes to present ourselves in front of Him during prayer, sometimes we are ashamed to look at Him in the eye; because we know what we have done.


That is why it is good (sometimes indispensable) to begin prayer bending down the head the telling Him that we are resentful for what we’ve done; or saying that we are sorry for being evil, lazy, quarrelsome or selfish.


It could happen that we don’t consider ourselves as someone evil, ugly, dirty or despicable, but that we think “overall, I am someone good,” and we cannot think of anything to ask forgiveness for. Let’s think then, of all the opportunities that God gives us to do good with and how we don’t take advantage of it by being lazy; and ask for forgiveness for that.


The ideal forgiveness prayer is the Sacrament of Confession. It is a prayer so powerful that we some out of it with a shinny soul and the happiness of being in a perfect friendship with God, and with nothing holding us back away from Him. This Sacrament should be loved very much. But also it is possible to ask for forgiveness when starting any prayer. An excellent thing to do every night, before going to sleep, is to run a “balance” of the whole day, and ask for forgiveness in that moment.

Praise


“To Praise, such a weird word,” you would think… well, yes indeed. We are not very familiar with “praising.”  We only have a vague idea of what it means.


Yet, if we think about it, in practice we do it several times without noticing it: when we say, “Hallowed be Thy Name,” when we pray “Glory to God in the Highest,” when we answer to the Psalm during Mass; in the Hymns… Furthermore, every prayer has some form of worship to God.


To praise God is something like saying to Him: “How great You are!” or, “God, You are the greatest thing!” not to ask Him for something, but just simply because He is, and we feel the need to tell Him so. This should not be in the way we tell it to a famous guy, to a football player, or to a friend who just gave us a hand; but the way we should address GOD.


God is so great, so powerful, so good, so “everything,” that there are no human words that suffice to tell Him so. But just because of that we would never be tired of telling Him how great He is. We can always find new ways, new words, and Hymns with good music to help us. The Bible is full of Hymns and praises to God If you browse the book of Psalms for example, you would find unbelievable forms to praise Him.


But what is important is that in our own words, we make clear that we truly love Him. Lets imagine a boy who says to his girlfriend: “You know what? I kind of like you.” Or, “You are not completely unpleasant.” I would advise that girl to get another boyfriend, because this boy is anything but in love with her… if he were, he would say at least “I can’t live without you” or, “I really love you!” It is not necessary to be extremely poetic, nor would he win an award for his originality, but it would have to come straight from his heart. This is the way our Worship to God should be.


We especially need to remember that regardless of being Almighty and the Creator of everything, God loves every one of us specially, to the point of giving us his only Son, who died for us.


The more we understand this, the larger our love of God would be, and our worship would become richer, happier and stronger. We would find the true meaning of those songs and prayers that we recite as if we were parrots; and we would find pleasure in praising the Lord that way.

A Dialog


Until this point, we have been talking about everything that we can TELL God; that in our opinion is a good quantity. Don’t we get scared if it appears to be too much; things happen step by step, and it becomes easier to talk to Him.


But one of the most impressing things about prayer is that in it God also TALKS TO US. Not only to the great saints, but TO EVERYONE.


And what does He tell us? It is a matter of listening well. When we are sad, He shows us reasons to be happy, or He reminds us that He also suffered. He tells us that we are not alone.


He makes us realize about our defects. He makes us think of ways to improve ourselves. If they don’t occur to us, He whispers them in to our ear.


He reminds us that He is close by anytime we need Him. He wakes us up to the needs of the ones who surround us. He reminds us what it is that we live for. And like these, many other things. He always tells us what we most need to listen for.


How does God talk to us? He has two very common ways to do so:


One is by means of signs. Let’s imagine a man that lives nearby a road, and that there is a very dangerous curve. Since he would not be able to stay all day by the road telling people about it, he post a sign saying, “dangerous curve.” A very clear sign. Those who travel the road and are attentive read it and slow down. Who talked to them? It was that man, by means of a sign.


Likewise, God posts signs all along our lives. A book (like this booklet), a friend’s advice, a talk, or a sermon… these are God’s ways to talk to us. The one who is attentive gets to listen. The one who is in a hurry, thinking about something else… shall he not complain if he doesn’t listen. That’s why it is said, “God speaks in the silence.”


But He also has another, a more direct form of talking to us: the Holy Spirit has the power of leading our thoughts in the direction He wants us to. He inspires ideas, solutions to our problems, He inspires feelings of Joy, Love, Repentance; He inspires also the motivation to do things when we are down, courage and decision to do what is right, to overcome our defects and nurture the good things.


God does this always, to the one who is capable to listen to Him, by getting into the silence of His presence and letting Him talk to us. God is the best counselor, and who best understands us. Let us trust in Him.

When to Pray 


“The farmer went tout to sow his seed. As he sowed, some fell along the road, and it was trampled under foot, and the birds of the sky devoured it. Other seed fell on the rock, and as soon as it grew, it withered away, because it had no moisture. Others fell amid the thorns, and the thorns grew with it, and choked it. Other seeds fell on to the good ground, and grew, and brought forth fruit one hundred time.” (Lk.8, 4-8)


To many it happens like to these seeds; someone talks to them about prayer, and they can’t wait to start praying. But as soon as they see it isn’t so easy, nor do they see the angels coming from the Heavens nor do they feel anything in their hearts, then they give up.


But it is very uncommon that having taken the firm resolution of praying a little every day, one would in the end be not sure of what to do. And since they don’t intend something concrete, but they pray every day what ever they feel like, the moment they don’t feel like it, they abandon prayer, and this little booklet served them nothing.


With regards to this, we need to do as the sportsman does when he starts training. They start with little, but they have a plan everyday and they accomplish it, regardless if they feel like it or not. They are “beyond” feeling like it; what they are concerned with is their training. With prayer it is the same; we need to get beyond things like “I get bored,” or, “I feel it/ feel nothing,” or, “I feel like doing it/ I don’t feel like doing it.” Nobody who is constrained by that gets to accomplish anything big. What really matters is to become friends with god, whatever the price.


But as I said a concrete plan is necessary to do so. What I’m about to explain is the simplest way to do it, called “the four pillars.”

1. The first pillar of our prayer is the MORNING PRAYER AND EVENING PRAYER. It is the simplest thing: in the morning, we thank God for the day that starts, we offer Him everything we are going to do, and we ask Him for the grace to do things right. At night we thank Him for the good things, and we ask forgiveness for the dad things before going to sleep. We start with small things, but afterwards we could add up some other prayers, a good examination of conscience, etc., as our soul becomes stronger and asks for better alimentation.

2. The second pillar is the DEVOTION TO JESUS IN THE EUCHARIST. We know that the best way to pray is in front of Jesus truly present in the Eucharist. That’s why it is great to visit Him, to any Church located near us, or just in a school chapel. Even when it’s only to say the Lord’s Prayer in front of Him, or a simple “hi,” over time, we will be learning how to converse with Jesus and the time will pass so quickly in his presence, that we wouldn’t even be able to tell.

3. The third pillar is the DEVOTION TO THE VIRGIN MARY. Don’t let a day pass by without greeting the Mother of God and OUR mother. The one who loves the Virgin Mary is almost certainly going to be saved. How can we pray to Mary? My suggestion is starting with three Hail Maries at night. It is also possible, for example, to pray the Angelus at noon; we can pray one tenth of the Rosary while we travel… for you can see, the options are limitless, so let not a day pass without saying a word to our mother.

4. The fourth pillar seems more difficult, but is also very important. It is where we demonstrate that we really want to grow in God’s friendship. Let’s call it MEDITATION. It is, simply, about reading from the Bible everyday for five minutes (which can get longer over time) and to think about what we read for a while. There is nothing more than that. It doesn’t take us more time than reading the comics, and is does us twenty thousand times better than any dim magazine. It is hard understanding some things in the beginning; but we should not be discouraged, whatever we don’t understand we can ask. It is better to start with the New Testament, because it is easier and richer. It is also advisable, instead of reading the Bible, reading other spiritual book (or a booklet like this). It is advisable to ask to someone who knows the topic, because there are many good books, but there are some others that are boring or that are useful to get information from, but not to meditate with. The ideal is reading them by little bits, trying to incorporate them into our lives. But let’s not forget that we are praying. The important thing is that what we read serves us like a “trampoline” to talk to God, that it gives us topics of conversation with Him. If we cannot think of anything to talk about, we should tell Him, and ask for help in meditation. 

This is what I had to say, and it is more than enough to get you started. During prayer one gets to grow, and it never ends. But we should start at some point. If I could be by your side, I would shake you and tell you: “RIGHT NOW!” Don’t let time run by. If the sun sets before you get your good intentions going, good-bye to your good intentions. They will never be any thing but that. You should start, not with one pillar, but with all four of them. Don’t be cheap with God, and you will se how everything gets better. Now, let us begin…

