St. Mary of the Angels   Sunday  OT 17 C      7/28/19
Genesis 18:20-32;  Colossians 2:12-14;  Luke 11:1-13
My Brothers and Sisters,
The disciples in today’s Gospel approach Jesus with a request: “Lord, teach us to pray just as John taught his disciples.”  That is a very good request.  Where does it come from?  Obviously, the disciples have been watching John’s disciples and they have been watching Jesus.  What is it that John’s disciples and Jesus have that they do not?  They sense that something is missing in their life and in their ministry.  And that “something” has to do with God, with their relationship to God, with their conversation with God.  Do we sometimes feel that “something” missing too?
Notice that Luke places their request right after the Good Samaritan story (which we had two Sundays ago) and right after the Martha and Mary story (which we had last Sunday.)  The three stories belong together.
The Good Samaritan story revealed for Jews then and for us Christians now how we are to live our life in relation to others: namely, with compassion.  Pope Francis has been modeling for us what compassion looks like and urging us to act in this way towards all people.
However, there is always the danger that our hospitality, service and compassion can go awry if there is not a prayer life to sustain it.  Hence, we had the Martha and Mary story last week.  Without ongoing prayer, -- as we saw --Martha lost her focus, felt over- burdened, anxious and probably jealous of Mary.  And so her complaining to Jesus.   She was no longer acting out of love.
Now, this week, the focus is on prayer itself: “Lord, teach us to pray …”  How do we hear these words?  I believe that the disciples were asking Jesus to teach them how to pray, not what to say.  And Jesus, in response, did not give the words of the Our Father so much as  the perfect prayer to be recited, but, rather as an example of what prayer might look like.  
Personally, I think that the Church has failed in teaching us to how to pray.  Over the centuries, the Church has given us countless prayers to say, prayers like “The Our Father”, the “Hail Mary”, The “Glory Be…”  She has given us Novena prayers, the Rosary,  Litanies to the saints, and many other prayers of devotion – all wonderful prayers  But, have we really been taught how to pray in a more personal way with our own words?
I think that the polarity in the Church today highlights this lack.  On the one side we have people who want to bring back the old ways of structure and devotion: the Latin Mass, set devotions, liturgical regalia, adoration, and, with it, a “we are the holy ones” attitude.  On the other side, we have people involved in social justice, environment protection, outreach to migrants, but who, without prayer, can act with too much anger, too little compassion, and even with some violence.  Like Martha, they can lose touch with the One who is calling them, the One whom they are serving, and so, lose how to act with compassion.  
The disciples request is still ours today – and just as important.  “Lord, teach us [how] to pray.”
A homily is too short for a good response, but let me ask four questions about our own prayer which Jesus addresses or implies with his prayer?  Of course, Jesus himself underlined the need for patient persistence.  That is most important.  But, I ask:
1) To whom do we pray?  Who is God for us?  We can still carry too much baggage around our image of God.  For many, God is still the Judge, or the Grandfather figure, or an impersonal prime mover of the universe. How can we pray to such a God? Jesus suggests that we pray to God as Father, -- such as that father in the story of the prodigal son – the unconditionally loving father, always searching in love, eager to embrace in love, ready to celebrate in love -- that father!  Is that the God we pray to?
2) How do we come to prayer?  We come to prayer as we are.  We express who we are, what we are feeling – no secrets.  We come with our needs, and acknowledge our dependence.   Notice Abraham’s honest prayer.  In this too, the psalmist models for us how to pray.  The psalmist is not afraid to express to God his anger, fear, and some terrible desires like bashing his enemies’ children’s heads on rocks.  He is honest! This is how he feels before God.  Wisely, the Church has never edited the psalms nor written her own more politically correct ones.  Transparency, with all its variety of emotions is essential,
3) Is our prayer inclusive?  Prayer is not a me and God affair. In the “Our Father”, there is no “I,” “me,” or “my”.  There is only “we”, “us” and “our.”  Any prayer that leaves anyone out, is not healthy prayer.  And so, when we pray, “Give us this day our daily bread,” we are praying for everyone, and, to a certain extent, we are committing ourselves to helping all people to have what they need for human dignity as well as for survival.
4) Do we allow time for silence?  Since prayer is a dialogue, not a monologue, prayer moves to silence so that, as poet Mary Oliver expressed it, “another voice may speak.”  We may not hear God in the silence. More often, God does not respond in the silence, but without the silence, prayer becomes just a monologue, and not a personal encounter.  Though God may not speak in the silence, silence opens us to hearing God speak through others and in the events of the day.
There is so much more.  I only want that we appreciate once again the priority of our friendship with God which is nourished by personal prayer and expressed in outgoing compassion.   
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