SEVENTEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

 

Before Genesis, the first book of the Bible was written, the cities of Sodom & Gomorrah had already been destroyed, either by an earthquake or a volcano.  The author of Genesis is as confused by natural disasters as we are, and reflects upon them in the person of Abraham in dialogue with God.  He attempts to understand God’s nature and God’s relationship with us, the people God has created.  This conversation that Abraham has with God about why God says he must destroy the towns of Sodom and Gomorrah eventually results in Abraham changing his own mind … beginning to see things as God sees them.

Today’s Gospel offers to us a model of what we should pray for.  The purpose of prayer is not to change God’s mind, but to change ours … to bring our minds into accord with God, that we, like God, will be better, more merciful, more forgiving, more generous.

The Scripture stories show us that persistence or perseverance is key in prayer.  The man in the Gospel went to the home of a friend at midnight to borrow three loaves of bread.  He knew it would be a great inconvenience for the friend to respond to his request at that hour.  The family likely slept on the floor of their one-room home, and all would have to be disturbed in order for the father to open the door to give bread to his friend outside.  But the friend outside knew that, if he persisted, the man would respond.

Friendship with God is the framework of our prayer life.  It is a natural thing to do, to be yourself in the presence of God who is your friend.  The Scriptures today encourage us to be shameless in begging God for what we need.

Some people say that they don’t pray because they have never heard God answer them.  If they treated their friends the way they tread God, their friends would not say anything to them, either.

A month from now, I plan to attend a reunion of my high school class.  It was 50 years ago that we finished our high school years together.  We were a class of 105, and I think that most are still alive.  I have contact with 5 of them once or twice each year.  There are many very nice people in my high school class, and I am sure that we will enjoy gathering for a social and a meal.  But we will also easily take leave of one another when the gathering ends, and most of us will never see one another again in this life.  We have not maintained and persevered in the friendships that we established in high school, so we no longer are important in the daily lives of one another.

If I relate to God the way I relate to my high school classmates, God would not have a chance to become important in my daily life.

 

Father Beck says, “The prayer that perseveres is the prayer that truly matters.  This prayer teaches us wisdom.  This prayer teaches us what we really desire.  We learn in our prayer what we most desperately want, or need.  Our persistent prayer teaches us our deepest hope, our fundamental claims on the world, our deepest longing.  In the experience of persevering, we discover what our needs are.  Prayer truly involves a personal relationship.  It is a conversation; not a contract.

The Gospels speak of many times when Jesus, the Son of God, prayed to his Father, especially in important moments of his mission and public ministry.  He went apart from the others to pray. 

In most Western countries today, there are strong political movements that say they are for Christ or want their country to return to Christian values.  But many of their platforms and policies are irreconcilable with the hospitality, forgiveness, compassion, common life, and care for outsiders found in the Lord’s Prayer.

The Our Father, the prayer he taught to his disciples, reveals the heart of Jesus and tells us how we should speak to our Father:

1.     Bless the Father and call for God’s presence in the world.

2.     Ask God for basic needs of food, forgiveness, and fidelity … freedom from temptation.

Even we who are wicked know how to give good gifts to our children.  How much more will the Father in Heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask  Prayer is basically a quest for the Holy Spirit, which enables us to deal with our needs for health, funds, good grades, employment, etc

Spiritual writer Patricia Sanchez says “We pray not for God’s sake, but for our own.  We pray because voicing our praise, expressing our need and offering our thanks and prayers helps us to know who we are before God and all others.  We pray not to inform God of anything but to sensitize our own hearts and minds and souls to the many overtures of God, be they large or small.  We pray in order to cultivate a disposition of welcome and trust.  We pray to acknowledge that we are not the center of the universe.  We pray to surrender ourselves to the Creator, who brought us to life, and to our Redeemer, who has saved us from death.

Jesus’ prayer welcomes us in and establishes our reliance on God, our trust that God forgives, forgets, and continues to love and care in spite of ourselves.  The day I cease to pray, I cease to live and be who I am before God.

 

“God’s Rosebud” A newly ordained priest was walking with an older, more seasoned priest in the garden one day.  Feeling a bit insecure about what God had for him to do, he was asking the older priest for some advice.  The older priest walked up to a rosebush and handed the young priest a rosebud and told him to open it without tearing off any petals.  The young priest looked in disbelief at the older priest and was trying to figure out what a rosebud could possibly have to do with his wanting to know the will of God for his life and ministry.  But because of his great respect for the older priest he proceeded to try to unfold the rose, while keeping every petal intact.  It wasn’t long before he realized how impossible this was to do.  Noticing the younger priest’s inability to unfold the rosebud without tearing it, the older priest began to recite the following poem … “It is only a tiny rosebud, a flower of God’s design; but I cannot unfold the petals with these clumsy hands of mine.  The secret of unfolding flowers is not known to such as I.  God opens this flower so easily, but in my hands they die.  If I cannot unfold a rosebud, this flower of God’s design, then how can I have the wisdom to unfold this life of mine?  So I’ll trust in God for leading each moment of my day.  I will look to God for guidance in each step of the way.  The path that lies before me, only my Lord knows.  I’ll trust God to unfold the moments, just as He unfolds the rose.”
