HOMILY FOR THE SEVENTEENTH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR C

TEACH US TO PRAY


The request “Teach us to pray” directed at Jesus by his disciples can be understood as asking for the right disposition in prayer.  In reply to this request, Jesus taught them a new form of prayer with four components that highlight the proper dispositions for Christian prayer.  In this prayer, Jesus taught them to begin prayers with a grateful disposition that shows itself in praise and worship.  Here Jesus taught them that prayer is first and foremost a worship.  This disposition is very important in prayer as it does not only exhibit belief and faith in God’s Omnipresence, Omniscience and Omnipotent, but a concrete demonstration of unceasing gratitude to God’s blessings on his children.    What Jesus means here is that Christians should come to God with grateful hearts, cheerful faces and appreciations.  This then calls for a disposition in our personal prayers in which like the psalmist we lavish praises to God.  It also calls for a vigorous singing of the Gloria and the Sanctus during the Mass.  
Jesus also teaches his disciples that prayer is an acceptance of the will of God.  It begins with the disposition to accept and do the will of God.  It is a belief that ‘we propose but God disposes’.  When this disposition is absent prayer becomes an exaltation of self will over God’s will.  By asking the disciples to pray for God’s kingdom and will, Jesus teaches that prayer presupposes repentance and readiness to live in the power of the reign of God.   What this means is that prayer is an activity that flows from a deep and genuine relationship with God. 

The Lord’s Prayer teaches among other things that an innocent disposition to forgive enemies in the one who prays is very essential for effective prayer.  Here Jesus teaches us that we can be sure to receive forgiveness from God if we are disposed to forgive those who offend us.  This disposition is never easy for so many who call upon the name of God in prayer.  But here Jesus makes it a precondition for our own forgiveness.  The importance of this injunction of Jesus can be seen in another passage thus: “If you bring your gift to the Altar, and there recall that your brother has anything against you, leave your gift there at the Altar, go first and be reconciled with your brother, and then come and offer your gift” (Matt 5:23-24).  This disposition goes to show the necessity of good and clear conscience, sincerity of heart and innocence in effective prayer.    
Further in this prayer Jesus teaches his disciples the disposition needed in presenting our needs before God, namely, a child-father relationship.  As people who are limited by our nature, we look up to God for our many needs.  In this passage Jesus teaches us to open our mouth to ask God to give us this day our daily bread with a childlike disposition.  In the first reading Abraham stood before God and prayed over and over again against the destruction of Sodom in a father-child relationship.  Similarly, Jesus is telling us to ask with the faith and confidence of those who share in the dignity of the divine by our Baptism.  It is true that God knows our needs but the truth is that he wants us to use our freewill to ask for what we want.  This is why he chooses to be silent before the disciples when their boat was threatened by the storm waves (Mark 4:35ff).  
Today the Lord is inviting us to adopt these dispositions and to persist in prayer – to ask, seek and knock with the faith that God knows what we need ever before we ask him.  The prayer of Abraham is a real demonstration of persistence in prayer.  Persistence in prayer is important because the answer to our prayers could take a tortoise speed or a rocket speed but God answers prayers.  He is telling us that it is not enough to pray except we have the right disposition of praise and worship, sincere heart and holiness of life, fervent faith and persistence directed according to the will of God.   With these components of the Lord’s Prayer, we can now see the dispositions that are involved in payer.  We can see that in prayer, the whole person is involved physically and spiritually in giving and receiving.  
