Twenty-ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time October 20, 2013


Exodus 17:8-13
In those days, Amalek came and waged war against Israel.  Moses, therefore, said to Joshua,
"Pick out certain men, and tomorrow go out and engage Amalek in battle.   I will be standing on top of the hill with the staff of God in my hand."   So Joshua did as Moses told him: he engaged Amalek in battle after Moses had climbed to the top of the hill with Aaron and Hur. As long as Moses kept his hands raised up, Israel had the better of the fight, but when he let his hands rest, Amalek had the better of the fight.  Moses’ hands, however, grew tired; so they put a rock in place for him to sit on.  Meanwhile Aaron and Hur supported his hands, one on one side and one on the other, so that his hands remained steady till sunset.  And Joshua mowed down Amalek and his people with the edge of the sword.
Psalm 121:1-2, 3-4, 5-6, 7-8 
R. (cf. 2) Our help is from the Lord, who made heaven and earth.
I lift up my eyes toward the mountains; whence shall help come to me?
My help is from the LORD, who made heaven and earth.
R. Our help is from the Lord, who made heaven and earth.
May he not suffer your foot to slip; may he slumber not who guards you:
indeed he neither slumbers nor sleeps, the guardian of Israel.
R. Our help is from the Lord, who made heaven and earth.
The LORD is your guardian; the LORD is your shade; he is beside you at your right hand.
The sun shall not harm you by day, nor the moon by night.
R. Our help is from the Lord, who made heaven and earth.
The LORD will guard you from all evil; he will guard your life.
The LORD will guard your coming and your going, both now and forever.
R. Our help is from the Lord, who made heaven and earth.
2 Timothy 3:14-4:2 
Beloved: Remain faithful to what you have learned and believed, because you know from whom you learned it, and that from infancy you have known the sacred Scriptures, which are capable of giving you wisdom for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.  All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for refutation, for correction, and for training in righteousness, so that one who belongs to God may be competent, equipped for every good work.

I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingly power: proclaim the word; be persistent whether it is convenient or inconvenient; convince, reprimand, encourage through all patience and teaching.

Luke 18:1-8 

Jesus told his disciples a parable about the necessity for them to pray always without becoming weary. 
He said, "There was a judge in a certain town who neither feared God nor respected any human being. 
And a widow in that town used to come to him and say, 'Render a just decision for me against my adversary.'  For a long time the judge was unwilling, but eventually he thought, 'While it is true that I neither fear God nor respect any human being, because this widow keeps bothering me I shall deliver a just decision for her lest she finally come and strike me.'"   The Lord said, "Pay attention to what the dishonest judge says.  Will not God then secure the rights of his chosen ones who call out to him day and night?  Will he be slow to answer them?  I tell you, he will see to it that justice is done for them speedily.  But when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?"

Persistence is the dominant theme in all of today’s readings. It is, for a change, a simple and direct theme, and one that can instill great hope in us.

In the first Reading, Moses asks Joshua to go down and fight against Amalek, while he, Aaron, and Hur go up a mountain to pray for victory.  And as long as Moses’ hands are held up to God in prayer, Joshua gets the better of the fight.  But when Moses got tired of praying, the enemies of Israel began to win.  Moses won the battle by persistently keeping his arms raised in prayer even though he needed the help of his community to do it. 

In today’s Psalm we are told to lift our eyes to the mountains.  We are told to lift our eyes in prayer and that our help will come from the Lord who made heaven and earth.  
In his Second letter to Timothy, Paul told him to persist in proclaiming God’s word, “whether it is convenient or inconvenient.” What an awesome responsibility we all have as parents, grandparents, and godparents. The responsibility to persistently pass on this Word to those entrusted to our care.

The teaching that parents give to children is most important because it is the foundation for life. As the book of Proverbs says, "Train children in the right way, and when old, they will not stray" (Proverbs 22:6).

Our second reading today also reminds us of the importance of Sacred 

Scripture.  The importance of Sacred Scripture was emphasized by St. Jerome the patron saint of Scripture study who wrote, “Ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance of Christ.” Pope Leo XIII said, "In the sacred books, the Father who is in heaven comes lovingly to meet His children and talks with them." 
St. Ambrose said, "We have been given Sacred Scripture so that God and man may talk together; for we speak to Him when we pray; we hear Him when we read the divine saying." When we use Sacred Scripture to aid our prayer, our Father comes to have a conversation with us.
In Ephesians, St. Paul tells us, “With all prayer and supplication, pray at every opportunity in the Spirit.  (Ephesians 6: 18a)
In today’s Gospel Jesus told His disciples a parable on the necessity of persevering in prayer. A widow was waging her own battle of survival before a judge who “neither feared God nor respected any human being.” In those days, a widow was the personification of powerlessness. Her case being before an evil judge, she hardly had any chance to get justice. She was thus left with only two options: to give up or to fight for her cause. She decided to fight. Though the judge refused her “for a long time,” she refused to take him seriously for a longer time. The judge eventually gave in, not because he believed in the widow's just cause but because, in his words, “this widow keeps bothering me.” Her perseverance won the battle.

Through the parable, Jesus is not comparing God to the evil judge and suggesting that He answers prayers only to avoid being further bothered. Rather, what Jesus is telling us is that if even an evil judge eventually gave in to the cry of an insignificant widow, how much more will God, a loving Father, listen to the cry of His children created in His image and likeness!

I’d like to suggest that God is more like the persistent widow pestering the judge than He is like the judge. And we are like the judge preoccupied with our own comfort and our own lives.  God is the persistent one, trying to get our attention: He knocks at our door, but only we can open that door. 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus encourages us to be constant in prayer.  The Bible tells us that in the early Church the Apostles and disciples devoted themselves to prayer. 

“All these devoted themselves with one accord to prayer, together with 
some women, and Mary the mother of Jesus, and his brothers.”












Acts 1:14
“They devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles and to the 
communal life, to the breaking of the bread and to the prayers.”
Acts 2:42

“We shall devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.” 











Acts 6:4 
If praying unceasingly means endlessly reciting prayers on our knees, I think we are all in big trouble.  However, if praying unceasingly means that part of our prayer life is living, breathing, walking, interacting, laughing, and loving in a constant spirit of prayer, than that is achievable.  Further, I believe this is the essence of the words that Jesus and St. Paul speak.

Prayer is the one sure way to communicate with God and also to allow God to communicate His message to us. Prayer becomes a special link between God and man to do God’s will on earth.

Prayer is not so much a technique or method. Yes, formal and set prayers like the Mass and Rosary give our prayer doctrinal content and form and these are the center of the Church's prayer life, 
but what we are talking about today is personal prayer. In personal prayer, we're not looking for a technique, as much as we should be trying to listen to and rest in God. 
St. Teresa of Avila reminds us that prayer is when we look at the One who gazes upon us with love.

When we pray, we need to take time to be still and quiet - “Be still and know that I am God!” (Psalm 46:11a) and prepare our hearts and minds to enter into conversation with God. Prayer itself is a grace and so we need to beg God for the grace to pray as we should. We can't expect to enter into prayer when we don't take time to detach from the world for a few moments and listen to God trying to speak to us. “When you pray, go to your inner room, close the door, and pray to your Father in secret.”
(Matthew 6:6a)
A teacher, friend, and mentor of mine said that there are four stages of prayer.  
In the first stage, you talk and God listens.

In the second stage, God talks and you listen.

In the third stage, you both talk and you both listen, 
you carry on a conversation.

In the fourth stage, neither talk, you both listen and just be together.

Our prayer may contain only one stage or may contain any combination of the stages.  In our prayers for the day we may never get to all the stages.  That doesn’t mean our prayer was not full, complete, or that it wasn’t worth doing.

I believe some people give up on prayer because they no longer feel the "warm fuzzies" or consolations in prayer as they did when they first started. St. Teresa of Avila warns us that when we start praying, God gives us those warm fuzzies to entice us to come back to prayer.  When we have reached greater spiritual maturity, He withdraws those feelings so that we approach God with pure hearts - not for what we can get but rather, for what we can give.  The greatest saints, at times, experienced dry, arid times of prayer in their lives.  Yet, they kept on praying because they wanted to adore and thank God and ask for His mercy.  Christ's greatest prayer of all was performed at Calvary – and that didn't feel good at all.

We come to Mass each week and we see that it is through this ever-constant prayer that the Priest stands in the Person of Christ, and bread and wine become the Body and Blood of Jesus, for our benefit and the benefit of all creation.  By the very act of praying, of asking something of God or praising Him, we express in our actions a fundamental truth: that we are truly dependent on God who is the source of all life; that it is by His ever present power that we exist; that we do not have life under our control; that we are in many ways fragile beings, tossed and turned about by things and events that are much bigger than us. But they are not bigger than God! Persistence in prayer enables us to pass through all the good, the bad, and the ugly and to realize that God is drawing us ever away from our own limited understanding of what will make us happy, and ever deeper into the mystery of the divine.

We come to understand that by raising our hearts and minds in prayer to God, we allow Him to prepare us for that world that never ends and to equip us with what we need to handle life in this temporary place. 
And rest assured that when we might grow weary of praying God will send us people to help us lift our hearts and hands and minds to the Lord like He did for Moses, And we may well be surprised by whom God sends!
We should consider how prayer is linked to faith. 
In our Gospel today, Jesus spends 7 verses speaking about prayer and then at the last moment, sneaks in this idea that prayer is related to faith for He asks, "When the Son of Man returns, will He find any faith on earth?" 
Here is what St. Augustine says, "In order to pray, let us believe; and for our faith not to weaken, let us pray. Faith causes prayer to grow and when prayer grows our faith is strengthened."  If faith is necessary for salvation, then I would suggest that prayer is too.

Prayer doesn’t change God or change God’s mind.  Prayer changes the one who prays. And God always gives the answer to prayer that sparks and encourages that change. Our prayers do not change an unchanging God who is perfect and infinite in His love, mercy, and goodness.  Prayer is not our means of convincing God that what we think we need is best for us, but of coming to recognize, even through hardships, what God’s will is for us.

The “problem” for which we so fervently pray, whether it be a sick friend or whatever, may be what keeps us in continuous communication with God.  Maybe this problem is really for us and not someone else’s issue. 

God will not transform our world for us.  But God will transform our world with us and through us.  His interventions into our life occur through us, and with us, and in us.  It all depends on how thorough we are in yielding to His Holy Spirit, in surrendering to His presence, and in taking a hold of and claiming His power.  But that takes real sustained and persevering effort.       We must remember that it is we who must set forces in motion in our lives, not God.  It is we who must do the work, always with God, and never simply waiting for Him to do the work for us.

I wonder if prayer time is the priority it should be for any of us.  If prayer is not a priority, our relationship with God is one of convenience rather than one of love.
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