Some thoughts on Prayer
A sermon preached by Canon Brian Mountford 2 September 2007

I had a dream the other night that I was applying for a job that I once held and loved in Cambridge, but that since my time the whole ethos of the chapel had become oppressively religious. I was asked, ‘Are you a man of prayer’, and I knew that the implication was that I was not.
I am not a very religious man. I’m a secular man. I would have been hopeless in a monastery - although better in a monastery, because of the order and organisation, than in cell, like Julian of Norwich, where you’ve got to make all the running and do all the praying for yourself. 
So many church activities (diocesan and national as well as parochial) are littered with ‘acts of worship’ – services, Eucharists, prayer meetings, etc. It’s as if any Christian assembly can only be authenticated if it begins with prayer, the rationale being that we should ascertain the will of God in any matter. But this laudable aim can easily fall into the trap of imagining that God is actually running the Church from wherever he is and we’ve simply got to get on the spiritual telephone to find out what to do next. On this basis, it has been claimed that God (in the form of the Holy Spirit) has not only written the Bible, but chosen the bishops, the clergy, when to ordain women, when to have a reformation and so on. It means, presumably, that God has also decided when people should be burned, racked, and excommunicated.

We just can’t get this free will thing; we can’t face up to making our own decisions and maybe, worse still, we can’t take responsibility for our decisions when we have made them.
I think there are many holy men and women who are deeply reflective and spiritual, and some of them are clergy. But I also think there are also many conmen and women, who mouth all the spiritually correct lines, but don’t really believe them. Many an ecclesiastical career has been built on spiritual deception.
Well, I said to my interviewer, it depends what you mean by prayer? He didn’t reply and I think I realised there and then that I hadn’t got the job and that probably I was incapable of doing it anyway, at least in the style that seemed to be wanted. 

I imagine that when someone asks you whether you are a man of prayer, they have in mind a person who, in the privacy of his chamber, spends hours communicating with God in a way that the rest of us just don’t know how. But that model is only a small part of it, but significant part. 
I imagine most of us find ourselves directing a small, personal and instinctive prayers to God quite often, even if it is only an ‘Oh, my God’ response to the news. Or faced with a sudden crisis ourselves, we turn to God
But prayer for most of us is what we are doing right now, this morning - public prayer, the liturgy or Holy Communion. Here we have prayers said for us by the priest, or we say together set prayers that have been painstakingly prepared by the liturgical commission, or even old Thomas Cranmer himself. And when we confess our sins or give thanks for the bread and wine, while it is not dissimilar to what we might say to ourselves in private, we are doing something more. We are expressing corporate identity. We are the body of Christ, the Church. We are dramatising, in often very beautiful ways (choral evensong), our sense of reaching out to God, looking for some disclosure of God’s reality or presence. Also the word liturgy has etymological connotations of ‘duty and public office’, so we are doing our duty, or doing the work of the Church. This is the monastic vision of worship, a regular duty owed to God, and this is the theory of the choral foundation like Christ Church and New College, that they will sing praise to God every day, regularly, regardless of whether there is anyone to listen, because this is their duty and their work. That is why you often find amongst people who think of liturgy as a duty (pleasurable, but a duty nonetheless) prayers being said in a matter of fact way. Like the Lord’s Prayer might be said rhythmically without much expression, which can upset some people. Why don’t you say it as if you mean it? They ask.
But, to return to personal prayer, I suppose this is something that could put you right into Richard Dawkins’ firing line – irrational behaviour! Talking to yourself is a sign of madness. Even fingering your rosary beads, perhaps especially fingering your rosary beads, is a sign of madness. 

It is of course partly speaking to yourself – a method of self examination and realism about yourself. Penitence and regret, for example is a way of getting our weaknesses and failures into perspective and seeing the way forward to make amends. Or there’s thanksgiving; those moments, say on a sunny morning or when a relationship is blossoming or a problem is solved, you utter an instinctive ‘praise be to God’. This is a sort of flip side to the instinctive ‘Oh my God’ exclamation. Thanksgiving is also getting yourself into perspective, assessing what you really value most, what most matters to you – a very spiritual exercise. And there’s intercession, praying for things: for others, for healing, for help. Intercession too is prioritising, developing awareness, awareness of others, expressing a concern for others that looks out in the opposite direction from self.
But also

Contemplation - tuning in to God. (This section was extempore)
The questioner in my dream made me feel inadequate; he made me think I was no good at this stuff. This is not the realm of experts, despite what they might tell you on retreats. No one should ever feel spiritually superior to another. This morning in the Family Service I was talking to the older children about the parable of the talents, the one in which the master give five coins to one person, two to another and one to a third. The one with five made five more, the one with two two more, but the one with one buried his talent. The kids were very quick to get the point: if you’ve got a talent, use it; if you have a sense of God, use it. One this basis, prayer cannot be merely a matter of the mind or the heart, it must result in action or you are burying your talent, hiding your spiritual flair. But it’s interesting in the parable that the person who only made two talents got as much praise as the person who made five. The master said to both, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things’.
It is not a matter of quantitative success, but of trying to put your faith into action.

