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Daily Prayer

When | was at university | was already thinking about ordination. Afterwards | got a teaching
job and every day | prayed in the morning using a book which gave you prayers for every
day of the week. Then | went to college to train for ordination, and there | learnt two things:
the importance of praying the daily prayers of the church every day, the words for which are
there in Mattins and Evensong, and | learnt to meditate. That gave me two things: praying
the Scriptures twice a day together with the whole church, on earth and in heaven, and a
time each day for being quiet with God and seeking to listen to God.

Then | was ordained and threw myself into the hurly-burly of being a 1970s curate. | saw
myself as the thoroughly modern curate, full of activity, and my life of prayer got squeezed
out, apart from saying Mattins and Evensong every day with the vicar. | had stopped praying
personally. Then one day | was standing in a front room talking with the man whose mother
had just died. | realised he needed to hear about God — | needed to talk about God with
confidence. | felt a fraud. That drove me back to prayer. But it made me understand how
prayer can be squeezed out of our lives, because we haven’t got the time or the inclination.
| learned that life has to fit around prayer, and not the other way round, so when | was a
vicar the daily prayers in the church and my daily meditation had to happen, come what
may. Now for the last 40 years | have lived in a monastery as a monk, and for us everything
has to fit around the worship, which is un-negotiable. When | was a new novice, | was
astonished at a meeting of the Chapter. It was at the time of the Zimbabwean civil war, and
we had a priory there, and brother was stranded in it. | don’t remember the situation, but
there were soldiers on the roads around, and the Zimbabwean Prime Minister’s office was
urgently waiting for a decision from the Community. We were having this discussion, and
suddenly the bell rang, and our Superior said, “we must go to midday prayer, and we’ll have
to come back after lunch.” The Prime Minister’s office had to wait. That was a real lesson for
me. We have to be sufficiently committed to prayer that we simply make time for it.

My illustration for this talk is taken from a much larger fresco by Fra Angelico of the
crucifixion, and it shows the good thief looking towards Christ, and the way he looks makes
me think of the experience of prayer. Looking towards the Lord. Ultimately this is what
prayer is.

We have a problem with time, but we also have another problem. Our society shouts at us
so loudly that God doesn’t matter, that we have a problem with plausibility. To some extent
it doesn’t seem plausible to pray so dedicatedly. Praying can feel like trying to strike a match
under water.
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We are probably starting in the wrong place. This is one of our problems. We have an
inherited assumption that prayer is essentially personal, and it starts with the personal. This
is quite wrong. It starts with Christ, and first of all in the worship of the body of Christ. That
is the foundation for our prayer. Our common worship is where we learn to pray. It's where
we are launched. We are not simply many individuals; we are one body. “We being many
are one body, for all partake of the one bread”. Our public worship not only gets us going
with prayer, but the whole set-up, the words, the music, the church building, help us to
have the sense of a different climate from that of the world around us. People who visit our
monastery repeatedly say that they find in it a different climate. They can say it about a
cathedral too, and about our parish churches. That sense of being a bit more in God’s world,
God’s climate, can only be enabled corporately in prayer together. With this as our starting
point, we can then go on to seek God as the individuals that we are.

First of all, Jesus gave us the Lord’s Prayer as a model. One thing it says is “give us this day
our daily bread”. This presumes prayer is to be said daily, because if it isn’t done on the next
day, where will the bread be? The early Christians prayed daily, and first of all it was done in
the home. We have to remember that privacy for most people is a modern thing. In poor
communities, and in large families, privacy in Jesus’ time would have been largely unknown,
particularly in the towns. When Jesus said “go into your private room and shut the door” he
was making fun of the Pharisees, who loved to parade their prayer in the public squares (see
the full story in Matthew 6.5-6). The people Jesus was talking to wouldn’t have had a second
room in their house — it would have been one space which the people shared with the
animals. This story is one of his outrageous illustrations, like going through the eye of a
needle. After this Jesus tells us not to heap up empty phrases, but then he tells us to repeat
the full phrases of the Lord’s Prayer. One thing Christinas loved to repeat are the psalms —
they are the most-quoted book in the New Testament, and many of the psalms must have
been known by heart.

So, people prayed in their homes, and we learn that they said the “prescribed prayers”,
which would have been largely the Psalms, and no doubt the Lord’s Prayer. When the
church became free from persecution under the Emperor Constantine, this prayer went
public. Big churches were put up in the cities all over the known world, and people gathered
twice a day for what we now call Mattins and Evensong. These were lively services, with
plenty of singing, and they would have been the foundation for people’s daily prayer. That
tradition has continued right through, and is marvellously sustained by our Anglican
cathedrals, in an unbroken line going right back to the early days of the Church.

Today clergy in the church of England are obliged to celebrate the two daily offices in the
church, and to ring the bell. Often this doesn’t happen. Sometimes it isn’t practical to do it
in church, but wherever the venue, it needs to happen. It’s a question of having standards.
How high are our standards?
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There is a history of simplified forms of these two services for Christian people to use, often
set to music, and sometimes in rhyme. We need to recover this history — people need
usable forms of prayer that they can use every day in the midst of their busy lives. Is this just
a routine performance of empty phrases? Certainly not — it's more a swimming in Scripture.
The objective celebrating of the services gradually changes you over time. We want instant
gratification in our worship nowadays, but the best fruits come over the long term. This
prayer needs to have a sense of the Church. In other words, we use forms of prayer that all
Christians are using. There is also a long tradition of praying at agreed times, especially at
the times of the public services. For instance, you might think of praying at the time that
Morning and Evening Prayer are being offered in the cathedral, praying with them, they are
praying with you.

In this kind of prayer, we don’t need to worry about how well we are doing — no need to feel
prayer is a struggle. Just remember that we are all being carried by the mystery of prayer. In
the book of Revelation, we read of a great song rising up from creation towards heaven. The
church is always praying, there are always Christians praying somewhere, and this is a great
stream that we simply step into. Prayer is like an escalator that is already going, and we step
onto it. St Therese of Lisieux said that prayer is like getting into a lift. Prayer is not my feeble
effort — it is God at work. The Holy Spirit in our hearts, crying “Abba — Father”. We all carry
each other in the Lord. So, it has been said that ultimately for Christians there is no such
thing as private prayer. St Cyprian of Carthage in the 3™ century said that our prayer is
always common, for the Lord didn’t teach us to say, “my Father in heaven, give me this day
my daily bread, but Our father ...”. All of it is the public worship of the church, even when
done in private, and from this launch-pad, we can learn to take our feet off the bottom and
pray in a more personal way, as God gives us the gift of prayer in his good time.

We often talk about prayer as being a comfort, or a strength, but we should never take
anything for granted, because God can sometimes act contrary to what we expect. Jesus
told the good thief “Today you will be with me in paradise”, which will have been wonderful
words for the thief to hear. But what happened next? Jesus cried out, “why have you
forsaken me?” How must the thief have felt then? Was he going to paradise after all? | think
he would have felt that Jesus was simply putting into words what he himself felt. Jesus was
entering fully into the suffering of the world, and all its sense of loss, entering right into the
experience of the crucified thief.

Prayer is a quest for the truth, which will not always be comfortable, but it will always be
close to the essence of what we are and what we long for.

So do pray every day — try and pray the prayers of the church. The Church of England app
“Daily Prayer” gives you every day a choice from four kinds of prayer, including music. There
are plenty of other prayer apps around, though some of them are very individualistic, with
little sense of the Church, and | would not recommend those. If we look at the world around
us that it is in such a state that it really needs a church that is strong. The church will be
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strong when its people are strong in prayer. Without realising it, they will be generating a
climate within the community of Christians that will be strong with the love and peace of
God.

| have produced a simple form of daily prayer for every day of the month, that takes you
through the creed and is strong in the sense of praying together, and the cathedral has said
they will make it available for you to try, either in printed form, or in the electronic version,
for use on your computer or phone. Happy praying!



