
Homily for the 17th Sunday of Year C, 28th July 2019 

Prayer is as necessary to us as eating. 

The apostles were watching Jesus praying to the Father. What a privilege that was. In 
front of them was God made visible, God who had entered the human condition, 
Jesus of Nazareth, their friend and their leader. And all Jesus’ attention was focused 
on the invisible God, God the Father who created and sustains in being all that is, 
through his Son, who was at that moment praying to him. The apostles found 
themselves witnessing the conversation of love which continues within the Blessed 
Trinity throughout eternity. Amazing! 

They witnessed something else too. They witnessed one who is fully man talking to 
God. Jesus, their friend was giving them an example which they were to follow. They 
already knew how to pray. They were religious men, observant Jews. They knew the 
psalms by heart, listened attentively to the Word of God in services in the synagogue 
and no doubt went on pilgrimage to the Temple in Jerusalem on certain feast days. 
But they wanted to pray more whole-heartedly. In that they were experiencing a 
universal human desire. They had seen Jesus hand himself over to God in prayer and 
they wanted to experience something that remarkable and that beautiful 
themselves. 

They knew that they needed to pray if they were to be fully human. Their rich Judaic 
culture had already provided them with this insight. Through their awareness of the 
importance of prayer they speak to us today. Many people in our society do not 
know how to pray. They include many Catholics. People in our culture consider 
prayer as being inessential, almost a self-indulgence, and, practically-speaking, 
useless. The scorn heaped upon the idea of prayer is demoralising for those who are 
seeking to explore their relationship with God. Others’ denigration renders the one 
who wishes to pray self-conscious, embarrassed, fearful, confused. 

All of this confusion is lifted as soon as you see somebody in prayer. Isn’t it a 
beautiful sight when you come into a church and you see somebody kneeling there 
gazing towards the invisible God, as we may imagine Jesus gazed at his Father, all 
those years ago? In the moment when we see a person in prayer we perceive that 
they have entered into a zone in which they profoundly belong. They are 
rediscovering who they are: a beloved son or a beloved daughter of God their Father. 
In that moment, others’ opinions are of no account. 

My brothers and sisters, I pray not because prayer is a religious duty. And I don’t pray 
because I find prayer always pleasurable. It’s true that I invariably experience a peace 
which the world cannot give when I pray but as I sit or kneel there I am often also 



beset by distraction or boredom or tiredness or exasperation. It sometimes takes 45 
minutes for me to settle before I can begin to glimpse the presence of God and then I 
can quickly become distracted once again. 

No, I pray because the Holy Spirit propels me to pray. Each one of us has received the 
Holy Spirit in the Sacrament of Baptism and this same Spirit, as St Paul reminds us, 
calls out to Father from within our souls. When we pray we align our voice with that 
of the Spirit and we make the Spirit’s eternal communication to the Father also our 
own. I discover through the very act of praying my identity. I am a child who speaks 
to my Father. And this is not a knowledge that I possess simply, that I can store away, 
as it were. This is a knowledge that needs to be constantly renewed, else it becomes 
valueless. I need to pray every day. Otherwise I fall away from my Father. He who is 
always present to me becomes a stranger to me because I am not present to him. 

The Father sent his Son among us precisely so that we might enter into their divine 
communion with each other. Jesus died on the cross to show for all time how 
merciful the Father is. Abraham began to grasp God’s mercy, as we heard in our first 
reading, when he interceded for the people of Sodom and Gomorrah. But it was only 
when Jesus took upon himself all the sins of humanity in his excruciating death on 
Calvary that mankind was able to perceive just how great God’s mercy is. 

Now, emboldened by our faith in Jesus, bolder even than Abraham in his 
conversation with God, we feel that we can bombard our Father with multiple 
requests for help. Sitting at his right hand now is Jesus our Risen Saviour and he is 
already petitioning the Father on our behalf and on behalf of all those who are in 
need in the world. Carried along by the movement of the Holy Spirit in our depths we 
simply add our words to those of Jesus. And we sense – and this is a beautiful and 
incredibly liberating moment – we sense that the Father can never tire of listening to 
us and that he delights in responding swiftly to our prayers. “Knock and the door will 
be opened to you,” said Jesus. 

Now therefore, we who can say the very words taught by Jesus to his apostles in the 
Lord’s Prayer, why should we ever become anxious, ever become dispirited or ever 
become inwardly paralysed by life’s challenges and we not take these issues in prayer 
to our Father. Prayer, my brothers and sisters, is something more needful to us than 
sunlight, than food, than water. These elements of the created order are necessary 
for our physical well-being. But I exist, I was created, for one purpose only, that I 
might live in the presence of God, here and now certainly, but also and ultimately in 
the new heaven and the new earth which transcend this as yet untransformed 
material world. Consciously turning to God in prayer each day of my life is what 



makes me truly human. Doing so instils in me a hope for the future and a joy because 
of present blessings which nothing, nothing at all, can rob me of. 


