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‘God Consciousness: How, When and Why We Pray’

Address to the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria
by Rev Dr John Bodycomb, 23 May 2010

In this half of the program I propose to speak about three things:
• First, what we think we mean by ‘prayer’
• Second, how we think about God, and
• Third, what prayer is all about – more particularly for me.

After that we are inviting you to talk with each other.  Then a short break before
hearing Harriet (Ziegler), who will address practical, pastoral issues from her
experience.  After that we will again talk with each other.  She and I will attempt
to round it off, but not to conclude the discussion.   That will go on . . . we hope!

I

First we need some idea of WHAT WE MEAN BY ‘PRAYER’.  In everyday
usage the meaning of that word is as woolly as the meaning of ‘religion’.
Surveys find about 60 percent of Australians saying they pray now and again; 25
percent say they pray daily.  But we have no idea what that means.  It could be
just the occasional godward gasp, grunt or groan.  “Oh God!”  “Oh, God!”  “Oh,
God!”  Inflection conveys meaning.

Prayer for me is much more than this. I want to call it conscious attention on
one’s relationship with the Eternal.  It’s rather like ‘deep breathing’ as distinct
from normal breathing. Let me explain where that comes from. In both Hebrew
scripture (Old Testament) and the New Testament, which was originally in
Greek, there are words used in speaking of God that can be translated ‘wind’ or
‘breath’ or ‘spirit’.  The Hebrew word in the Old Testament is ruach, and the
Greek word in the New Testament is pneuma, from which we get ‘pneumatic’
for tyres full of air.  Both Old Testament and New Testament use this metaphor
of wind or spirit or breath for the Mystery we call ‘God’.

Some people say God is around us and within, as is the atmosphere we breathe.
We breathe it automatically, and normally without giving a thought to what
we’re doing.  But some of us, on a brisk morning when the air smells earthy and
green, will stand still and breathe deeply – filling our lungs to bursting with the
pure freshness of it.  Prayer, I suggest,  is like ‘deep breathing’ the Spirit of God.
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Maybe ‘focussing’ is a good way to think about the meaning of prayer.  God is
always there, but we don’t spend all day dwelling on the fact.  My wife and I
can be in the house together, separated only by a wall and going about our tasks
without conversing – for hours!   That doesn't mean the relationship is unwell; it
just means we're not consciously attending to it.  That comes at certain times
when we give one another undivided attention; consciously attending to the
relationship.

This is how I see prayer, any way – as conscious attention to one’s relationship
with the Eternal.  That happens to spell ‘CARE’, which is not hard to remember.

II

Now, how anyone prays has a lot to do with HOW THEY THINK ABOUT
GOD.   So, second point: some wrong thinking and right thinking about God.

I hope we have outgrown the image of God as some entity floating around in the
universe like a huge balloon with a face on it, that has slipped its moorings and
is variously drifting towards us or away; sometimes close and sometimes distant.
God is everywhere or nowhere.  I think of God as the surrounding, saturating
sacred presence – in everything, and in whom everything is.  Marcus Borg says
we live in God as fish live in the sea.  And, of course, the sea is in the fish too!

I hope also that we have outgrown the idea of a divinity who tinkers in the
affairs of the universe, with rewards for goodies and punishments for baddies.
Jesus says God lets rain fall and sun shine on the evil and on the good.  Note that
rain can be refreshing shower or drowning deluge; sun can be the bringer of
melaleucas and melanomas.   In other words, good things and bad things fall on
everyone, whether they’re saints or villains.  I am sceptical about miracles
wrought by prayer.  I have yet to see a paraplegic get up and walk or an amputee
grow a new leg.  In any case, if God were picking up a paraplegic here and
restoring a leg there (Mary McKillop notwithstanding), ignoring all the other
paraplegics and amputees, I would have no faith in that god at all.

I hope also that we recognise that God is not somehow ‘poll driven’; that like a
politician God can be pushed to do something if enough people are jumping up
and down, or if an election is coming.  If people pray for rain and it comes, that
is good – but it is not because God is driven by public opinion to tinker in
things!  You will see that I do not believe prayer can change God’s mind.  In
fact, I do not see that as the aim of prayer. Who is this, then, of whom we speak?

For me God is the supreme intelligence who imagined a universe before it ever
was, who intended it should be, who initiated a process beginning with what we
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call ‘the big bang’ and who informs the whole process in its evolving life.  This
is why I use the expression ‘mind of the cosmos’ (or mind of the universe).

III

So, WHAT THEN IS PRAYER ALL ABOUT?  I want to propose what may
be a somewhat different way of understanding prayer.  You will have picked up
that I do not see it as pounding on the gates of heaven, seeking to arouse a
dozing deity and cajoling that deity to do magical or miraculous things.  I do not
see it as telling God what’s wrong with the universe, as though God hasn’t
noticed.  In fact, I don’t see prayer as telling God anything.  Rather, I see it pre-
eminently as listening: listening for what I call ‘the holy whispers’.

Let me remind you about George Fox, who lived in 17th century England.  Fox
became deeply disillusioned with the familiar forms of religion, voted with his
feet and after a time of searching had an experience of liberation, with a very
different understanding of faith.  We might call it a ‘religious conversion’.  Fox
was above all a man of peace, but also an uncompromising social reformer.  His
followers were called ‘Quakers’; they prefer ‘Society of Friends’.

Some of their ways were a bit odd. They interrupted sermons, denounced judges
for what they saw as unjust proceedings and imitated the biblical prophets in
dramatic ways.  They refused to take the oath or to lift their hats to social
superiors, and duly got into trouble.  Some of the more eccentric behaviour
lessened, but not the heart of their message – which was all about increasing the
amount of love and justice and peace in the world.

Their worship settled into a style familiar today.  As a rule, Quaker meetings are
based on silence; they call it ‘a silence of waiting in expectancy’.  For maybe
half an hour there will be silence, but that doesn’t mean there is nothing
happening.  The silence is broken only when someone feels he or she has
something to say that will enrich the time for everyone.  Anyone is free to speak
or read, provided he does so in response to a holy whisper within.  There’s not a
lot of speaking.  I have been to Quaker meetings where there was none.  The
atmosphere has been deeply serene.

There is nothing manipulative about this.  One of their writers says, “We have
no secret mantra, no laying-on of hands, no magic dip.  Only the silence in
which you may hear that still small voice that has been within you, waiting to
speak to you, all the time.”  Prayer is understood pre-eminently as listening – for
the Voice within.    In my book No Fixed Address I have taken the Quakers as a
kind of ‘model’ – for the low value they place on what we call ‘dogma’ and the
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high value they place on spirituality.  I propose there, as I do today, that we can
stand to learn much from the Quakers, especially in their intentional use of
silence.  As they put it, “a silence of waiting in expectancy”.
What I have said may surprise you if you have other ways of thinking about this.
If you have, that doesn't mean you are wrong and I am right – or vice versa.
There are many ways to pray, and many faiths can teach prayer.  Meditative
prayer, which is essentially what we’re talking about, is taught in all the great
faiths.  Because there is but one God who is neither Christian nor Jewish, neither
Buddhist nor Hindu, none are excluded from ‘listening for the holy whispers’.

But perhaps we need to recover this as a very personal and private thing.  Just
before Jesus gave his friends a formula for prayer (the ‘Our Father’) he said to
them, “When you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your
Father who is in secret, and your Father who sees in secret will reward you in
secret.”  He also said, “When you pray, don’t rattle off long prayers like the
pagans who think they will be heard because they use a lot of words.”

This to conclude.  Several years ago I received a heart-warming letter from an
Adelaide school principal then in his late 50s.  He had been at an Easter camp I
led in the Adelaide hills around 1966 or 67.  He wrote,

“At Mount Barker you introduced us to the ‘quiet time’.  For half an hour we
had to find a private place and listen.    I have kept up the practice and have
encouraged my staff to try it.  I’m no more certain now that there’s a God, but if
there is, I believe we probably hear God at times like this.  Some of the richest
moments in my life, bringing light, confidence and contentment, have come in
my quiet times.  It was a great habit to learn.”

There was more to the letter, but that makes the point with which I want to leave
you.  A recovery of listening for the holy whispers may well be the direction the
best prayer will go.


