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Deepening our life of prayer
Part 4: Intercession



From the Companions’ Rule:

We will pray daily for one another, and for others who become part of our “extended family.”

From “Celebrating Eucharist always and everywhere:  Vision and Mission of the Rivendell Community”:

Rivendell is a Eucharistic community working and praying to renew and actualize the vision of the Church as a holy priesthood (I Peter 2:5), in and on behalf of the world. We seek to live all life Eucharistically, offering ourselves continually to God in thanksgiving, intercession and adoration, for the nourishment and healing of the world, and to extend God’s hospitality to others...
The Community’s work of prayer and hospitality embody two facets of the Eucharistic pattern:  Facing Godward, the royal priesthood gather up the world and present it to God; this movement is embodied in continual prayer, both liturgical and personal, intercession and oblation, willing identification with the poor and needy, in union with the One who bears our sin and carries our sorrows...	



	From the beginning, the holy people of God have understood intercession for church and world, and for the locales in which they find themselves, as a key aspect of their work.   This is a ministry in which all Christians are involved, and for which some are especially drawn and gifted; and it is nearly universally seen as an important aspect of the work of religious communities.  The Scriptures are filled with examples of intercession: for instance, Moses’ role as intercessor is depicted in passages like Numbers 14:13-20 and Psalm 106:23, and it is as Intercessor that Jesus offers the “High Priestly Prayer” (John 17).

	Whether or not we pause to consider it, intercessory prayer plunges us deeply into the mystery of divine/human co-operation.  Intercession is one of the chief ways in which God invites us to participate in the divine work of the “mending of the world.”  Intercession sometimes has the flavor of “besieging heaven” on behalf of others, imploring–even demanding–that God act in accordance with the divine character (e.g., as God of steadfast love and compassion, defender of the poor, health of the sick, establisher of justice, etc.)  Passages like Genesis 18:16-33 and Luke 18:1-8 may encourage and embolden us to pray in this way.  Yet in intercession, as with other varieties, God is always the initiator of prayer: as Julian of Norwich tells us God said to her, “I am the ground of thy beseeching.”

	As with other forms of prayer, there are a variety of approaches; there is no single right way to offer intercession.  In fact, over time we will very likely find that, at least occasionally, we are drawn to pray for others in a way which is unusual for us, and seems to be invited or directed by the Holy Spirit.  As by grace we become increasingly sensitive and responsive to the Spirit’s leading, we will probably trust these intuitions, even though we usually don’t begin to understand how it works.

Intercessory aspects of our common prayer

	It’s significant to acknowledge, first, that intercession is always an aspect of our life of prayer, whether or not this is explicit.  Among the many good reasons which have been advanced for some members of the Church to pray the Divine Office is that this in itself constitutes a continual prayer on behalf of the world.  A powerful motive in this regard, especially when it’s inconvenient or we’re not in the mood, is to recall that others are depending on us to be faithful in this work–a reality which, as little as we comprehend it, has been recognized throughout the centuries.  Moreover, whenever we come to prayer we are bringing with us all those people, situations and concerns which we bear in our hearts and minds; we “hold them in our prayers.”  We may, of course, also pray explicitly and specifically for particular people and causes.

	Likewise with other forms of prayer for which our Rule provides: the celebration of the Eucharist always includes the Prayers of the People, in one form or another; and the intentions and concerns which we bring with us into the liturgy, we present to God, laying them on the altar with the bread and the wine, to be taken, consecrated and transformed by the presence of Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit.  With our silent prayer, too, even when we pray wordlessly, we will find that we carry others into the silence with us (as Evelyn Underhill assured a correspondent, who apparently was concerned that, as he was drawn more deeply into contemplative prayer, he might be neglecting his intercessions).   One of the classic motives for fasting (and for other expressions of special devotion) is as a complement to and enhancement of intercession.   Through the ages the Church has relied on the focused power of these forms of intercessory prayer, which are needed at least as much as ever in the contemporary world.  A new biography of Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Rabble-Rouser for Peace, describes how on his tours in the United States, Tutu repeatedly called for fasting, daily Eucharist, and prayer (as well as practicing these disciplines himself) as he sought ways to overthrow the system of apartheid and to avert the chaotic bloodbath in South Africa which was generally considered inevitable.

	Many people have had the experience of finding themselves incapable of praying, in illness or bereavement or other crisis, for instance, and report that at such times, the assurance that others were “praying for them” took on a new meaning: others were praying in their stead while they were unable to do so.  In this way, they continued to know themselves sustained and held in God’s love, and their lives directed Godward, even when they felt  particularly helpless to do much about it.  Each of us in the Community counts on others to be praying “for us” at times when, for whatever reason, we can’t maintain our usual pattern of prayer.  And, in a broader sense, part of the work of those who pray regularly is to pray for those who don’t pray, or can’t, or won’t.
		
Prayer requests

	Now, let’s consider further some specific approaches to intercession.  Many people maintain an intercession list, including both particular needs they want to pray for and people and concerns they remember regularly.  Published calendars of prayer, like the one for the Anglican Communion, and diocesan and congregational lists, can be a good way of expanding our vision and areas of concern beyond our own personal acquaintance; they give a sense of the mutual interdependence which is ours within the Body of Christ.  The Rivendell Community calendar also indicates birthdays and anniversaries with the intention of our remembering them in prayer.

	Others may request our prayers, and we probably promise them to various people in need.  And then there are the e-mail prayer requests, which can become rather overwhelming.  A common anxiety is whether we’re praying sufficiently about such requests, or casually commit ourselves to pray and then inadvertently forget to do so.  Making a note at the time, of course, is a good strategy.  But so is simply praying right away when we receive such a request or make such a commitment, rather than putting it off with an intention to pray later.  Sometimes it’s quite appropriate to pray with the person making the request on the spot.  At other times, a brief and simple prayer is fine, and we leave the concern in the hands of God.

	Sometimes in such situations, however, or in listening to the news and going about our daily lives, we discover that a certain concern stays with us; we find ourselves bearing it in our mind and heart.  It might be something we’re passionate about because of some personal experience; but often it just seems, for no obvious reason, to be ours to carry in prayer.  A familiar experience of the mostly-hidden economy of the Holy Spirit’s arrangements  is when we find ourselves praying for certain people, or think of them out of the blue at a time of prayer, and later discover that they had some special need at the time.

Praying radically for one another

	Our Rule commits us to pray for one another.   In doing so, we should remember that part of our Rule which calls us to love one another “as we love ourselves; that is, to desire, serve and work for the fulfillment of God’s purposes in the other.”  This is a radical and challenging way of praying, and of being prayed for!  But we want nothing less for one another, since we seek nothing less for ourselves.  We should also pray regularly for the congregations we worship with and serve–our own and each others’–and for the faithfulness, holiness, and continuing renewal of our Community, and the Church as a whole.  (Though we do this frequently, the Ember Days are traditionally a special time for prayer for the Church and its ministers; the inclusion of these days on our Community calendar recognizes this emphasis of Rivendell.)   And it’s a special privilege of community life that we can share our concerns and prayer requests with the assurance that others will take them up in prayer.
	
Approaches to intercession

	But how do we pray?  How specific are we in what we ask?  Are we supposed to keep God fully informed about needs and circumstances of those we pray for, and provide helpful tips on how we think they should be resolved?  What if we don’t actually know what to pray for, since we’re not sure what would be best (e.g., patience in a troubled marriage or a fair and considerate divorce?  Physical healing or a holy and happy death?  Spiritual consolation or perseverance through darkness?)  Again, there is no single answer; but let’s consider some of the possibilities.

	For many of us, a common form of intercession is simply to hold the person, situation or need before God in love and trust, realizing  that God already knows their needs better than they do themselves, and loves them better than we do, and is working right now (including through our prayer) to accomplish their greatest good.   We might think of prayer as letting ourselves be immersed in the healing, life-giving waters of grace, or irradiated in the energy field of divine love which draws every aspect of our being into resonance with God’s will.  This sort of prayer, then, is like bringing another person with us into those waters, or that radiance of love.  It doesn’t require that we figure out what form God’s activity should take.  However, it may well happen that sometimes, as we pray for others  in this way, we find ourselves understanding them, or aspects of their circumstances, more clearly and compassionately, or being moved toward some action.

	Sometimes we may want to ask God for something quite specific, such as healing, protection in danger, or success in an undertaking.  There are times when we want a particular outcome so urgently and passionately that trying to pray in a more disinterested way would simply be inauthentic.  It’s always our real selves, with our actual desires, fears and concerns, that are in relationship with God in prayer.   Once again, we may find ourselves changed in this type of prayer, or our understanding of the situation.  But very likely we can all tell stories of the answering of such prayer in remarkable ways.  (Walter Wink suggests that it’s fine to ask God for anything you want, as long as you’re willing for God to say no–and then, he says, you and God work it out!)
			
Praying in the Name of Jesus

	That brings us to the repeated assurance in the Gospels (e.g., John 16:23) that God will give us whatever we ask in Jesus’ Name.   “Asking in Jesus’ name” obviously is not just a liturgical phrase tacked on to round out a spoken prayer; much less is it a quasi-magical formula.  Many helpful and profound commentaries on the meaning and implications of such passages have been written.  Most simply and straightforwardly, though, asking or acting in someone’s name implies that one represents that person, and is carrying out his/her directions or wishes.  So we pray “in Jesus’ name” when we’re asking for what Jesus himself intends, and in the way he intends it.  So it would be hard to imagine praying in Jesus’ name for the destruction of our enemies, for instance.  As our understanding and will gradually become more deeply conformed to the “mind of Christ,”  we may correspondingly pray (and act) more fully in his name.   A vivid example is offered by those occasions when we feel definitely led to pray for some particular thing, possibly something we wouldn’t ordinarily ask, such as a healing miracle, and find that what we have asked is given.

	Praying in Jesus’ name also suggests praying as Jesus himself prayed.  The Lord’s Prayer, which so wonderfully gathers up all our needs and aspirations, can very well be prayed as a form of intercession for another.  Sometimes we might do this quite explicitly, directing and interpreting each phrase accordingly: “Hallowed be your Name [in Bob]...”; “Give him today the bread he most needs to sustain him; give him the living Bread that comes down from heaven...”, etc.

	We can also confidently pray for that which Jesus taught and showed us: we can be quite sure, for instance, that God’s will is for justice and peace, for growth in faith, hope and love in the people we care about, and so forth, even though we don’t know what form these may take or how they may be brought about.   As Walter Wink has put it, our prayer can open up space, within human freedom, for God to do what God wants to do.

	In any case, prayer in Jesus’ name always includes, or implies, the condition Jesus himself added at Gethsemane, a condition which must have been part of all his prayer: “Nevertheless, not my will, but your will be done.”  For this reason, “praying in Jesus’ name” can never be a manipulative attempt to make something happen.
		
Com-passionate prayer

	Intercessory prayer can be intense work.  One mode of prayer is to enter into the circumstances of those we’re praying for as fully and vividly as possible, using our capacities for imagination and empathy, and pray from that place.  (Especially in overwhelming and terrible situations, the prayer might be barely articulate–“Oh God!”;  “Lord, have mercy”; “Help!”; “Come, Lord Jesus”)   Praying in this way can be a far better response to reports of a disaster or an agonizing situation than simply feeling helpless or angry, or turning away, or simply replaying a scene in our mind without also turning it Godward.

	Praying for the needs of the world is often aided by praying for one particular person–a child, orphaned by a tsunami, whose picture appeared in the paper, for instance; or a mother bereaved in war whose story you might imagine.  Such a person can represent all the others, as well as reminding us that reported deaths and injuries involve real people, not just statistics.

	A related form of intercession is to seek to see the person or situation for which you’re praying “through the eyes of God.”  This can also be a powerful and transformative way of praying in the midst of difficult circumstances.  For instance, to see an “enemy,” or, simply, a person who irritates us, as a much-loved child of God, with fears and vulnerabilities and virtues fully understood by God, is almost certainly to change the way we are in the circumstances, and sometimes to change the circumstances as well.


Intercession and oblation

	The prayer of intercession can be closely related to the prayer of oblation, or self-offering.  There is always an element of oblation involved in intercessory prayer–if only because we are offering a little bit of time, energy, and concern on behalf of those for whom we’re praying.  Most of the time, probably, that’s all that is asked of us.  But there is the possibility that we will be led to take action, or enter into some human tragedy in a more costly way, exteriorly or interiorly, directly or indirectly.  For instance, the power of fasting to signify and embody our intention of oblation is one of the reasons it’s sometimes combined with intercessory prayer.   For that matter, any suffering which comes our way can be offered to God on behalf of another person; or simply offered:  God will know what to do with it!  “Bearing one another’s burdens” in the rather literal and vivid way described by Charles Williams as “exchange” or “substituted love” can be seen as a special case of the general, blessed reality of the co-inherence which is the lifeblood of the Body of Christ; we do in fact rejoice with those who rejoice and weep with those who weep, whether we recognize (or like) it or not.   (Our Rule specifically intends acceptance of this spiritual reality, as one of the implications of consenting “to bear one another’s burdens freely, in whatever ways are given us, visible and invisible, known and unknown.”)

	In any fully intended prayer of intercession, we consent to this, and offer ourselves to God for the sake of whomever we’re praying for, at least implicitly, sometimes quite explicitly.  This could be overwhelming, if not terrifying, except that we also trust the arrangements of God, whereby sorrows shared are lightened and joys shared are heightened, and all burdens–even the burden of our own selves–are in fact borne by Jesus Christ our Lord, and all is worked into endless joy and glory of redemption.  It’s good to remember, too, that we are being borne up to God in the prayers of others, and helped and sustained in ways of which we have very little idea. Intercessory prayer  is one of the prime ways in which, even here and now, we are privileged to participate with God in repairing, renewing, and glorifying of creation.	



Questions for reflection and possible discussion:
	
– In recent years, a few scientific studies have attempted to demonstrate the efficacy, or lack thereof, of prayer; for instance, by assigning cardiac patients either to a control group or a group who were being prayed for specifically.  Results have been both mixed and controversial.  Is there an inherent problem with scientific studies of this kind, i.e., that there is inevitably an uncontrolled factor involved (at least in the world-view on which prayer is based): God?  Or, to put it another way, are the assumptions about how prayer is supposed to “work” on which such studies are based too mechanical, or otherwise defective?
What are your thoughts and experiences about whether/how prayer “works”?

–What stories do you have about prayer answered in surprising ways?

– How do you usually go about intercessory prayer?  What approaches would you add to this section?

– What do you do when someone asks you to pray for them?

– Do you have any sense of being called to intercessory prayer in a particular or new way, or wanting to try out a new approach?

– What parts of this section seem obscure to you?  Are there parts you’d like to discuss further?

– Try praying specifically for one other member of the Community, or another Postulant or Novice, for several days.  You might, if you wish, let that person know of your intentions and ask whether there are particular ways he/she would like you to pray. 
And/or, Try praying with one of the approaches mentioned which is new, or less familiar, to you. 
Reflect on your experience.

– Are there particular personal concerns for which you would like to ask for prayer?  How about prayer for the church and the world–what do you see as matters which our Community should be especially praying about currently?







