Dear Parishioners,
The forty days Jesus spent in the desert before embarking on his public ministry form the basis for our Lenten observances.  On the First Sunday of Lent, we heard in the Gospel:

…Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. He fasted for forty days and forty nights… (Mt 4:1-2)

All three Lenten practices—prayer, fasting, and almsgiving—are reflected in this passage, either implicitly or explicitly.  Jesus was “led by the Spirit”. He could only be led if he was listening attentively to the promptings of the Spirit (i.e. praying).  In addition, the passage mentions that Jesus fasted.  And we know that his mission was one of constant almsgiving, sometimes physical…always spiritual.
Jesus’ weapon of choice in his desert duel with the Devil was humble submission to this Father’s will as expressed in the Scriptures and prayerful communion with his Father. During his public ministry, Jesus frequently went off by himself to pray. He also taught his disciples how to pray.

Jesus encourages us to deepen our prayer life during the season of Lent. Yet, many become discouraged about prayer. They assume that they are not praying correctly because they get distracted.  And many assume (incorrectly) that they’re alone in this struggle.  The Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) tells us otherwise:

The habitual difficulty in prayer is distraction. To set about hunting down distractions would be to fall into their trap, when all that is necessary is to turn back to our heart: for a distraction reveals to us what we are attached to, and this humble awareness before the Lord should awaken our preferential love for him and lead us resolutely to offer him our heart to be purified. Therein lies the battle, the choice of which master to serve… (CCC, #2729).

Jesus battled spiritually with the Devil in the desert.  The battle prepared him for his ministry.  We, too, battle the Devil spiritually, when resisting temptations and fighting distractions in prayer. The battle prepares us to carry out our individual vocational mission.  Therefore, difficulties in prayer are to be expected.  If Jesus had to endure the Devil’s assault, what makes us think we should be immune?  

The answer: Pride!  

In the book, Humility of Heart, Fr. Cajetan Mary da Bergamo writes:
There are some who are troubled because their prayers are full of distractions. This proceeds from pride, which is presumptuous enough to be astonished at the weakness and impotency of the mind.  (p. 19)
We must become more humble if we hope to overcome distraction in prayer. Easy to say…difficult to do.  We’re weak, so we can (and should) say to God, “Lord, you know I’m helpless. Please help me.”  We can tell God, “I’m distracted…again! Please take my distractions away from me. But, Lord, if you won’t take them away, then please accept them as a gift because I want to offer you something, and my distractions are all that I have to give you at this time.”  Such humility pleases our Father as much as a toddler’s stick-figure drawing pleases a parent and becomes an art exhibit on the refrigerator! God’s not expecting a masterpiece…he sees beauty in our humility and faithfulness.

Prayer keeps us in contact with God. Prayer helps us grow in holiness.  Prayer pleases the Lord. It’s hard work, but worth the effort.

