Pope Benedict teaches about the nature of prayer in general before beginning to explain The Lord’s Prayer specifically.  He cautions us to avoid two false forms of prayer.  The first false form of prayer is prayer used to show off one’s relationship to God.  Jesus’ parable of the prayers of the Pharisee and the tax collector is an example of this.  The Pharisee prayed aloud ‘to himself’ for others to hear and to admire his religiosity, while the tax collector prayed privately and acknowledged his need for God.  Like the tax collector’s prayer, our prayer should have a private, humble quality to it. 
The relationship that God desires to have with each person, says the Pope, is similar to that very private part of the relationship between a husband and wife.  They give their hearts, minds and bodies to one another exclusively to share and to enjoy.  They reveal their private thoughts and feelings without fear of what the other might think.  In the same way, our prayer should lead us to an intimate relationship with God that keeps us from the desire to show off to others.

The second false form of prayer Pope Benedict cautions against is prayer full of many words but empty of focused attention.  We need to guard against merely reciting the words of prayers just to ‘get them done’ while our mind wanders to other things.  He observes that oftentimes our prayer is most focused when we have a particular need for which we seek God’s help or if we are giving thanks for an answer to prayer, or a blessing from God, that we have received.  If however, we aren’t focused on a need or a blessing, then we may find our prayers devolve to aimless words.

To correct this weakness of prayer, the Holy Father recommends that our prayer should extend through our whole day and at all times.  Prayer “should be present as the bedrock of our soul” (129).  This does not mean we have to spend more time praying.  Instead, “prayer” in this way is a simple calling to mind of God’s presence in short moments throughout the day: a quiet moment at home, a short petition for someone we see in need, a brief request for divine guidance as we undertake a task, a word of praise for the beauty of a spring day, or the smile of an infant.  As our awareness of God in each moment of the day increases, so our attentiveness to God in moments of prayer increases, as the Pope sums up: “The more the depths of our souls are directed toward God, the better we will be able to pray” (129-130). 
Interestingly, Pope Benedict points out that intimate and focused personal prayer requires the training that comes from the memorized prayers of the Church.  Next week we will consider the Holy Father’s thoughts on the value of these prayers as we seek to deepen our life of prayer. 
