
CATHOLIC COURIER DIOCESE OF ROCHESTER, N.Y. 

COLUMNISTS 
THURSDAY DECEMBER 2,1999 PAGE 9 

Answered prayers not limited to the 'deserving9 

When I have time, I love to read about 
sporls. In particular, I enjoy the rhetoric 
often associated with sports heroes. It of­
ten exhibits more than a few parallels 
with religious language. At times sports 
commentators seem to verge even on 
"schmaltz," as they nearly deify good 
players, as they attribute divine inter­
vention to games won and plays well 
made, as angelic music accompanies TV 
coverage of major contests in any num­
ber of sports. 

When I'm serious, however, and not 
wanting to poke fun at these pseudo-re­
ligious traits of sports reporting, I read 
Bob Costas. In my opinion he's the 
smartest, most articulate and certainly 
the most reasonable of all the commen­
tators. In fact, I'd take him way ahead of 
most political and other commentators 
dealing with life's "more serious" issues. 
I was understandably happy, then, to dis­
cover an article in Sports Illustrated prais­
ing Costas and quoting him on a topic 
relating to religion and prayer. 

Costas was quoted in connection with 
a comment made by one NFL quarter­
back who claimed that his team had won 
because "it was filled with devout Chris­
tians." This comment made Costas mad, 
apparently, and he remarked: "I under­
stand the mystery of faith, but it's a 
strange God indeed that would answer 
prayers for a free .throw and not the 
prayers of a sick child." 

I appreciate this, comment very much. 
Not only does it challenge some of the 
rhetoric surrounding sports", but it rais-

the , 
moral 

es some important theological questions 
that we've probably all wondered about 
at some time or other. Sooner or later, 
we all wonder about the theological 
foundations for our "prayers of petition" 
— asking God for this or that favor or re­
sult. 

On the one hand, I marvel that we 
keep doing it, since lots of what I ask for, 
at least, doesn't happen. I've been disap­
pointed in both significant and insignif­
icant matters. Just last week, when I left 
my office late for a meeting and was 
scrambling to get there, I prayed that 
there wouldn't be much traffic at the 
light I needed to "make." When I got 
there, things couldn't have been worse! 
Despite the fact that I didn't get what I 
wanted, I went right ahead and asked for 
something else about 10 seconds later. 
For some reason I don't seem to be dis­
couraged by the fact that many of my re­
quests are refused! 

On the other hand, I keep thinking 
that my requests must sound pretty silly 
to God, who witnesses such enormous 

suffering and misery all over this planet. 
Why on earth would even my more seri­
ous issues seem important against the 
background of such anguish? Further­
more, I question what good it does to 
raise any of these issues before God, who 
is supposed to know what we want and 
need already. Finally, I often think it un­
fair that God would respond more fa­
vorably to those causes that elicit better 
or more prayers. 

I can't imagine that I'm the only one 
who ponders questions like this about 
prayer. So I was happy to see Bob Costas 
raising a pretty profound theological issue. 

On the question of prayers of petition, 
of course, the tradition docs have some 
wisdom to offer. For one thing, out fun­
damental belief in God is belief in a par­
ticular kind of God. Christians believe in 
a caring God who desires what is for hu­
man good. That is a huge sentence. A 
second theological aspect of this ques­
tion is the fact that human beings live in 
a state of dependency on God. This fact 
can seem obscured at times to those of 
us living in the mainstream culture of the 
United States, I suppose, since we have 
learned to control so much of the world 
around us to bring about the effects we 
desire, Our general sense of self-suffi­
ciency can make it seem that we simply 
are not dependent on anything beyond 
our immediate capacities. Still, a pro­
found sense of human life is that of be­
ing "out of control" within ourselves and 
over the world around us. This sense 
translates into a need to express our de­

pendency on God, which wedo through 
prayers of petition. 

A third element from our tradition 
that can be of help in this regard is sim­
ply the recognition that when we pray, 
we do not seek to put God under our 
control or "manipulate" God so that 
what wc want gets done. The mystery of 
God exceeds any and all accomplish­
ments of ours, and the prayers wc raise 
must be deeper than specific requests wc 
make. Praying for what wc need invites 
us above all to put ourselves and our 
needs, our entire situation, in God's 
hands — not to try to orchestrate results 
or "manage" the distribution of grace 
around us. 

1 don't blame Bob Costas for being 
mad at that quarterback's comment. 1 
think God acts independently of any 
goodness we think has earned us "merit" 
and quite apart from any prayers wc may 
say. I don't think questions about.the ef­
ficacy of our prayers are futile, or that 
wc can avoid asking them sometimes. 
But most especially, I think it is a very 
good thing to go on asking for what we 
need with confidence, in spile of not 
"getting results," and continuing to wit­
ness enormous evil in the world. The 
mystery into which wc arc invited, after 
all, involves a Savior who called God "Ab­
ba," and offered us an image of God so 
intimately involved in our lives that the 
very hairs on our head arc numbered. 
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hat if you could give 

your daughter every 

possible advantage? 

Even on the brink of the 21st century, studies show that girls still achieve more 

in a single-gender education environment. 

At the Academy, 76% of all juniors take physics. All Nazareth students take a full 

complement of science and math courses. Block scheduling permits longer class 

time for questioning and learning. And concentrated programs in applied engineering, 

dance and the fine arts let each girl discover her own potential. 

Nazareth Academy 
Entrance Exam 

Saturday, December 4 
8:15 a.m. 
Call (716) 647-8728 
to reserve a space for your daughter 

Your nine^yeaiP-oM just 
got off the school bus 

and said, 
"I know what sex isP 

Do you ask him what he thinks it is, Ignore him, or 
tell him the stork story? Find your own answers at 
psquared.org — a resource to help your family deal 
with the issues of growing up. 

l o g In. Find Out. 

www.psquared.orq 
or call 288-2800, ext. 15 
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