How Can I Help? February 2010 

Prayer and Work Both Part of Volunteer Spirituality
By Eileen E. O’Brien, Catholic Volunteer Network Board of Directors
It is so easy for volunteers to neglect prayer time.  “I spend my whole day serving God and other people.  I don’t need to spend time in prayer.  My work is my prayer.”  I remember that well from the time when I served as a Claretian Volunteer and ministered as a parish business manager for four parishes.  Sometimes, prayer was just another claim on my time, another task to accomplish and cross off of my to-do list. However, I have come to realize that both prayer and work are part of a volunteer’s spirituality.  The Benedictines, with their motto “prayer and work,” have it right.  We need both for a fruitful life.

The gospel story of Jesus’ visit to Martha and Mary (Luke 10) is a good model for me.  The story highlights the need for both work and prayer.  Placed between the story of the Good Samaritan, showing we need to put our faith into action; and the Our Father, a primary Christian prayer, Martha and Mary are two sides of a coin.  We need to do what is needed at the particular time and place in which we find ourselves.  Sometimes we need to work, and sometimes we need to just stop and sit at Jesus’ feet.  The theme I see is hospitality, making room, and working on our relationships—with one another and with God.  At the time of this gospel story, Jesus needed Mary’s attention at his feet; in another visit, he may have needed Martha’s solicitous care as a hostess welcoming a guest and providing for his needs.  One is not exalted above the other; depending on the situation, either response—prayer or work—is needed.

Prayer is about relationships, not success.  It is not what we do; it is a part of who we are.  As tempting as it may be, God does not love us more because of our call and choice to do volunteer work.  We are not earning God’s love; we are simply responding to the love God has already given—and constantly gives—to us.  Prayer is an expression of friendship and there is no such thing as a utilitarian friendship.  Friendship is not useful; it is not done for what we get out of it.  Echoing I John 4 (“God is love”), St. Aelred of Rievaulx stated, “God is friendship,”  therefore, when we pray we work on such relationships:

Our relationship with God:  Prayer makes us realize that everything in our lives is held in God’s hands, and that nothing is beyond the providence of God.  We are a people of hope.  It is not hope in the sense of wishful thinking or optimism, but a recognition that God’s big plan and destiny for us is to be with him.

Our relationship with other people:  We pray for others’ good, growth, healing, and love.  We pray for those whom we serve, for those with whom we serve, and for our fellow community members.  We realize we cannot change other people, and that their behavior is not within our control.

Our relationship with ourselves:  Sometimes prayer can strengthen us to do what we need to do.

Prayer—personal, individual prayer, as well as liturgy, including mass—can strengthen us, but it is important that we not view prayer as a gas station, a fill-up, a place or practice used only (or even primarily) just to strengthen us for ministry, as a respite so we can go back and work harder in the field of ministry.  Prayer is not about self-improvement; it is about God.  If it is not God-focused, it’s not (Christian) prayer.

And know there are many ways to pray.  In our volunteer community, we took turns presiding at our weekly liturgies.  We had members who led us in the rosary; others who led a scripture-based liturgy; and still others who composed their own prayers for us to use.  All were different experiences, but all were meant to bring us closer to God.

Prayer in our Catholic or Christian tradition does not change what we do—people in other religious traditions, or no religious tradition, can serve too—but it can provide motivation, whether one sees it as pouring out our lives as Jesus did, or as living out our baptismal call, or emulating the corporal works of mercy shown in Matthew 25.

In our volunteer lives, we give and receive.  In God’s eyes, we are neither inferior nor superior to those whom we serve.  We are equally beloved of God.

Prayer is a time of friendship, of loving intimacy with God.  It is spending time with a friend, a friend who so desires to spend time with us.

