A. 16th Sunday in Ordinary time #2                                                                     Rom8: 26-27

Background

For Paul everything is within the scope and influence of the Spirit of God. He uses the imagery of “spirit” to indicate that this is not exactly a “local” experience or a “spatial” one, as we humans would envisage it. It is not less than local or spatial, but more than that. Thus, there are people who can be “outside” the Spirit by their own choice or by virtue of circumstances beyond their control, e.g., they never heard of Christ. Nonetheless the Spirit is so all-pervasive (especially in the consciousness of a believer) that one does not even pray on one’s own. The Spirit is present in all authentic prayer. One can, of course, mimic prayer and pray “outside” the Spirit, ignoring his presence. We might call such pseudo-prayer “prayer-in-the-flesh” as opposed to “prayer-in-the-Spirit.” Paul has a profound reflection here on the Spirit’s presence and vital role in any authentic conversation with God.

This is not the first or only time Paul has broached this subject. In 2Cor12: 1-10 he refers to a rare experience he had in prayer. So rare it may have been the only time he had such an “extraordinary revelation.” At least, he says, it was something that happened fourteen years prior to writing the letter. From that we can conclude that it was not his "ordinary" experience of prayer. This would be what we call a mystical experience. In such an experience the person cannot tell whether it is an “in body” or “out of body” experience, so different is it. Actually, it is both. One does not physically leave the body, but psychically one does. It is very similar to what people who have had near-death experiences describe. In 2Cor 12: 4Paul describes that he heard “words which cannot be uttered (Gk arreta), which no man may speak.”  While not the exact wording used here in Romans, it is close enough to conclude that that experience is the source or one of the sources Paul uses for his reflection here. Mystical experience in prayer did not make Paul proud nor did it permanently transport him to the eternal realm (out of the body). He remained human (in the body), complete with some sting of the “flesh” in order that he be not proud and boastful of his spiritual superiority. Rather, it left him more convinced than ever that he couldn’t even pray to God without God’s prior help and continual guidance and intervention.

Text

v. 26 In the same way, the Spirit too comes to the aid of our weakness: Paul is expressing here a general principle: The Spirit helps the believer in all matters. He proceeds to give prayer as an example of how that help happens.

for we do not know how to pray as we ought:  Among other things, prayer is the inner striving of the human person (and human spirit) to transcend its weakness and this should manifest itself in (outer) conduct. That movement cannot really happen unless aided by the Spirit (grace). Though Paul doesn’t say it, there is such a thing as “prayer in the flesh,” an appeal to God for help, which is really only a human resolve to help oneself. It is like saying to God, “Please help me do what I already have decided I need to do. I don’t really need to consult you about what needs to be done, I already know, but I do solicit your agreement and any help I might possibly need, although I really, deep down, think I can do this myself. I’m really praying for your approval and praise rather than for your help.” 

but the Spirit itself intercedes: To prevent such arrogance, such prayer-in-the-flesh, the Spirit within us (thanks to Christ) communicates with God for us. The Spirit purifies our prayer of arrogance, explicit and implicit, guaranteeing that it is not an affront to the divine majesty. Prayer can be only a talking to oneself or with an imaginary god, one made up by the one praying and to that one’s liking and in that one’s likeness. The Spirit prevents that from happening (if, and only if, one lets the Spirit do the filtering or interceding). It is not automatic, but it is a grace in itself. In a word we need God’s grace (Spirit) to pray. We need God’s grace even to ask for God’s grace.
with inexpressible groanings: It is not clear whether Paul means “unexpressed” (“unspoken”) or “inexpressible” (“unspeak-able”). The Gk alaletois can mean either. In such a case it is best to read the word as meaning both. Some profound wishes, desires, sighs, groanings cannot be expressed in human language; others are best left to not being verbally expressed, so inadequate are human words for “spiritual” lacks and longings. Yet, it is prayer, nonetheless. It is communication with the divine in the eternal realm or sphere. Human language can break down, having reached its limits. However, communication does not break down because the Spirit, comfortable and competent in both the human and divine realm can take the human person beyond those limits, even if they cannot be understood or expressed. No doubt, this truth is the source for speaking in tongues, unintelligible speech (which is not really speech in the ordinary sense of the word). To the limited human ear and mind such “speech” is merely noise, not communication. To the believer, it is expression of the inexpressible, a seeming contradiction to the unbeliever who knows nothing of any other realm than the earthly. Prayers that come easily tripping from the tongue may well express the human’s mind and may rise to the level of eloquence, even poetry, but have no relation to or connection with the human heart. It may be a tribute to rhetoric, but hardly “prayer-in-the-Spirit.”

v. 27 because it intercedes for the holy ones according to God’s will: As Paul sees it prayer is another form of the working of the Spirit within us and thus it is going on all the time and in every circumstance, even if it cannot be put into words. Simple awareness of the Spirit’s presence puts one at prayer, in communication with the divine, whether or not words are uttered inwardly or outwardly. Spoken words are not needed for prayer to occur. God’s will is discerned as a consequence of this experience or the mediated (by the Spirit) experience of God.

Reflection

These two verses are obscure and not at all easy to understand. Ironically, that is Paul’s very point! The operation of the Spirit is not always easy to understand, but it is ever-present, even if unexpressed (in words) or actually inexpressible. This message is as comforting as it is profound. The word used for “intercede” is the verbal form of Paraclete, Jesus’ word for Spirit as intercessor, but also comforter.

What human has not reached the depths of prayer when he/she wonders whether he/she is merely speaking to self or an imaginary god? No doubt, much of what is considered as prayer is just that! We can easily get lost in how we phrase our petitions and be impressed by our own “eloquence,” thinking we put a petition so well that God (the real God or our own imagined god) would have to answer it, if only because it is so well expressed.

Then comes these verses from Paul, ever the pastor. He tells us that we need to be “in the Spirit” to really pray. We need grace to ask for grace. The Spirit, not our eloquence (read arrogance), guarantees that we are really communicating with the divine and not just ourselves or a figment of our imagination. And this works both ways. God guarantees through the Spirit that we are hearing him and not ourselves. Revelation, then, is not only a matter of the divine solutions to human problems, divine answers to human questions, but the communication of the divine mystery, presence and love. And that cannot be limited to words.

How comforting to know that God has gone so far as to provide a filter for us so that we do not offend him in prayer by duping ourselves into thinking that our solutions are his, our answers are his, our religious feelings are always authentic.

While we all do not have the gifts of speaking in tongues, we all have had the experience of tripping on our own words when we are in the presence of God. The more intense our awareness of God, the more likely we are to stutter when we try to speak to him. (The causes of stuttering and its treatment have much to teach us about the experience of prayer to which Paul is referring.) And the more likely we are to laugh at ourselves and our feeble, foolish efforts to try to look smart, educated and sophisticated before God! Yes, we end up chuckling to ourselves (and probably so does God). And what is chuckling, but a form of unintelligible, inexpressible “speech?”  We may not think of Paul as having a sense of humor, but he surely did. At the end of a hard day, alone with his thoughts, he must have chuckled to himself as he reviewed the many wonderful ways God worked through him and others in the day’s course. When he wrote these very serious and profound lines (or dictated them) there might well have been a twinkle in his eye and a wrinkle in his nose as he wondered whether and how many people would get his point. Through the ages of commenting upon these verses commentators have tried to link his words to Gnosticism, other mystery religions, their own theories of prayer. When we think about it, he may still be chuckling at them (and me). All he wants to say is that we can relax when we pray, for it isn’t me on the one side and God on the other. It is God (Spirit)-in-me communicating with God-in-himself. Such prayer won’t change God’s mind (will) but will change mine, will change me.

It is not that our prayer does not involve our intellect or that our prayer has no intellectual content. It is that prayer is more than our intellect, just as the Spirit’s presence is more than local or spatial. Prayer insinuates us into the eternal realm and we are like fish out of water in that realm unless we are guided, indeed, encompassed, by the Spirit. It is so comforting to know that this is true and that our communication with God does not depend on our efforts, any more than does our salvation. It’s all about God. It’s always about God. Prayer is no exception.

Key Notions

1. God’s Spirit ensures that we truly communicate with God in prayer.

2. God’s Spirit guides us in prayer so we don’t fall into the abyss of arrogance.

3. Only God’s Spirit really knows how to communicate with God and make intercession.

4. There is a level of prayer that is beyond human words and even human intellect, more communion than communication.

Food For Thought

1. Unintelligible Speech: Much is made of the phenomenon of “speaking in tongues.” By that is meant unintelligible speech in the context of a prayer meeting. However, we encounter unintelligible speech in all contexts of life outside of prayer (e.g. laughter). That does not mean that such speech is prayer because it is unintelligible. And that does not mean that all who claim to be “speaking in tongues” are actually communicating with God or conveying a communication from God to other attendees. Unintelligible speech is not necessarily unintelligent speech. It all depends. If I hear a person speaking a foreign language, one that I do not know, that person’s speech will seem unintelligible to me, but it is not thereby unintelligent. The speaker may be brilliant and may be understood by other listeners. It is merely unintelligible to me. Yet, I know that I am in the presence of otherwise intelligent conversation. People are talking back and forth, but I haven’t a clue what is being communicated. That’s pretty much what Paul is getting at when he says, “The Spirit (of God) itself intercedes.” When we really get down to brass tacks, we realize that when we pray we are really more passive participants in a divine conversation. Like a person who knows no English, we are observing a conversation, God talking to himself, so to speak, talking about you or me in your or my presence and his, and you or I are catching a word here and there. The Spirit is our interpreter as well as intercessor. He knows us so well that we don’t even have to put our thoughts into words. He just takes over and both shapes our own thoughts and presents them to God in such a way that God is not offended by our stupidity, our mistakes in (moral or theological) grammar, or our wrong use of divine (Scriptural) idiom.  When talking to God we are way out of our league and without the Spirit we would have no hope of communicating. Like a person brand new to a foreign language, struggling to find the right words and grammar, we would make fools of ourselves before God if it were not for our interpreter. He corrects our grammar and uses the right words, even if we are unaware of the changes. Yes, talking with God would be impossible without God’s Spirit. Yet, we should always come away from the conversation having learned something, better at the divine language, better equipped (definitely another function of the Spirit) to communicate the divine language (which is love, love-in-action) to others. 

2. Communion: Prayer is communicating with God, but it is more than that. It is communion with God. Even though I might not understand everything that was said, I was there and it was a good experience. I was there and I came away affected, changed, better for having been there. If it is not too arrogant-sounding, I can say I came away smarter too, more intelligent, even if not more intelligible. I came away knowing that I do not know as much as I think, pretend, even hope, but that I do know more than before. This knowledge cannot be put into words, because it is a personal knowledge of God, not knowledge about God. It was a humbling experience, but also an enriching one. I came away knowing a little more of how much I am loved. Communing with God does not mean understanding God, just standing in his presence, under him, if you will, and basking in the glow, the glory of it all. It is a broadening and deepening of being, a knowledge beyond knowledge. True, it leads to doing, indeed, empowers doing. However, it is just good in and of itself. Prayer is not just communicating with God and receiving from him insight into life, wonderful and necessary as that is. Prayer is also simply communing with God, hanging out with him, basking in his being present and loving. None of this can happen without his Spirit being in charge.
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