WHY WE PRAY!

(Part 3)

(SYMPATHY for THE DEVIL?)


Jesus said, “If ye abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ye shall ask what ye will, and it shall be done unto you” (John 15:7).  One of the first results, then, of our abiding union with Christ will be the certain exercise of prayer: “Ye shall ask.”

The questions then arise: 1) How do Satan and the demons view our praying to their Enemy (God); and 2) what might be some tactics they would employ to hinder God’s people praying?

What follows are excerpts from C. S. Lewis’s classic “The Screwtape Letters” on the subject of prayer.  One demon, Screwtape, is writing another demon, his nephew Wormwood, about ways prayer plays a role that might best be used to keep Wormwood’s patient out of the Enemy’s (God’s) clutches.

Remember, forewarned is forearmed!


· “What he says, even on his knees, about his own sinfulness is all parrot talk.  At bottom, he still believes he has run up a very favorable credit balance in the Enemy’s (God’s) ledger by allowing himself to be converted, and thinks that he is showing great humility and condescension in going to church with these “smug”, commonplace neighbors at all.  Keep him in that state of mind as long as you can.”
· “In time... no thought or feeling from his prayers for the imagined mother (instead of seeing her as she really is) will ever flow over into his treatment of the real one.  I have had patients of my own so well in hand that they could be turned at a moment’s notice from impassioned prayer for a wife’s or son’s “soul” to beating or insulting the real wife or son without a qualm.”
· “The best thing, where it is possible, is to keep the patient from the serious intention of praying altogether.  When the patient is an adult recently reconverted to the Enemy’s party, like your man, this is best done by encouraging him to remember, or to think he remembers, the parrot like nature of his prayers in childhood ... at the very least, they can be persuaded that the bodily position makes no difference to their prayers; for they constantly forget what you must always remember: that they are animals and that whatever their bodies do affects their souls.  It is funny how mortals always picture us as putting things into their minds; in reality, our best work is done by keening things out.”

· “If this fails, you must fall back on a subtler misdirection of his intention.  Whenever they are attending to the Enemy Himself, we are defeated, but there are ways of preventing them from doing so.  The simplest is to turn their gaze away from Him towards themselves.  Keep them watching their own minds and trying to produce feelings there by their own wills.  When they meant to ask Him for charity, let them instead start trying to manufacture charitable feelings for themselves and not notice that this is what they are doing.  When they meant to pray for courage, let them really be trying to feel brave.  When they say they are praying for forgiveness, let them be trying to feel forgiven.  Teach them to estimate the value of each prayer by their success in producing the desired feeling...”
· “But of course, the Enemy will not meantime be idle.  Whenever there is prayer, there is danger of His own immediate action.  He is cynically indifferent to the dignity of His position, and ours, as pure spirits, and to human animals on their knees.  He pours out self-knowledge in a quite shameless fashion.  But even if He defeats your first attempt at misdirection, we have a subtler weapon.  The humans do not start from that direct perception of Him which we, unhappily, cannot avoid … for if they ever consciously direct their prayers ‘Not to what they think Thou art but to what Thou knowest Thyself to be’, our situation is, for the moment, desperate.  Once all their thoughts and images have been flung aside or, if retained, retained with a full recognition of their merely subjective nature, and the man trusts himself to the completely real, external, invisible Presence, there with him in the room and never knowable by him as he is known by it — why, then it is that the incalculable may occur.  In avoiding this situation — this real nakedness of the soul in prayer - you will be helped by the fact that the humans themselves do not desire it as much as they suppose.”
· “There is nothing like suspense and anxiety for barricading a human’s mind against the Enemy.  He wants men to be concerned with what they do: our business is to keep them thinking about what will happen to them...”

· “An important spiritual law is here involved.  I have explained that you can weaken his prayers by diverting his attention from the Enemy Himself, to his own states of mind about the Enemy.”
· “... The attitude which you want to guard against is that in which temporal affairs are treated primarily as material for obedience.  Once you have made the World an end, and faith a means, you have almost won your man, and it makes very little difference what kind of worldly end he is pursuing.  Provided that meetings, pamphlets, policies, movements, causes and crusades matter more to him than prayers and sacraments and charity, he is ours — and the more “religious” (on those terms), the more securely ours.”
· “It is during such trough periods, much more than during the peak periods, that it (man) is growing into the sort of creature He (God) wants it to be.  Hence, the prayers offered in the state of dryness are those, which please Him best.  We can drag our patients along by continual tempting, because we design them only for the table, and the more their will is interfered with, the better.  He cannot “tempt” to virtue as we do to vice.  He wants them to learn to walk and must therefore take away His hand; and if only the will to walk is really there, He is pleased even with their stumbles.  DO NOT BE DECEIVED, WORMWOOD, OUR CAUSE IS NEVER MORE IN DANGER THAN WHEN A HUMAN, NO LONGER DESIRING, BUT STILL INTENDING, TO DO OUR ENEMY’S WILL, LOOKS ROUND UPON A UNIVERSE FROM WHICH EVERY TRACE OF HIM SEEMS TO HAVE VANISHED, AND ASKS WHY HE HAS BEEN FORSAKEN, AND STILL OBEYS.”
· “We thus distract men’s minds from Who He is, and what He did … our third aim is, by these constructions, to destroy the devotional life.  For the real presence of the Enemy, otherwise experienced by men in prayer and sacrament, we substitute a merely probable, remote, shadowy and uncouth figure, one who spoke a strange language and died a long time ago.  Such an object cannot in fact be worshiped.”
· “…But you reveal what poor use you are making of it when you say that the whole question of distraction and the wandering mind has now become one of the chief subjects of his prayers.  That means you have largely failed.  When this or any other distraction crosses his mind, you ought to encourage him to thrust it away by sheer will power and to try to continue the normal prayer as if nothing had happened; once he accepts the distraction as his present problem and lays that before the Enemy, and makes it the main theme of his prayers and his endeavors, then, so far from doing good, you have done harm.  Anything, even a sin, which has the total effect of moving him close up to the Enemy makes against us in the long run.”
· “But since your patient has contracted the terrible habit of obedience, he will probably continue such “crude” prayers whatever you do.  But you can worry him with the haunting suspicion that the practice is absurd and can have no objective result.  Don’t forget to use the “heads, I win, tails, you lose” argument.  If the thing he prays for doesn’t happen, then that is one more proof that petitionary prayers don’t work; if it does happen, he will, of course, be able to see some of the physical causes which led up to it, and “therefore it would have happened anyway”, and thus a granted prayer becomes just as good a proof as a denied one that prayers are ineffective.”

Some Final Words About Screwtape and Us:

Throughout many of his letters to his nephew Wormwood, Screwtape would say, “As always, the first step is to keep knowledge out of his (the patient’s and our) mind.” That is why he said on one occasion, “It is funny how mortals always picture us as putting things in their minds; in reality, our best work is done by keeping things out.”

Elsewhere Screwtape says to Wormwood about his patient, “Talk to him about ‘moderation in all things’.  If you can once get him to the point of thinking that ‘religion is all very well up to a point’, you can feel quite happy about his soul.  A moderated religion is as good for us as no religion at all — and more amusing.”

Through the brilliant insights of C. S. Lewis, we have gotten a glimpse of how our real enemy — and God’s — would have us view our privilege and responsibility to pray.  Now our only question is: Should we have sympathy for the devil?
Ed D Kleiman


Included in C. S. Lewis’s “Screwtape Letters”, the demon Screwtape writes to his nephew Wormwood on the subject of Repentance.

· “As long as he retains externally the habits of a Christian, he can still be made to think of himself as one who has adopted a few new friends and amusements but whose spiritual state is much the same... and while he thinks that, we do not have to contend with the explicit repentance of a definite, fully recognized sin, but only with his vague, though uneasy, feeling that he hasn’t been doing very well lately.”
· “This dim uneasiness needs careful handling ... if such a feeling is allowed to live, but not allowed to become irresistible and flower into real repentance, it has one invaluable tendency; it increases the patient’s reluctance to think about the Enemy (God).  In this state, your patient will not omit, but he will increasingly dislike, his religious duties ... a few weeks ago you had to tempt him to unreality and inattention to his prayers; but now you will find him opening his arms to you and almost begging you to distract his purpose and benumb his heart. ”
(In Screwtape‘s next letter to Wormwood):

· “The long and the short of it is that you have let the man slip through your fingers ... a repentance and renewal of what the other side call “grace” on the scale which you describe is a defeat of the first order.  It amounts to a second conversion and probably on a deeper level than the first.  It remains to consider how we can retrieve this disaster.  The great thing is to prevent his doing anything.  As long as he does not convert it into action, it does not matter how much he thinks about this new repentance.  Let the little brute wallow in it ... let him do anything but act ... as one of the humans has said, active habits are strengthened by repetition but passive ones are weakened.  The more often he feels without acting, the less he will be able ever to act, and, in the long run, the less he will be able to feel.”
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