
The Purpose of the 
Prayer Resource 

Guide 

Each of us is on a journey 
to God like our patron 

Augustine. 

The Friends prayer re-
source is offered to you as 
a support in your day to 
day prayer and will be 

sent to you 4 times a year.  

It is centered on the Gos-
pel readings and quotes 
from Augustine. Formation 
material is offered from 
different sources including 
a prayer orientated letter 

from our Chaplain. 
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Dear Friends, 

 In Augustine’s time the season we name as Lent was generally 

known as “the forty days”, though its exact length and order varied 

considerably from place to place.  It was customarily used as a time 

for more intensive formation of those being prepared for baptism.  

From an early date North Africa had been a Christian stronghold, not 

only in the cities but in the countryside as well, with only a strata of 

aristocrats holding on to their preference for ancient Roman gods.  In 

Hippo, according to Augustine, Christians were already a decided 

majority. 

“In this city may be found many houses in which there is not even one 

pagan; but no house can be found where there are not Christians.  And 

when it is thoroughly investigated, no house can be found where there 

are not more Christians than pagans”.  [Sermon 302, 19] 

 During the ‘forty days’ Augustine preached to this general 

audience, as well as the candidates, gently immersing them into an 

understanding of the faith not necessarily through doctrine but 

through his unpacking of the scriptures.  Augustine believed that 

God’s love formed the bedrock beneath the shifting sands of salvation 

history contained in both the Old and the New Testaments.  To 

justify this view, he appealed first to Scripture itself - that love was 

the fulfilment of the Law and that on this great commandment of love 

of God and neighbor depend the whole Law and the prophets. 

“. . . Christ came mainly for this reason: that we might learn how 

much God loves us, and might learn this to the end that we might 

begin to glow with love of him by whom we were first loved, and so 

might love our neighbor at the bidding and after the example of him 

who made himself our neighbor by loving us”.  [on Catechizing the 

Unlearned. 4:7-8]    

 This was, for Augustine, the Christian message in a nutshell.  

And it was a message that newcomers very much needed to hear.  He 

therefore recommended that this theme bind together the preacher’s 

speech ‘like gold which holds together in harmonious    arrangement 

the jewels of an ornament - yet without it becoming unduly 

conspicuous’.[ibid 6:10]  In other words, the theme of God’s love was 

to undergird whatever was said, but subtly, without having undue 

attention drawn to it.   

 Augustine admitted that he was often “nearly always 

dissatisfied” with his talks.  His first impulse was to blame this on 

the gap between his inner intuition, that “sudden flash of light” which 

“floods the mind”, and his self expression, which of necessity, had to 
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trickle out in a slow, drawn-out stream of words.  To combat discouragement, he relied on 

other’s judgement so that “often the enthusiasm of those who desire to hear me shows me 

that my speech is not as dull as it seems to me”.  

“Because the topics that candidates have to be introduced to are now so familiar to us and no 

longer necessary for our own progress, it irks us to go back to them so often.  And our heart, 

having outgrown them, no longer moves with pleasure along such well-worn and, as it were, 

childish paths’.  [ibid., 10.14]   

 Augustine was concerned that the catechist or the teacher not simply condescend to 

the pupil but deal with them with ’delight’.  To suggest how this could be done he drew on a 

familiar experience - taking a friend on a tour. 

Is it not common that when we show certain beautiful, spacious locales, whether in town or out 

in the countryside, to those who have never seen them before, we - who have been in habit of 

passing them by without any enjoyment - find our own delight renewed by their delight in the 

novelty of it all?  . . .  How much more then ought we to rejoice when people now approach to 

study God himself . . . And how much more ought we to be renewed in their newness, so that if 

our preaching - now a matter of routine - has cooled off it may get fired up because of our hear-

ers for whom it is all new”.  [ibid., 12.17] 

Moreover, he insisted that love was infectious and that, in the dynamic of catechesis, it creat-

ed an unexpected effect: 

“For so great is the power of sympathy, that when people are affected by us as we speak and we 

by them as they learn, we dwell each in the other and thus both they, as it were, speak in us 

what they hear, while we, in some way, learn in them what we teach”.  

Augustine took this reciprocity between teacher and learner seriously and made it a routine 

theme in his catechesis. 

 Today, with the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA) common in most parishes, 

Lent as a time of preparation for baptism is once more being emphasized.  In a real sense we 

have returned to the perspective taken by Augustine that it is by pondering of scripture 

(whether as a new Christian or an old), that we grow in a faith which is more than the hand-

ing down of cold doctrine.  His catechesis was about living the faith than knowing the faith.  

It was based on Scripture as an underpinning to doctrine so that everything a new Christian 

needed to know in order to practice the faith was contained in the stories of the Bible related 

to them in practically the same format we find in our Lenten Masses today. 

 The Lenten Scripture readings include the story of Jonah, the story of Susanna, the 

Ten Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer, the parable of the prodigal son, the parable of the 

rich man and Lazarus and many other favorites, including hopeful passages from Isaiah and 

Ezekiel.  Such themes of God’s compassion and our duty to the poor are repeated throughout 

Lent.   

 With the help of Maureen Atkin’s booklet of possible Gospel themes for each of us to 

pursue in our ‘Friends ’gatherings for this coming year we have been provided with a means 

of following Augustine’s great passion of breaking open the Word for others.  In this way 

Scripture, which is the Word of God, becomes our surest way to enter into communion with 

God and most particularly with his Christ.  “Don’t be lazy, gather the grains from the Lord’s 

threshing-floor, the words of God from the Church of God, gather them and store them away in 

your heart”.  [Sermon 38.2]   It is through reading the Scriptures that we open ourselves to 

the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  There is no better way to return to the 

Source than reading and praying the Scriptures during ’the forty days’ of  

Lent,   

                                                                          With much love 

Editor of ’Prayer Resource’ and Chaplain:  Paul Maloney, OSA  (02) 9949 4455 paulmal@bigpond.com 


