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In many ways, the Gospel of Luke could be called the Gospel of Prayer. It both begins 

and ends with a reference to prayer. It starts with Zachariah and the people praying in 

the Temple at the time when the angel Gabriel comes to announce the birth of John the 

Baptist and concludes with the Apostles praying in the Temple after the Ascension of 

Jesus. Luke mentions Jesus praying at important moments of his life: leaving the waters 

of his baptism in the river Jordon, before choosing his Apostles, after feeding the five 

thousand and before predicting his passion for the first time, prior to teaching his 

disciples the Our Father, during both the Transfiguration and his Agony in the Garden, 

and at the moment of his death on the cross. 

We often talk about prayer and we even may pray often. But do we have a proper 

understanding of what prayer is and what it does? Maybe this invented “parable” will 

help us to reexamine how we pray. 

Three men found themselves in a dark underground room which had no doors or 

windows, in fact no exit whatever. They were trapped within and their prospects of 

getting out were slim to nothing. 

One of the men was named George. He had no faith and he was poisoned by cynicism. 

Faced with this situation, all he could do was spread gloom and despair. “It’s no use. 

There is nothing we can do. We’re doomed. We might as well resign ourselves to our 

fate. We will never get out of here.” 

Another man was named Peter and he was a very religious and devout Christian. He 

challenged George not to be so negative and told him he should get on his knees and 

pray to God for deliverance. George just rolled his eyes and so Peter just pulled out his 

rosary beads and began to pray and await a miracle. 

The third man, Ivan, was a bricklayer. He was religious but never boasted of it. But he 

was also very practical. He looked around and with the light of a match found a small 

chisel and hammer. With these he began to chip away at the solid wall.  

Ivan worked away and after two hours he was finally able to succeed in making a small 

dent in the wall. The two other made no attempt to help him. George sat in a corner 

smoking and mumbling. Peter sat in another corner saying his rosary. Time to time, Ivan 

stopped to pray: “Dear God, I believe that with your help we can make it out of here.” 

Then he went back to work. He felt alone with no help from George or Peter. But he 

forced himself to continue chipping away. After hours of painful work, a big stone 

dislodged and light streamed in from outside. They were able to crawl out to freedom. 

“Thanks be to God,” said Peter and he went off to church to thank God. He forgot to 

thank Ivan. George remarked: “See that man! There he goes to tell everyone that God 

worked a miracle for him.” “Perhaps he’s right,” said Ivan. “Now surely a practical man 

like you doesn’t believe that nonsense?” said George. “All I know,” Ivan replied “is that 

without God’s help I would never have been able to do what I did. Peter’s prayers were 

a big help to me, unlike your pessimism and useless complaining.” 



This “parable” presents us with three attitudes toward prayer. For George, prayer was a 

waste of time – he had no faith. Peter’s attitude: you want something bad enough you 

pray for it. But having prayed you sit back and wait for God to do his thing. A lot of 

prayer is like that, especially our prayer on behalf of others. We pray for them but we 

leave it at that. Our prayer does not commit us to do anything. We leave the rest to God. 

Ivan’s attitude is that he believes in prayer, but he doesn’t look on it as a substitute for 

action. Rather, having prayed, he immediately does something. And his prayer serves 

the purpose of keeping his courage and above all his hope. Prayer for him is no easy 

way out. He realizes that we haven’t prayed fully until we have done what we can to 

make our wish come true. 

In the first reading today we see Ivan’s view of prayer in action. The Israelites relied on 

the prayer of Moses, not as an excuse for doing nothing but as a spur to action. Jesus 

in the Gospel urges us not to grow weary but to keep on praying. We may not always 

get what we want from God, but then do we always know what we want or even what is 

good for us? Maybe we should pray, not for what we want but for what we need.  

Prayer gives us insight as well as strength. It supports those who go beyond human 

hopes and human reasons. It helps us to do things we could not have done if we hadn’t 

prayed. No matter how busy we are we find time to eat and spend hours on social 

media. Yet we say we haven’t time to nourish our souls with prayer. If we starve our 

souls, we will deprive our lives of their fruitfulness, no matter how full they may be of 

activity.  

Prayer can be hard work. We need support in prayer. Even Moses needed support. 

Often we tell our children to say their prayers, but how often do we support them with 

encouragement and example? How often do we pray with them?  

Walter Ciszek, a Jesuit priest, found himself forced for years to work in labor camps in 

Siberia. He once wrote: “I learned soon enough that prayer does not take away 

bodily and mental anguish. Nevertheless, it does provide a certain moral strength 

to bear the burdens patiently. Prayer helped me through every crisis. I even 

learned to pray for my interrogators.”  

May prayer be the oil that keeps the lamp of faith burning brightly in our lives. 

 

Closing Story   10-20-19 

A Lutheran pastor and his wife were driving along Chicago's Lake Shore Drive when flashing 

blue lights appeared in their rear-view mirror and they were pulled over for speeding. As Officer 

O'Malley approached the driver's side of the car, he spotted the pastor's collar, and mistook him 

for a Catholic priest.  

 

“0h, sorry about dat, fader. Uh, just try and slow down a little. Okay?"  

As they drove away, the pastor's wife said, "Shame on you, Harold. That was unethical. You 

know he thought you were a Catholic priest!" “Oh, I know who he thought I was," replied the 

pastor. "I'm just wondering who he thought you were." 


