
                                                                                                                                 
 

  

                                                                                                                                    

333rrrddd   OOOrrrdddeeerrr   SSSSSSPPPXXX   
                        LLLeeetttttteeerrr   tttooo   MMMeeemmmbbbeeerrrsss:::   DDDiiissstttrrriiicccttt   ooofff   AAAuuussstttrrraaallliiiaaa   &&&   NNNeeewww   ZZZeeeaaalllaaannnddd   

                                                     
   

SStt..  TThhoommaass  AAqquuiinnaass  oonn  PPrraayyeerr  

55::  SShhoouulldd  WWee  PPrraayy  ffoorr  SSppeecciiffiicc  TThhiinnggss?? 
Dear Postulants and Professed members, 

Please find enclosed the March instalment in our explanation of Prayer, which I was not able to get out to you 

by mail. It was, however, put on the SSPX website in digital format, which I recommend you check if ever in 

doubt. 

After dealing with the question of whether God alone ought to be addressed in our prayers, we now move to the 

question of whether we should be praying for anything in particular. For example, can you pray that your job 

application be successful, that tomorrow’s weather be clear for a family get-together, or that your son return to 

the Faith he was raised in? Or should we just pray with very broad brushstrokes, in a generalized manner that 

avoids particulars? 

There are some apparently good reasons why we should not pray for definite and definable things. For 

example, St. Paul reminds the Christians in Rome that “we do not know what to pray for as we ought” (8:26). 

Well, if we are clueless about what we should be asking for, surely we had better not tempt Providence by 

requesting specific things? We are bound to fail, right, since St. Paul knew what he was talking about? 

Another seemingly good reason not to ask for specific things is what we might call the ‘cheek’ of it. After all, is 

it not a bit brash and bold to be trying to get Almighty God to do the specific bidding of a puny worm like me? 

Does this not smack of irreverence? Surely it would be better to conform to what the Creator of the universe 

wants than try to drag Him down to my insignificant and ill-considered requests? Who am I to dare such a 

claim upon the Almighty? 

As always, St. Thomas first gives an ‘argument from authority’ to answer this question. This is the sort of 

‘Because Dad says so!’ argument, and is classically considered the weakest form of persuasion. It is an appeal 

to some well-respected authority who has earned the reputation of knowing what they are talking about. The 

person quoted has ‘weight’. It may be a quotation from Sacred Scripture or from some renowned and respected 

thinker like Aristotle or Cicero. 
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Well, for this particular ‘argument from authority’ St. Thomas quotes no less a personage than Jesus Christ 

Himself. And how did Our Lord, the ultimate authority, clinch this question? Quite simply, He explicitly 

taught His disciples to pray the ‘Our Father’, which is none other than a string of seven specific requests. If 

God Himself asked us to pray for specifics, then that pretty much settles the question. 

Now that is all well and good for Christians, who already hold Scripture as inspired, let alone the words of 

Jesus Christ Himself. Therefore in the corpus (Latin for ‘body’) Thomas will now give an answer that should 

convince even a non-believer who is willing to engage his mind. 

He basically says that ‘it depends on what you mean by specific things’. As is always the case with the Angelic 

Doctor, some distinctions must be made to avoid any sweeping and overgeneralized answers. 

Between what sorts of ‘prayed for’ things should we distinguish, then? Two types. Firstly, those which can 

bring us good or evil, advantage or disadvantage, prosperity or adversity. That is, things which are good in 

themselves, but which might become evil for us through misuse. What sorts of things? Riches, for example. 

Wealth was used well by Joseph of Arimathea, who donated his costly family sepulchre to Our Lord. Riches 

were also used well by Mary Magdalene, who twice (Luke 7; John 12) poured costly balm over her Divine 

Master’s feet and head.  

But riches can also unfortunately be misused, such as in the case of the rich man (sometimes translated ‘Dives’ 

due to the Latin word for ‘riches’, dives) in Christ’s parable about his shameful neglect of the beggar Lazarus. 

This rich man goes to Hell for his troubles, proving that riches are not an unmixed blessing. And the same goes 

for honours, kingdoms and other such see-sawing ‘goods’. They can all be misused, and so we cannot pray for 

them in an absolute manner. 

The Second category of specific things to pray for are those that cannot be used for evil purposes, and so can 

be prayed for unconditionally and without any proviso. What are such things? Whatever will make us truly 

blessed in this life and the next. Thomas quotes Psalm 79 and 118 as exemplars of this sort of prayer: “Show us 

thy face, and we shall be saved”, and “Lead me in the path of thy commandments”. Could such sentiments ever 

lead us astray? Like seeking the light of the sun to show us the path in front of us, or the truth to clarify our 

life’s decisions, such unadulterated goods cannot be misused. 

So, if we are asking for goods of the first category, we should add ‘but only if they will glorify You and help save 

my soul’. Goods of the second type, however, can and should be asked for without any reservation whatsoever. 

‘Please, bring my son back into the state grace!’ need not have the condition ‘but only if this is Your will’. 

And what about those two knobbly objections regarding our not knowing how to pray properly and the ‘cheek’ 

of it? Regarding St. Paul’s statement about our inability to pray, Thomas effectually says ‘Please, read on’. 

That is, the very same St. Paul also says in the very same breath that “the Spirit helps us in our weakness” so 

that we can pray as we ought. So we can pray as we ought, but only by God’s Holy Spirit. 

What about the apparent ‘cheek’ of trying to bend God’s will to ours? Thomas says that when we ask for things 

concerning our salvation (the second category above) we have the divine guarantee that this is always God’s 

will. After all, did not St. Paul write to Timothy that God “wills that all men be saved”? And so, a prayer 

appearing to demand a conformity of God’s will to ours, is actually a conforming of ours to His. 

May our fervent prayers, whether of the first or second type, teach us perfect conformity to the Divine Will. 

In the Sacred Heart of Jesus, through the Immaculate Heart of Mary, 

Fr Jordie Stephens   Spiritual Director of the Third Order of SSPX for Australia            

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  


