
                                                                                                                                 
 

  

                                                                                                                                    

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

                                                     
   

SStt..  TThhoommaass  AAqquuiinnaass  oonn  PPrraayyeerr  

66::  SShhoouulldd  WWee  PPrraayy  ffoorr  TTeemmppoorraall  TThhiinnggss?? 
Dear Postulants and Professed members, 

We are created for eternity. Our destination is not here, but above. We belong with our Father, in His eternal 

‘now’ which is beyond all the change so characteristic of earth. Our existence here ought to be thought of not as 

our permanent home but just a hotel for travellers and pilgrims. We are only passing through. 

This being the case, should our prayers include requests for time-based things, things temporary of their very 

nature? In the last letter we learned that we can and should ask for specific and particular things. But ought 

these things include the basic necessities of life like food, shelter and money, or should we only be asking for 

things of a more exalted nature like grace and glory? 

At first sight it might seem that earthly things should be off the menu for our prayer.  

Firstly, Our Lord was quite clear in the Sermon on the Mount if we “Seek first the kingdom of God and His 

righteousness”, only then will temporal things be ‘thrown in’. So it seems we should not specifically ask for 

earthly things any more than a hard-working employee should ask for a Christmas bonus.                                                                  

Secondly, we usually pray for things we are anxious about, don’t we? But Christ forbade this, commanding “Do 

not be anxious for your life, what you should eat, etc”. Once again, is this not a warning about anxiously asking 

for earthly things?                                                                                                                                                                   

Thirdly, the New Testament is full of exhortations to raise our minds upwards to heavenly and unseen things, 

rather than diverting them downwards to the mere visible and earthly. Based on this, how could we justify 

praying for earthly things?                                                                                                                                  

Lastly, surely we should only ask from God what is certainly good and useful? But temporal possessions, 

unlike spiritual things, can sometimes be harmful to us. For example, whereas attaining a virtue such as 

humility is always beneficial, getting a particular job might not be. All in all then, it seems like praying for 

earthly things is not part of God’s plan for us. 

St. Thomas’s central response to this question rests on a simple principle: if it is permissible to desire a thing, it 

is also permissible to pray for that thing. So, are we allowed to desire temporal things like exercise, good food, a 
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well-paying job, etc? Of course we can: and therefore we may pray for them. Not, of course, in such a way as to 

make them the whole purpose of our lives, such as the person who lives to eat or someone who would save the 

drowning dog over the drowning person. No, we may not set them up as ultimate, usurping things that are 

essential. But we are allowed to use them as means, like rungs on a ladder, by which we pull ourselves up to 

our heavenly beatitude. After all, the vast majority of the virtues need our body for their function, and a 

healthy body composed of healthy organs will only make acts of virtue easier.  

The great St. Augustine (whom Thomas always looks to for support more than anyone else) confirms this in 

one of his letters to a certain Proba:  

‘Whoever wishes only for the necessities of life, and no more, does not at all wish for them in an unseemly manner. For he is seeking 

these necessities not for their own sake, but for the health of his body and for clothing which befits his state in life (lest he appear 

out of place to those with whom he must live). If we already possess such things we may pray to keep them; and if they are yet 

absent we may pray so as to attain them’.  

And now we are in a position to deal with the objections we started with:                                                     

Firstly, did not Christ say that the goods of this world would be thrown in as an extra, and therefore that we 

should not pray for them directly? Answer: He did not forbid us praying for them, but only from allowing them 

to occupy the prime place in our desires. He allows us to seek these earthly goods after the goods of grace and 

glory. But this need not be in a chronological sense, as if we could only, for example, pray for a new car at 5pm 

after praying to find a nearby traditional Mass at 4pm. Rather it refers to the value or dignity we assign these 

things. Thus we are not allowed to not miss Mass on Sunday because we are enjoying the new car! Otherwise 

our values are topsy-turvy.                                                                                                                             

Secondly, since Christ forbade anxiety about temporal things, doesn’t praying for them violate His command? 

Answer: Not every anxiety for temporal things is forbidden: only the anxiety for something superfluous and 

disordered. Otherwise Christ’s anxious prayer to His Father requesting the passing of the chalice of suffering 

would have been forbidden!                                                                                                                              

Thirdly, but surely earthly things pull our minds and hearts downward instead of upward? Answer: Granted, if 

we seek earthly things as our ultimate goal, this would be an unsavoury focus upon what is below. But to seek 

them as helps toward Heaven ennobles and elevates them.                                                                               

Lastly, since temporal things are ambivalent, sometimes helping us and sometimes harming us, why take the 

risk? Answer: Provided we seek these things only to help save our soul, we may be assured that God will bless 

our prayer and only give us what we ask if it is genuinely for our salvation and His glory. 

As you read this letter many temporal things are unravelling around us. It is not for us to know exactly why 

each event is happening or who are the human agents behind them. Nor should we be making bold, end-of-the-

world predictions about how it will turn out. The answers to such questions will not be on our Final Exam. A 

smattering of history shows how embarrassingly such predictions founder on the rocks of reality. Do not let 

your vast access to information take you away from your spiritual formation under the guise of fighting evil. 

The only evil most of us need fight is that which exists in our own soul.  

So yes, temporal things seem to be falling apart. But what do we expect? Just as Noah’s world was re-booted 

with water, so we have it on good New Testament authority that ours will be recreated with fire. All that we 

see now will pass away, be it sooner or later. But while it lasts, we have the permission and the duty to pray 

for the flourishing of temporal things. God’s world and the people in it are all “very good”. Let us pray, for 

example, for our leaders and those whose employment is under threat unless they accept a supposed medicine. 

And so much more. May the Holy Ghost, the great Guide who hovers over our daily meditation and spiritual 

reading, show us which temporal things we ought to pray for. 

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               

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      


