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SStt..  TThhoommaass  AAqquuiinnaass  oonn  PPrraayyeerr    

22::  IIss  iitt  PPrrooppeerr  ttoo  PPrraayy??   
Dear Postulants and Professed members, 

In the last letter we saw that prayer is more from our mind than our will. Prayer at its root is therefore 

intelligent. Moreover, it is something our mind initiates not in its purely speculative but practical capacity, and 

which uses not direct command over God but indirect persuasion. Prayer is intelligent persuasion. 

Now that we know what prayer is, we now ask ‘Is there any point in praying at all?’  

It seems not, for a few reasons. Firstly, since Christ said that our Heavenly Father knows what we need even 

before we ask Him, what is the point in telling Him? Surely, we cannot inform an infinite mind! Secondly, 

prayer is the attempt to bend someone toward our needs: to change their mind. But God is unchangeable and 

unbendable because utterly perfect. Thirdly, all agree it is more noble and generous to give things without 

being asked rather than waiting for a request. Since everyone acknowledges God to be the most generous of all, 

it seems better if He would give us things without our asking through prayer. 

Who among us have not wrestled with at least one of these questions? Even if perhaps we have not been 

bothered by them, we have probably been criticized along these lines by non-Christians. So, how do we solve 

these difficulties? First let’s see what answer Thomas gives to the main question here and then we will see how 

to face those three thorny objections. 

St. Thomas opens his argument with the words of Christ Himself, Who said during the Sermon on the Mount 

that “we ought always to pray and not lose heart”. This is what we call an ‘argument from authority’, whereby 

Thomas quotes someone highly respected and authoritative, in this case God Himself. This provides him with 

the definitive ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ to his question. But to see the logical reasons behind the ‘Yes, we should pray’ 

answer here, we now turn to the ‘body’ (corpus in Latin) of his response. 

People have been wrong historically about prayer in 3 major ways. One way is to assert that human affairs are 

not governed by any overarching divine providence. All is random. Prayer would thus be an appeal to no one 

and nothing. The second mistake about prayer claims that everything happens due to fixed necessity: that is, 

things could not be otherwise than they are. This is a sort of freezing of providence. The third mistake is to 

concede that providence indeed governs human affairs, but that its planning is variable and plasticine-like. 
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That is, the dispositions of providence can be pushed and pulled by our prayers and other acts of piety. All 

three are wrong, as St. Thomas proves elsewhere. But for our purposes we need to show that prayer is indeed 

worth doing, all the while avoiding either the freezing of providence or the undue softening of it. Providence 

must be neither fixed nor in flux. 

Providence, says St. Thomas, doesn’t just plan that certain effects happen. It also envisions how those effects 

happen, what the causes should be that bring them about. E.g. God not only envisions the growth of plants, 

but the light, heat and water causing them to do so. What about our human actions, then, do they qualify as 

causing some things to happen? Might they be contributing causes for the growth of, say, a family, like light 

and heat are for plants? Of course. Therefore, we human beings do not act so as to change the plans of 

providence, but to bring about what providence has disposed should happen only through our input.  

This happens on the natural level all the time. For example, providence does not just foresee that children will 

be conceived, but also precisely how. Namely, among other things, through human choice. Thus, it would be 

wrong to think ‘Well, if God wants me to have a family, it will happen regardless!’ Far from it. To ask out a girl 

in the interests of a future family is not an attempt to change the plans of providence! Rather, it is an entering 

into, a fulfilling of God’s beautiful dispositions which envision our conscious cooperation. 

And the same goes for prayer. We do not pray to change God’s dispositions and plans. Rather, we pray that He 

might here and now bring about those things He eternally intended to bring about only with our cooperation. 

It may help to imagine a two-columned page which lists God’s gifts to you in your life. In the first column are 

those things He will give you without your asking (such as your very existence). In the second column are those 

things He wishes to give you through your prayers. Part of our difficulty is we don’t know what is in this 

second column. However, if we pray well (the subject of a future letter), we may be confident that Our Father 

will only inspire us toward items that He actually intends giving us, namely, things in that second column. 

Now let’s answer those three objections about the apparent uselessness of prayer.  

Firstly, since God knows our needs what is the use of trying to inform Him? The answer is that prayer is not 

an attempt to tell God something He doesn’t already know. This may be our purpose when petitioning human 

beings, but it is not the case with God. Instead, we manifest our needs and desires to Him in order that we 

might be more fully aware ourselves that these desires and needs can only be met by Him. We all too easily 

forget our dependence, especially when things are going well. The continual articulation and presentation of 

our needs to Almighty God helps eradicate this malady. 

Secondly, since God is unchanging why would we try to change His mind by our prayer? The answer here 

should now be clear. We do not pray to change God’s plans but to obtain by prayer those things God eternally 

decided would come to us only by our prayer. 

Thirdly, is it not more generous of God to give us things without asking Him? Perhaps, but as noted above, God 

gives us many things without our asking. Some things, however, He wants us to have only by asking. Why? So 

that we might more confidently turn to Him and better recognize Him as the source of all good things. 

May these reflections give us boundless confidence in the efficacy of our prayers. What a privilege it is that 

Our Lord, Who could do everything Himself, grants to us puny creatures an essential role in the fulfilling of 

His providence for the salvation of souls! 

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 

                                                                  


