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“Why do we Pray?” 

This may seem like a strange question at first, but if you consider the nature of God as unchanging, it might draw some questions about the 
purpose of prayer. In other words, “If God doesn’t change his mind, why should we pray to him and ask him for something different than 
what we already have?” or “Why should we tell him our desires if he is all-knowing and knows our desires anyway?” These are very solid 
questions and I think it prompts us to consider what prayer is really for. So, do we pray to change God’s mind or to tell him something he 
already knows? Definitely not! The primary reason for prayer is to bring about a certain effect in us. St. Thomas Aquinas says that we pray to 
God not to make known to him our needs or desires, but so that we may be reminded of the necessity of our dependence on God for help (ST 
II, q. 83, a. 2). Likewise, we don’t pray to God to have a certain effect on him, but that by praying, we may align our wills to His so that we can 
obtain what he has deemed best for us to obtain.  
 

You may ask, “Why is any of this important?” I would say that it is important for two main reasons: 1. It is against the Catholic understanding 
of God to say that what we do will affect God negatively from one moment to another (remember that he is eternal and unchanging). 2. It sets 
us up for the possibility of being disappointed when a prayer goes unanswered. What I mean by reason number 1 is that because God is eternal, 
he does not react to things in the same sense that we would imagine someone react to something. We tend to anthropomorphize God and 
think of him in the same way we as human act. While the bible does this countless times throughout, we cannot interpret these things literally, 
but only analogically. The reason scripture speaks about God getting angry, jealous, etc., is because it gets a point across using means through 
which us human beings can understand. Since we only experience in a human way, it is impossible to understand things perfectly about God, 
so we always use familiar things in order to better understand unfamiliar things. Recall that the sacraments are in place for this very reason – to 
make visible the invisible. It is important, then, that we hold firmly to the reality of God as a being that is perfect and unchangeable. With 
regard to the second part, I mean to say that when a prayer goes unanswered, it is not because God doesn’t hear our prayers, but either because 
it is not his will to grant us what we ask (because it is bad for us), or because it is not his will to grant us our request at that point in time 
(because it is not time for us to receive it). Can you see how this puts into perspective what is accomplished in prayer, and how it involves the 
effect God has on us, as opposed to the effect that we have on Him?  
 
Why then does God tell us to ask and we shall receive? Understood in the proper context, we know that if we ask God for something that is 
bad for us, we will not receive it from him because it is against his nature to grant such a thing. But when we ask of a good thing insofar as it 
is conducive to our sanctification in some way, we will obtain it not because he wouldn’t have offered it to us anyway, but because through 
right prayer, we come to see the divine will for us, and move our will, through God’s grace, towards what is truly good for us and obtain it 
through our cooperation with God. Prayer also gives us the stronger ability to rest in God’s love and have a certain level of peace in knowing 
that God is always with us, and we can lean on him unceasingly. The best way to approach prayer is to follow the structure of the Lord’s Prayer. 
It was no random occurrence that Christ tells us this is how we should pray. The reason he did this is because by using the format of the Our 
Father, we seek first and foremost the glory of God (Hallowed be thy name), eternal life with him (thy kingdom come), to do not your will, but 
the will of God (Thy will be done), the necessities of life (give us this day our daily bread), to remove sin (forgive us our trespasses), that we 
may avoid evil (lead us not into temptation), and to remove our troubles (deliver us from evil). This is the reason we pray.  
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