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I have never been able to work out exactly how to pray. I went through many phases as a young person, feeling more or less comfortable with the way I was praying. Somewhere along my journey I heard about preaching with the bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other. This appealed greatly to me and, though I discovered that it has been attributed to Karl Barth in the 20th century, it fits well with the Dominican tradition that has formed me over many years. Dominican saints Thomas Aquinas (1225 -1274) and Albert the Great (about 1200 -1274) stressed the importance of studying philosophy and the secular sciences alongside the study of theology. Eventually I came to realise that if preaching can be done with the bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other then, too, one can pray with this combination.  I also discovered that it is a dangerous combination.

I can remember that as a teenager I was very keen on saying the Rosary – on my own, in a thoughtful way, not in the rapid way we used it in the family Rosary or at funeral vigils. This preference helped me to realise that saying prayers is only one aspect of praying. When I was introduced to the Divine Office or the Prayer of the Church it was very encouraging to realise that the prayers we used were balanced by the private prayer of meditation and contemplation. With the changes of the Second Vatican Council and a greater involvement in the world in which I lived the connection between the bible and the newspaper began to develop and enrich my prayer.
On reflection I realised that I learned a lot about prayer from my mother. I did not learn prayers from her; rather, I learned about the straightforward way she had of praying. She took it for granted that people related to the Holy Spirit in all the events of life. She had a great interest in the news that she heard on the radio or in events she experienced herself. Mum was in the Napier earthquake (1931) and that event has become a formative story in our family for several generations. I inherited from my mother a great interest in current affairs and a down to earth way of reflecting on them. 
 Over the years I have found many connections between everyday events, global events, tragedies and joys, and the gospel writings. Through study and prayer I have gradually absorbed the spirit of the scriptures, especially the gospels, and as a consequence I seem to have acquired the gift of praying about daily life in the light of the gospels and reflecting on the gospels in the light of daily events. My understanding of the gospels is enriched by my reflection of the events around me, and my understanding of the events is definitely enriched by praying about them in the light of the gospels. 

All this I see as prayer, a style of prayer that can be used anywhere at any time.
Current affairs and prayer
When I heard about praying with the bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other this rang a bell with me and I recognised that this indeed is my preferred way of praying. Mind you, the ‘newspaper’ has been extended to refer to all sorts of media.  Because I like to make connections in what is happening in my life and around me I find that I am often reflecting throughout the day. When this turns into prayer I am not sure, but I do know that it is partly through the newspapers and partly through the bible that I keep in touch with the core of my being that I call God. 

An example of the influence on my prayer of the media and the bible is all around me at the moment. As I write this our country, and especially Christchurch, is in the process of enduring earthquakes and hoping for a gradual recovery. In 1931 the impact of the Napier earthquake took a long time to spread beyond the local area and was only slowly comprehended. In contrast, we, over these months of 2010 and 2011, have been surrounded by a vast amount of instant information and have shared vicariously in the experiences of many people. We have been almost overwhelmed. The large questions demand attention: Why has this happened? When will it all stop? Why do I feel guilty for surviving? Where is God in all of this? How can we be Christ to one another in this situation? The questions and the information available in all forms of the media are so urgent and so constantly present that I am compelled to pray about them in the light of the bible. 

In a striking way, after the first Christchurch earthquake on September 4, 2010, we immediately started hearing stories of people reaching out to help one another, in the spirit of the Good Samaritan. Generosity, compassion, courage, and other Christian/human values were very obvious. Writers soon began reflecting on the cosmic mystery and our place in the constantly developing universe. As time has gone on, with no sense of the quakes finishing, the weariness and desperation of the people in Christchurch seem to resemble more and more the pain of some of the psalms and the faith questioning of Job. The first responses are no longer adequate. Prayer becomes more searching and questioning.

The “new normal” for the people of Christchurch is very different from my normal. I am sometimes filled with compassion and hold them in prayer. Sometimes I am filled with guilt and shame that I am not doing more to help. Then I open myself to the presence of God in the people around me, and try to respond to local initiatives. This type of prayer, enriched by the interaction of media and bible, leads me to challenging forms of action that I would avoid in my “normal” life. Even then action is not always the solution and prayer reminds me that often we just have to persevere knowing that God is with us.
At the same time, the media are bringing into our living rooms descriptions and pictures of untold harm that humans are inflicting on one another. The continuing wars around the world, along with the fear and poverty that go with them, raise quite different questions. Reflection on the ongoing formation of our planet, expressed in the earthquakes, can be lived with. The ongoing destruction of one another in war is quite another question. The Christian response to the constant call of the bible to love one another can be seen in the situation in Christchurch but in war torn parts of the world I can see no sense. My prayer is largely “Why?” Prayer doesn’t bring any easy answers but the use of the bible and the newspaper does keep the issues close to me. 
Many forms of prayer

Solutions and deep insights are not always my goal when I have the bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other. As often as not the prayer is the prayer of awe, or bewilderment, or anger, or grief, or sorrow, or delight. Indeed, all the kinds of prayers found in the psalms and other parts of the bible are useful and compelling. I call to mind the many times the disciples were filled with awe or were amazed. I remember that Mary pondered things in her heart. I recall that Jesus wept for the women he met on his way to Calvary. I hear the anguish in “‘Eli, Eli, lema sabacththani?’ that is, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’” (Mt 27:46).
Often the media contain information that stretches my understanding. I am influenced not only by news of war or natural disaster but by the ponderings of scientists and others on the formation of our world, on its sustainability, and on our responsibility for the cosmos in which we live. My bible-influenced experience of the fidelity of God encourages me to reflect at length and at depth on many of these issues. Prayer is an expression of my awe, wonder, and questioning as I strive to understand the issues and absorb the changes I and others need to make in the way we live. This type of prayer is not an easy ride!

Strengths and weaknesses

When I reflect on praying with the bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other I see both strengths and weaknesses. One of my strong beliefs is that I have been born into this world, this land, at this particular time and that my relationship with God is in this context. My belief in the Incarnation, the Word become flesh, leads me to believe that the spirit of God is alive in this world at this time. Perhaps it is like reading the “signs of the times”, a term that became so popular after the Second Vatican Council. To be able to see the action of the Spirit in this world I need to know what is happening. Therefore, I need the newspaper and other media. 
The media also help me to think beyond myself. By having reflected on the events and challenges around me I can more easily make some thoughtful contribution to the society around me.  Because I am steeped in scripture, my reflection is influenced by the Christian tradition. This reflection, leading to prayer, gradually transforms.

Prayer with the bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other is more than an individual and solitary style of prayer. It enriches the Eucharistic Liturgy, the Prayer of the Church and all sorts of faith sharing groups. It is a balance to the style of prayer that calls for retreat from what is around us. It does require stillness and centring but these qualities are based on a deep awareness of the world in which I belong.

The practice of group reflection on the Sunday readings offers a wonderful opportunity for this form of prayer. Very often the Sunday readings have some connection to current events. The group opens my eyes to what has been happening beyond my own sphere of interest. It stretches me to think beyond myself and helps me to see the world through others’ eyes and through group members’ interpretations of the bible and the media. The interaction colours my prayer for the rest of the week. 

Literal reading

Although we have had access to good scriptural scholarship for a long time now, I still find in myself and others a tendency to read the bible literally. Keeping the bible and the media in balance assumes a good understanding of the scholarship involved including an understanding that the scriptures are still alive, transforming lives in the 21st century. This understanding makes it easier to avoid proof-texting, or trivial applications of the scripture to what is happening in our times. Reflecting on the media also calls for an understanding of the purpose of the writers and the various genres used, as proof-texting and trivial applications can also be used as we access the media. An awareness of these tendencies enriches my prayer and helps me respond to the God who is mystery, beyond trivial interpretation.

Bad news or Good News
My experience of the world that I gain through the media can be overwhelming. It is almost too much to reflect on the effects of tsunamis, earthquakes, floods, and other natural disasters. The damage that people do to other people through war, corruption, greed, and manipulation becomes almost too much to bear. The violence that is inflicted on the young and vulnerable in our own country is beyond belief. There is a strong temptation to dwell on the horror of these events but the challenge is to reflect on God’s fidelity as expressed in the bible. The remembering of the bible is about remembering not the horrors of history but the fidelity of God during times of despair and disaster. I am called to prayerful remembrance of this fidelity and to action that acknowledges this fidelity. Over exposure to the painful images presented in the media can, without prayerful reflection on the bible, lead to long term inaction.

Selective reading
When our Saturday newspaper arrives, the first thing we do in our community is to remove several sections and put them with the recycling material. While the newspaper is important we are very aware that we are not usually interested in property or car sales. Sometimes I wonder if this reflects the way I use the bible. There are parts of the bible that I seldom visit and many parts that I do not understand. I avoid these parts just as I avoid parts of the newspaper. Perhaps this is what my prayer is like. Parts of the newspaper and parts of the bible are put aside. Perhaps my prayer is similarly selective. Perhaps I always pray within my comfort zone or forget to pray about the mundane, boring, or seemingly meaningless parts of my life.   

It is easy for me to keep to a fairly simple source of information. My natural curiosity leads me to explore more than one source but I do need to ask myself if I am being honest in my search for truth. I am reluctant to read and reflect on the Book of Revelations as it is “too hard”. Similarly, I am reluctant to read articles on economics, both local and global. Again, the topic is “too hard”. I sometimes wonder if truth can be found when there is a selective approach to scripture passages or the media. Perhaps selective reading leads to selective prayer.

Genres

The genres of the media also influence what I read. By nature I am not attracted to the tabloids, except when I am anxiously sitting in a waiting room. Media that exploit the suffering of victims or that use unethical methods of attaining stories are in stark contrast to the writers who search for the truth that one finds in the bible. Sometimes there is not much difference in the degrees of violence in bible stories and tabloid stories but the purpose is different. When I take these stories to prayer the bible reflection challenges me to speak out against the manipulative use of stories that either distort truth or treat it with great disrespect.

For me, a favourite part of the daily newspaper is humour. The political cartoons and some of the comic strips open my eyes to the reality of life around me. They teach me two things: deep truth can be shown in humour or satire, and my foibles are universal and to be laughed at with others. Sometimes we take our bible and religion too seriously so it is good when we catch glimpses of humour. The sight of the tax-collector, Zacchaeus, up the tree (Lk 19:4) must have caused great mirth but the story behind that episode is an effective one even today.  My prayer is enriched through reflection on the humorous events of my life as they are highlighted in the bible or newspaper.

Sound bites

With the advent of electronic ways of receiving information, more and more news and information arrive in sound bites without any background material. While this is very useful for keeping up to date in a busy world it discourages people from trying to understand underlying causes. It is only a small step from that to praying with sound bites. While I strongly believe in the practice of praying at any time and for any length of time, I can see that there is a danger that this could lead to an unreflected prayer. My prayers of petition, especially, can be superficial. I need a time of prayerful reflection with both bible and newspaper to appreciate the issues and to hear what it is I am asking for in prayer, what I need to do, what we can do, and what we need to leave to our faithful God. I am so used to accessing the internet for immediate information that I can easily gain an expectation that prayers will be effective immediately. I can forget that transformation is usually slow, that discernment is a gradual process without any quick and easy answers.

Conclusion
The saying about preaching with the bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other that has been attributed to Karl Barth in the early 20th century still has value today. I have changed the emphasis slightly and have explored using the bible and the newspaper as a basis for a prayer that is rooted in living with God in this world at this time. The rapidly changing events of our daily life can gain some meaning when prayed about in the light of the faithful God of the bible. Both the bible and the newspaper can be dangerous at two levels. Firstly, they are dangerous when read carelessly without reference to context and genre because they can destroy the world. Secondly, they can be dangerous because if they are used in balance as a basis for personal and communal prayer they can energise people to transform the world. I know which danger I prefer.
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