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Unanswered Prayers 
 

“Ask and it shall be given to you,” said Jesus. In prayer, we all ask for what we need or want. 

Forty years ago, I used to pray for a parking space. You might have prayed for a sunny day. Both 

are unreasonable prayers, as if God were some kind of cosmic bellhop striving to fulfill our every 

request.  
 

For many years, I intensely prayed my kid sister and my brother would be cured of cancer. They 

were not. When it comes to faith, we touch more then we can hold. All of our endless unanswered 

prayers attest to this reality. Unanswered prayers engender a sorrow we have to deal with one 

day at a time as we slowly search for explanations why God seemed to abandoned us. We search 

for God’s presence in God’s absence. We hope for miracles, but we don’t really expect them.  
 

Yet who else but God has kept Santa Chiara afloat for more than five years despite my inept 

management. Sure, the goodness within peoples’ hearts gets a hefty share of credit for our 

survival, but the goodness within the hearts of our donors is the very goodness of God made 

manifest. 
 

Asking questions about our unanswered prayers is not an indication of our unbelief. The 

questions are an inevitable consequence of a deepening faith. This is the mystery of faith: while 

we walk by faith, not by sight, we never walk alone. We are never alone in our suffering. 

 

The Voice of the Shepherd 
 

John’s unique gospel says the voice of the shepherd calls us, and that the followers of the 

shepherd know the voice of the shepherd. The mystical voice of the shepherd calls us home, home 

to the experience of shelter and peace. We often lose touch with this voice because of the many 

distractions of life. 
 

At times we are driven to ask big, life-altering questions, such as what is the meaning of my life 

or did I make a huge mistake in a promise or vow I made but feel as if I can no longer keep, or do 

I have some deep unhealed wounds. These big, unanswered questions often follow some tragedy 

or nagging difficulty in our lives. But the voice calls us from this place of inner conflict and tells 

us to come home to a place of harmony. 
 

For too long I listened to the voice of the world, for too long I lived by false assumptions about 

life, for too long I was too busy to listen to the inner, mystical voice of the shepherd calling me 

home. I knew the words of the 23rd Psalm—the Lord is my shepherd—but I did not know the 

voice of the shepherd. I was lost. 
 

Even after my conversion, I became so busy with my ministry, the voice of the shepherd became 

muted. A few years ago, I realized I needed to find a place of silence in order to hear more clearly 

the voice of the shepherd. Slowly I began to hear, albeit faintly, an inner voice in my own life 

calling me home to a deeper mystical experience. But as I resumed filming and speaking, I found 

myself once again becoming too busy to hear the voice of the shepherd. 



 

I need to listen more intently for the voice of the shepherd. I need to be more diligent in creating 

space of silence. My time in Merton’s hermitage taught me that I needed to create my own 

Gethsemani hermitage within the walls of my busy life. It took a long time to put the lessen into 

practice. 

 

Absent or Present 
 

This first appeared in the Journal back in May before I was knocked down by Covid-19. 
 

God never seems to be where I expect God to be. I want God to lead me where I want to go. We 

seem content to be near God but have no genuine interest in being with God…because that would 

mean changing everything. When I really examine my life, I see clearly how God is absent during 

long stretches of my day. If that is the case, and it surely is, then how can I say I am following 

God. (Of course, God is never absent; but God’s presence amounts to absence if we elect not to 

be open to it. God never forcefully intrudes on our freedom to accept or reject God’s presence.) I 

guess there is a reason Paul instructs us to pray always. To be a true contemplative is to learn 

how to be praying while doing other stuff, to continually strive to be in the presence of God. To 

be absent from God is to be near death. Often our prayers seem to go unheard or unanswered. 

Sometimes things go so horribly wrong in our lives that we truly feel as if God is not only absent, 

but that God has actually abandoned us. In 2010, during a very dark time in my life, that is exactly 

how I felt. 
 

Now with the surge of the coronavirus, the entire world is in a dark, frightening, isolated time, 

yet I do not feel fearful or alone even as I sit sequestered in Haiti surrounded by five dozen 

squirming kids who depend upon me and who don’t understand social distancing—they just 

want hugs and kisses.   

 

Hidden Among the Stars 
 

Another Journal flashback. 
 

“There is no one who does not go down into the darkness where the waters do not flow and we 

starve for want of hope.” 

-Joan D. Chittister 

Scarred by Struggle, Transformed by Hope 
 

Sunday, January 3, 2016 at 5:40am. Today is the Feast of the Epiphany. I quote a snippet from a 

sermon by Saint Peter Chrysologus, who was a bishop of Ravenna, Italy, who died around the 

year 450 and was known for his works of charity and dynamic preaching: “Today the Magi find, 

crying in the manger, the one they have followed as he shone in the sky. Today the Magi see 

clearly, in swaddling clothes, the one they have long awaited as he lay hidden among the stars. 

Today the Magi gaze in deep wonder at what they see: heaven on earth, earth in heaven, man in 

God, God in man, one whom the universe cannot contain now enclosed in a tiny body. As they 

look, they believe and do not question, as their symbolic gifts bear witness: incense for God, gold 

for a king, myrrh for one who is to die.” 
 



In all likelihood, the story of the Magi never happened. The Gospel writer was far more interested 

in theology than history or science. While the story may not be literally true, it is symbolically 

true because, as William J. O’Malley, SJ points out in his book Help My Unbelief, the underlying 

message being conveyed by Matthew, whose is the only Gospel to mention the story, is that “Jesus 

came not just for poor, illiterate, Jewish shepherds but also for rich, learned Gentiles of all races.”  
 

The message for us today is much more than that. (Those who believe the Bible is literally true, 

do themselves a great disservice because literalism dilutes the real power and meaning of a story 

like that of the Magi, which to my ear at least just sounds like a magical, pious story that does 

little to draw me closer to God.) The deeper meaning of the story is that we must become the light 

that leads others to Christ by our love for all, rejecting no one because of race, creed, or ethnicity. 

(Being a follower of Christ does not make me better than anyone else.) To become the light of 

Christ requires us to stay focused, as the Magi did, on the Light of Christ. But sadly, it is easy for 

us to only see the darkness that surrounds us. At times that darkness is so overwhelming it pushes 

us to think that God does not exist. Even such a saintly person as Mother Teresa succumbed to 

those deep doubts. Some people were shocked to read these words from her: “So many 

unanswered questions life within me, afraid to uncover them – because of the blasphemy. If there 

be a God – please forgive me. When I try to raise my thoughts to heaven – there is such convicting 

emptiness that those very thoughts return like sharp knives and hurt my soul.” As I typed those 

dire words from a real saint, I felt myself on the verge of tears because I understood her agony 

and doubts. There are days my doubts seem close to crushing my faith to death. Yet Mother 

Teresa’s honesty gives me the hope and courage to continue to move toward the Light and not 

allow the darkness to consume me.  
 

Who am I to write about spiritual things? I’m just another stumbling sinner struggling to find my 

way to Jesus. In his Gospel story of the Magi, Matthew writes: “Where is the newborn king of the 

Jews?” I think he is hidden, not in the stars only, but in the less spectacular events of our daily 

life, in our mundane struggles to just get through the day, to earn a living, and care for our 

families. He is also hidden on the margins of society where the poor, the lonely, the depressed, 

the abandoned, and the victims of violence in all forms struggle for the daily bread of kindness 

and hope. We don’t see the “newborn king” because we are not looking for the Light or are 

distracted by the garish and often tawdry distractions of our consumer-crazed society. Worse, we 

often prefer to live with our illusions rather than wrestle with the Truth. 
 

If Christ’s Light shines through us and we become transmitters of that Light, our little corner of 

the world will be transformed and the darkness will be overcome. In his letter to the Colossians, 

St. Paul says that as followers of Christ we need to be clothed in sincere compassion, in kindness 

and humility, in gentleness and patience, and that we need to bear with each and forgive each 

other. And over all these “clothes” we need to put on love and always be thankful. If in this New 

Year, we made a sincere effort to follow Paul’s advice, we would slowly change the world that 

surrounds each of us as we make the Light of Christ more visible to those living in darkness. 
 

“If the whole world were only capable of grasping this principle that true happiness consists only 

in the freedom of disinterested love – the ability to get away from ourselves, and our limited sphere 



of interests and appetites and needs, and rejoice in the good that is in others, not because it is also 

ours, but formally in so far as it is theirs!” 

-Thomas Merton 

Raids on the Unspeakable 
 

Over Christmas (2015) Pope Francis made impromptu visit to Greccio (about 90 minutes north of 

Rome) and the mountainside Franciscan shrine that memorializes the nativity scene created by 

St. Francis. I’ve done extensive filming in Greccio and it holds a warm place in my heart. Francis 

dropped in on a youth meeting and told the surprised young people that the Christmas star, 

which in the Bible led the three wise men to Jesus, today should always lead Christians toward 

“the smallest, the most vulnerable, and the marginalized.” 

 

Being left on a garbage dump when only a day old certainly made Peter Francis “the smallest, the 

most vulnerable, and the [most] marginalized.” 
 

 
Me and Peter Francis when he was just a few weeks old. 

 

Quote of the Day 
 

Delight in prayer is no measure of our love of God. But if we bear difficulties patiently, resist the 

urges of self-love resolutely; and fulfill our duties in life willingly, if we live trusting in 

Providence and desiring to be known only by God – then we will show that we truly love God. 

Such deeds are unmistakable signs of love. Let us be faithful in doing God’s will because all else 

is unworthy of the name of love. 

-St. Jane Frances de Chantal 


