Friday (The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius)
Go to Our Lord  and ask that he will obtain the grace for you from the Father for three things: firstly, a deep realisation of what sin in my life is, and a feeling of abhorrence at my own sinful acts; secondly, some understanding of the disorder in my life due to sin and sinful tendencies, that I may begin to know how to amend my life and bring order into it; thirdly, an insight into the world that stands opposed to Christ, that I may put off from myself all that is worldly and vain.
Scripture (Ecclesiasticus 35:11-12,16-19)
Do not try to bribe the Most High with presents, he will not accept them, do not put your trust in wrongly motivated sacrifices; for the Lord is a judge who is utterly impartial. Whoever wholeheartedly serves the Lord will be accepted, their petitions will carry to the clouds. The prayer of the humble pierces the clouds: and until it does they are not to be consoled, nor will they desist until the Most High takes notice of them, acquits the upright and delivers judgement. And the Lord will not be slow, nor will he be dilatory on their behalf.
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Is God necessary when you pray?
When Luke writes Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the tax-collector at prayer, (Luke 18:9-14), he makes it clear from the start who is the ‘goody’ and who the ‘baddy’. However, before I rush to ‘tut-tut’ at the Pharisee and become too comfortable with the tax collector, I need to ask myself who would I be most likely to get on with? Outside the Temple, assuming he is being truthful about himself, the Pharisee is a person of good character: he isn’t greedy, treats people fairly (although I suspect this might mean according to the letter of the law), doesn’t cheat on his wife and is a deeply committed religious man who goes well beyond ‘ticking the boxes’ , fasting more and tithing more than he needs to.   The tax collector, on the other hand, is a mirror image of all this: he is grasping, (thinking of when John the Baptist tells the collectors to exact no more than the rate, which suggests they habitually take more), he is unjust, (his money comes from being a willing part of a system which relies on extortion), and unfaithful to God (adulterous) in that he works for Caesar, who is treated as a deity. I think it is also safe to assume that fasting and supporting the Temple and the poor through tithes is not something which is high on his list of 'to dos'. I know who I’d rather live next door to or sit next to in church.

So why does Jesus say that God has less of a problem with the ‘baddy’ than the ‘goody’?

Jesus’ phrase, ‘the Pharisee said this prayer to himself’, is telling. He  comes before God full of his own goodness in comparison to other people. In other words, he justifies himself by going through a tick list of what he does right and doesn’t do wrong: he is a ‘self-made man’ who doesn’t need God. The tax collector, on the other hand, knows how much he needs God. He doesn’t make any excuses, nor does he minimise his faults and failings. He has, presumably, gone through quite a lot to come before God and is aware of how unworthy he is to admit that he needs God’s mercy.

Ecclesiasticus 35 teaches that God listens more to the prayers of the orphan, the widow and the humble than to those who come full of their own importance and whose prayer is not in tune with their daily life. This isn’t because God prefers the poor and lowly to the high and mighty, (he loves all equally), but because the prayer of those without status and who recognise their need of God is genuine and from the heart. Verse 11 tells people not to attempt to ‘bribe him with presents’ or to ‘put your faith in wrongly motivated sacrifices’. This points to the subtle anger in good religious people, the assumption that if I go to Mass, am generous, say my prayers, don’t do what I shouldn’t etc, then somehow I am more in God’s ‘good books’ because I’ve earned his grace. 

This is a religion based on ‘earning’ points with God by ‘being good’ and  puts me standing next to the Pharisee and with the people Jesus aimed the parable at: people who prided themselves on being virtuous and looked down on everyone else. This pride – relying on my own efforts – cuts me off from a right relationship with God who gives his grace freely, the grace that helps each of us to grow into his image and likeness. 

A good starting point for prayer is to thank God for what he has done for me, not what I have done myself. If I get this right, my prayer is more likely to be to God, in which case I will be ready to listen to him, not merely think things through for myself, and in listening, be open to what his word and to what his grace can work in me.                                               
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Monday (Henri Nouwen)
The Lord Jesus himself will teach you how to pray. You have been promised His Spirit who will bear your poor little efforts before the throne of grace and into the intimacy of God. Your prayer is a gift rather than the result of your own efforts. So don’t tire yourself out looking for beautiful thoughts or words, but stay attentive before God in humility and expectation. Don’t pray so that the world may admire you, nor to draws people’s eyes. Pray so that God may be glorified. In this way your life will be fed with prayer and full of a search for God. 
Scripture (Deuteronomy10:12,17-21)
‘And now, Israel, what does Yahweh your God ask of you? Only this: to fear Yahweh your God, to follow all his ways, to love him, to serve Yahweh your God with all your heart and all your soul, for he is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, free of favouritism, never to be bribed. He it is who sees justice done for the orphan and the widow, who loves the stranger and gives him food and clothing. Yahweh your God is the one whom you must fear and serve; to him you must hold firm. Him you must praise, he is your God.
Tuesday (Thomas Merton)
Although God lives in the souls of people who are unconscious of Him, how can I say that I have found Him if I never take any interest in Him or desire His presence in my soul? What good does it do to say a few formal prayers and then turn away? If my love does not reach out to Him but scatters itself in His creation, it is because I have reduced His life in me to the level of a formality, forbidding it to move me with a truly vital influence.  
Scripture (Luke 18:19-14)
Jesus spoke the following parable to some people who prided themselves on being upright and despised everyone else, ‘Two men went up to the Temple to pray, one a Pharisee, the other a tax-collector. The Pharisee stood there and said this prayer to himself, “I thank you, God, that I am not grasping, unjust, adulterous like everyone else, and particularly that I am not like this tax collector here. I fast twice a week; I pay tithes on all I get.” The tax collector stood some distance away, not even daring to raise his eyes to heaven; but he beat his breast and said, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner.” This man, I tell you, went home again justified; the other did not. For anyone who raises themselves up will be humbled, but those who humble themselves will be raised up.’
Wednesday (Fr. John, “Letters from a Russian Monk.)
You write that for twenty five years you have been reading and listening and feeding on God’s word, but it was no use. What use do you want it to have? Or do you want to see yourself faultless and holy in everything? Be satisfied with seeing your inadequacies, for from this gradually, imperceptibly, comes humility. Your prayer used to be dreamy and you thought something of yourself, but now you have begun to understand a little – so you can see yourself more truly. People want to see themselves as correct in every respect, but the closer a person comes to God, the more sinful he sees himself to be. 
Scripture (Ps. 51: 1-4,6,10-12)
Have mercy on me, God, in your faithful love, in your great tenderness wipe away my offences; wash me thoroughly from my guilt, purify me from my sin. For I am well aware of my offences, my sin is constantly in mind. Against you, you alone, I have sinned, I have done what you see to be wrong. But you delight in sincerity of heart, and in secret you teach me wisdom. God, create in me a clean heart, renew within me a resolute spirit, do not thrust me away from your presence, do not take away from me your spirit of holiness. Give me back the joy of your salvation, sustain in me a generous spirit.
Thursday (Anthony Bloom)
It is important to remember that prayer is an encounter and a relationship which is deep, and this relationship can be forced neither on us nor God. If we could mechanically draw him into an encounter, force him to meet us simply because we have chosen this moment to meet him, there would be no relationship and no encounter. We can do that with an image, with the imagination or with various idols we can put in front of us instead of God; we can do nothing of the sort with the living God, any more than we can do with a living person.
Scripture (Phil. 4:4-8)
Always be joyful, then, in the Lord; I repeat, always be joyful. The Lord is near. Never worry about anything; but tell God of all your desires of every kind in prayer and petition shot through with gratitude, and the peace of God which is beyond our understanding will guard your hearts and your thoughts in Christ Jesus. Finally, let your minds be filled with everything that is true, everything that is honourable, everything that is  upright and pure, everything that we love and admire – with whatever is good and praiseworthy.
