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A Journey in Prayer
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By Randy Hain Catholic Converts ^ August 23, 2008

I was recently reflecting on my faith journey over the last few years. I converted to Catholicism in 2006 with my wife. I was raised in the Baptist church until I stopped attending as a 15 year old and had no relationship with God until I experienced a powerful personal conversion in late 2005 while attending my second mass. My 23 years in the "spiritual wilderness" were challenging in that my life revolved around only work and then after my marriage, family and work. God was always watching over me during these years, but I didn’t have a relationship with Him and I certainly didn’t pray to Him until after my conversion and surrender to His will. 
Before I began my RCIA classes in the Fall of 2006, I studied the Catholic faith in earnest. I tend to intellectualize everything and my first thoughts were to learn everything I could about our faith. I quickly realized there was more to our wonderful Faith than knowledge, history and tradition! I then began to focus on being the best Catholic I could be and started on my true faith journey, versus simply immersing myself in books. One of the biggest obstacles for me in those days was my lack of prayer life. I knew I needed to pray, but I couldn’t ever remember sincerely praying about anything. I was struggling with the typical male challenge of asking for help, especially asking God for help! Who was I to bother Him with my petty problems?
I went to one of our Deacons, shared my prayer challenges with him and asked for guidance. He looked at me with some amusement and said I was approaching prayer in the wrong way. "Don’t worry about asking for help just yet," he said. Simply go to the Lord with thanks and be grateful for the blessings in my life. Eventually, I learned to ask God for help and guidance, but my prayer life started by offering thanks to Him. The light bulb went off and I finally got it! I now understood that my faith journey would never grow unless I had an active prayer life. This was the beginning of my prayer journey that has continued to unfold and grow with each passing day. I would like to share with you the stages of my prayer journey as a Catholic, lessons I have learned and insights into how I pray in hopes you will find my experiences to be helpful.
Stage One of my prayer life was learning to thank God and be grateful. Going to Him in prayer and reflecting on the blessings and burdens in my life every day is how I learned to appreciate and acknowledge the Lord’s role in my life. To this day I never start a prayer without thanking Him.
Stage Two for me was learning to ask for forgiveness. I go to reconciliation frequently, but it is still important for me to ask the Lord for his pardon and forgiveness when I commit a sin-which is more frequent than I care to admit! It has become a daily Examination of Conscience for me to reflect on where I have failed Him and ask for forgiveness and the grace to not commit that sin again. 
Stage Three was asking for His help and guidance. This stage of prayer is also when I also learned to pray for others and their needs. I think men in general struggle with asking for help and I am no exception. My growing prayer life and deepening faith journey has given me the humility to realize that I don’t have all the answers and that Jesus absolutely wants to help me. Early on I would tentatively ask for help with the BIG stuff like getting my family into Heaven, blessing our Priests and Deacons, giving our government leaders wisdom and so on. Now, I am very comfortable asking for His help and guidance in every facet of my life. But, first I had to gain the humility to recognize that without our Lord I am nothing and I need His strength.
Stage Four in my prayer journey has been learning to completely unburden myself to the Lord. This has occurred only in the last several months. I have always been inclined to carry my stress, frustrations, worries and fears like a secret weight around my neck. As I got better at asking the Lord for help, I began asking for His help to lighten these mental and emotional burdens. I am so grateful that I now can go to Him and absolutely give Him whatever is weighing me down, from work stress, to concern about my children’s future. Whatever it is, I share it with Jesus as he asked us to in Matthew 11:28-29, "Come to me, all you who are weary and find life burdensome, and I will refresh you. Take my yoke upon your shoulders and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble of heart. Your souls will find rest, for my yoke is easy and my burden light."
I am confident that there will be more and evolving stages of prayer growth for me if I am humble and focused on deepening my relationship with Christ. St. Teresa of Avila wrote frequently on the stages of prayer, especially in her book The Interior Castle. I hope to reach the contemplative and mystical prayer life she describes in her works and pray that Jesus will lead me there.
Some important lessons I have learned (and keep learning!) in my prayer life and would like to share include:
*Make time for prayer-just do it! If you don’t schedule prayer time and stick to it, it will not happen. Starting the day with prayer is often best and it builds slowly from there. Ask yourself if you would be willing to spend only 30 minutes a day with your loved ones. Hopefully the answer is a resounding NO! Ok, then why do we struggle to give the Lord at least 30 minutes a day in prayer? How you do it is not nearly as important as the act of doing it!
*Have the proper disposition before praying. It is important to have the right attitudes of humility and faith that God can and will help us before we start praying. Reading scripture or a book of meditations such as In Conversation With God or Imitation of Christ every day before prayer will help prepare our heads and hearts to approach the Lord in a deeper and more meaningful way.
*Work through the "dry patches." We all experience dryness in our prayers or have trouble focusing. We may feel that God is not listening. We may fall into the trap of asking God to validate what we want instead of submitting to His will. I am certain that you will experience this, but keep at it! Mother Teresa’s book revealed decades of dryness and despair in her prayer life and yet she persevered!
*Eucharistic Adoration is a gift. We are so fortunate to have perpetual Eucharistic Adoration in our parish. Going before the Blessed Sacrament and having quiet prayer time in the presence of Christ often energizes you and becomes a catalyst for dramatically growing your prayer life.
*Practice more listening and less talking in prayer. Adoration is the perfect place to listen to the Lord in complete silence. We are often so busy talking that we fail to hear Him which detracts from our quality prayer time.
*We can’t grow our Faith Journey without growing our Prayer Life! We simply will not grow our relationship with Christ unless we do so through prayer. According to the Catechism (2744): Prayer is the lifeblood of your faith. Without prayer, your faith will die.
Finally, I would like to share some insights on how I pray in hopes that it will inspire you and help you deepen your own prayer lives:
*I start every day by reading the bible or the Magnificat and the scripture for the mass that day. I then read In Conversation with God by Francis Fernandez and reflect on the meditation it contains and how it applies to my life. I follow with prayer and offer the day up to God.
*I have been a Eucharistic Guardian since January of 2007 and this is the best hour of my week. No matter what is happening in my life, I can come into the True presence of Christ and open up to Him in prayer. It is absolutely uplifting and energizing and a great way to start my day.
* I started praying the Rosary just three weeks ago and typically pray it on my way to work or while on the treadmill. I put praying the Rosary off for so long, but it is becoming a critical part of my prayer life and a true blessing. This goes hand in hand with my ever deepening love and appreciation for Mary and asking for her intercession and prayers.
*The Daily Examen, developed by the Jesuits, is a critical part of my daily routine. Basically, we are asked to stop five times throughout the day for a few minutes of reflection and prayer. Each stopping point has a specific purpose such as the Prayer of Thanksgiving, Praying for Insight, Praying that you will find God in all things that day, Praying for your desires and what you seek from God and finally a Prayer about the Future and what you will resolve to do tomorrow. It is best to actually put these 5-minute blocks on your calendar throughout the day so you will be reminded.
*Pray at every meal-public and private. It is important for us be thankful and acknowledge Christ and ask for His blessing.
*My wife and I pray with our children every night. It is important for them to develop their own prayer lives, but they see our example and we also grow by sharing our prayer lives with them.
Brothers and sisters, I certainly don’t have all the answers and I am no expert on prayer. I simply want to share with you as someone who struggles with the same issues and obstacles, that my prayer life and my faith journey have grown together. I didn’t have any kind of prayer life just three years ago and now I couldn’t imagine living a life without one. To me prayer is anytime that I turn my attention to God and away from myself alone. It can be accomplished in a variety of ways and acts. Feeling worthy or inspired is not a great barometer for measuring our prayer life. Praying for….the desire for prayer is worthwhile and a good start. 

A Prodigal Son Returns - A Convert’s Journey into the Catholic Church
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By Randy Hain, May 22, 2012

I feel incredibly blessed to have found the Truth of the Catholic Church at the age of 40 after spending over two decades in what I call the "spiritual wilderness," a time when I had no faith in my life. This departure from God began in my teen years as I started to have serious doubts about my compatibility with the Baptist church and stopped attending at the age of 16.
This rebellion then evolved to me declaring that I was an agnostic in college and later spending years as a workaholic who was too busy for God. A familiar tale, perhaps?

My Departure

I am thankful that I grew up with faith-filled, hard working parents who taught me the values I still live by to this day. When I was nine, my parents moved from Annapolis, MD to a small town in south Georgia and became very involved in a local Baptist church. My earliest memory of this time was being baptized and going to the altar to "be saved."
As a teenager, I still attended church, but was starting to feel that I didn’t belong there. I thought our preacher was making it up as he went along during his sermons and God’s message was getting lost in his inclination to put on a "show" every Sunday. When I was 16, I announced to my parents that I didn’t want to go to church anymore. We argued about it a lot, but they had taught me to think for myself and permitted me to stop attending even though my decision hurt them. Their own faith was stronger than ever and I think they believed I would return soon. Little did any of us know that I was about to leave my relationship with God for a very long time. "The LORD is with me to the end. LORD, your love endures forever. Never forsake the work of your hands!" (Psalm 138:8)  

I graduated high school and went off to the University of Georgia on a partial scholarship, grant money, money my parents had scraped together, and student loans. My grades suffered as I thought of nothing other than having a good time with my friends. I would describe my college years as the most godless years of my life. I ignored everything I had been taught as a boy in church and embraced almost everything I knew in my heart to be wrong. I even told friends that I was an agnostic. "I command you: be firm and steadfast! Do not fear nor be dismayed, for the LORD, your God, is with you wherever you go." (Joshua 1:9)

I graduated from UGA in 1989 with a degree in political science. Leaving that hedonistic college town a few weeks after graduation was the best thing I could have done for my life and now it’s clear that God was watching over me during those self-indulgent years.

Shifting Priorities

I have always been a hard worker and took any job I had very seriously. Immediately after graduation, I joined a retail tire company in Atlanta. I spent several years with this organization in roles of increasing leadership responsibility. On the outside I was making a good living and my career was going well, but I was empty inside. God was still nowhere to be found in my life and attending church was the farthest thing from my mind. But, He was still looking out for me. I met a young woman named Sandra Sienicki in 1993. We dated and quickly fell in love. I was feeling truly happy for the first time in a decade! We got engaged and were married in a Methodist Church in November of 1994.

My wife was baptized Catholic and came from a big New York Italian/Polish family, but her parents did not take her or her sister to church and she was never confirmed. Sandra believed in God, but she was not focused on having any kind of church life when we first married. I had given up my college agnosticism and believed in God again, but was not sure what to do about it. We would discuss going to church, but always found reasons not to go.

In October 1997 we were blessed with the birth of our first son, Alex. We were a very happy family. My career was progressing well in my new role as the Vice President of Recruiting for Waffle House, a billion dollar restaurant company I had joined in 1995. Sandra was able to quit her job and be a stay-at-home mom when Alex was born. In December of 1999, I changed the direction of my career and joined Bell Oaks Executive Search in order to cut down on work travel and spend more quality time with my family.

When our son Alex was 27 months old, we received the devastating diagnosis that he had autism. We both went into an emotional tailspin for a month as we tried to make sense of this news and understand how this could have happened. I wish that we had known how to pray back then, because we desperately needed God during those dark days. (II Corinthians 4:8-9)  "We are afflicted in every way, but not constrained; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed."
We pulled ourselves together as we realized that this was not about us. It was about Alex. He needed our love, our focus, and the best medical care we could provide for him. As my wife and I were learning to give Alex what he needed, we began to talk more seriously about a church home, but again nothing happened. We needed God, but we were still lost and didn’t know how to find Him. Our second son, Ryan, was born in 2001 and he is now a wonderful boy of 11 who is bright, active, and has developed as a typical child. He loves his brother very much and has a very compassionate heart for which we are grateful.

Beautiful Surrender

The years passed. Attending church was still a topic of discussion, but nothing more.

Then in 2005, my wife was driving around one day a few miles from our home and accidentally discovered St. Peter Chanel Catholic Church. She excitedly told me about the beautiful parish and surrounding campus, which led to a lengthy discussion about the possibility of us joining the Catholic Church. Sandra began asking around, talking to friends and reading about the Church. While I was cautious about us becoming Catholic, I was very interested in its traditions and history and decided I should at least investigate. We met with the pastor, Fr. Frank, over the following weeks and felt drawn to the friendly parishioners. In the fall of that year, we started attending Sunday Mass at St. Peter Chanel and Sandra began formal instruction in the Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults. Our plan was for me to enroll in the next RCIA class so I could be with our sons while Sandra attended classes.
Then, the Lord really got my attention. I was attending our second Mass with my family in early October of 2005. The Mass had just begun and I felt very uneasy, a feeling which had started when I woke up that morning. I was white as a sheet, sweating and felt very anxious. My family thought I was having a heart attack! This lasted for about 10 minutes. I remember thinking for the first time in my life, "Jesus, I don’t know what to do anymore and I need your help. I surrender. Please lead and I will follow." As soon as I thought these words, I felt something like a strong push from behind…then I felt absolutely fine. I met with a deacon of the parish the next day who helped me understand that I had been helped by the Holy Spirit to let go of 23 years of stubbornness, pride, and ego that had been keeping me from Christ. At the age of 40, I had finally reached a place where I was ready to surrender to Christ and put His will before my own.

I experienced a "dying of self" the very minute I acknowledged that I was no longer in charge of my life. It is amazing to me that I never felt stronger and more alive than at the very moment I chose to trust and surrender to His Will. I had been in the spiritual wilderness for almost a quarter of a century and Christ was bringing me home. (John 3:8)  The wind blows where it wills, and you can hear the sound it makes, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes; so it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.

A New Fervor

From a reluctant and cautious investigator of the Church, I became on fire for my new-found faith. My spiritual awakening took my family and friends by surprise. I read voraciously about the Catholic faith and met with our priests and deacons as often as possible. As my wife was completing her return to the Church of her baptism through RCIA, I kept busy with apologetics classes, Bible studies, reading, and talking to anyone I could about our Catholic faith.

Our sons were baptized in 2006 and I started RCIA in late summer of that year. My wife and I had our marriage convalidated in November and I came into the Church during the Feast of Christ the King, right after Thanksgiving. That year was such a turning point in our lives! We had been blessed by God with a great family, our faith had become an incredible source of strength, and we finally had the spiritual foundation that had always been missing in our lives. I will never forget that year and I thank our Heavenly Father every chance I get for not giving up on me and welcoming me home.

Mr. Randy Hain is the Managing Partner of Bell Oaks Executive Search in Atlanta and actively serves on a number of non-profit boards in the Atlanta community. He is the Business Manager and Senior Editor for The Integrated Catholic Life which he co-founded with Deacon Mike Bickerstaff in 2010. Randy is a co-founder of the Annual Atlanta Catholic Business Conference, the Catholic Business Cafe and leads the St. Peter Chanel Business Association (Faith at Work) Ministry.

Randy is a prolific writer and frequent presenter on a number of topics including faith, family, integration, leadership and human capital. His first book, entitled “The Catholic Briefcase: Tools for Integrating Faith and Work”, was released in late November 2011 by Liguori Publications. The book provides practical advice on how to integrate the Catholic faith with our work and offers inspiration through the examples of real Catholics in the workplace. He is currently working on his second book for Liguori, which will be released in November 2012.

A convert to the Catholic Faith in 2006, Randy and his wife have been married for 17 years and have two sons.
