C. S. Lewis on Time and Prayer
In these talks, I’ve had to say a good deal about prayer. And before going on to my main subject
tonight, I’d like to deal with a difficulty some people find about the whole idea of prayer. Somebody
put it to me by saying: “I can believe in God alright, but what I can’t swallow is this idea of Him
listening to several hundred million human beings who are all addressing Him at the same moment.”
And I find quite a lot of people feel that difficulty.
Well, the first thing to notice is that the whole sting of it comes in the words “at the same moment.”
Most of us can imagine a God attending to any number of claimants if only they come one by one and
He has an endless time to do it in. So what’s really at the back of the difficulty is this idea of God
having to fit too many things into one moment of time.
Well that, of course, is what happens to us. Our life comes to us moment by moment. One moment
disappears before the next comes along, and there’s room for precious little in each. That’s what Time
is like. And, of course, you and I tend to take it for granted that this Time series – this arrangement of
past, present and future – isn’t simply the way life comes to us but is the way all things really exist.
We tend to assume that the whole universe and God Himself are always moving on from a past to a
future just as we are. But many learned men don’t agree with that. I think it was the Theologians who
first started the idea that some things are not in Time at all. Later, the Philosophers took it over. And
now some of the scientists are doing the same.
Almost certainly God is not in Time. His life doesn’t consist of moments following one another. If a
million people are praying to Him at ten-thirty tonight, He hasn’t got to listen to them all in that one
little snippet which we call “ten-thirty.” Ten-thirty, and every other moment from the beginning to the
end of the world, is always the Present for Him. If you like to put it that way, He has infinity in which
to listen to the split second of prayer put up by a pilot as his plane crashes in flames.
That’s difficult, I know. Can I try to give something, not the same, but a bit like it? Suppose I’m
writing a novel. I write “Mary laid down her book; next moment came a knock at the door.” For Mary,
who’s got to live in the imaginary time of the story, there’s no interval between putting down the book
and hearing the knock. But I, her creator, between writing the first part of that sentence and the
second, may have gone out for an hour’s walk and spent the whole hour thinking about Mary. I know
that’s not a perfect example, but it may just give a glimpse of what I mean. The point I want to drive
home is that God has infinite attention, infinite leisure to spare for each one of us. He doesn’t have to
take us in the line. You’re as much alone with Him as if you were the only thing He’d ever created.
When Christ died, He died for you individually just as much as if you’d been the only man in the
world.
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