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When You Pray
Luke 11:1-13

Not long after Alayne and I moved into our neighborhood in Tennessee, the neighbors on both sides of us put their houses on the market.  One afternoon I stood outside talking with one of my neighbors about their upcoming move and, motioning to the house on the other side of ours, I said, “You know, with you and the other family moving, Alayne and I have wondered if we did anything to run off all our neighbors.”

I was joking, but as my mother often reminds me, people don’t always know when you’re joking. Anyway, my neighbor’s response to my seemingly obvious joke has troubled me a bit.  “No, I don’t think that’s it,” she said.  She managed a bit of a chuckle, but I was left to wonder.  She left a bit too much wiggle-room in that think of hers.  Why were both families moving?

The first family who lived in one house next door to us decided to move because they needed more space.  That, I understood.

The neighbors in the other house next door to us moved away quickly, leaving behind an unsold house still filled with their furniture and most of their belongings. They moved because they sensed through prayer that God was telling them to move. That, I didn’t understand.

And, while I won’t give you all of the empirical data that I’ve collected over the years, I can tell you that my experiences as a pastor tell me that prayer is near the top of the list of things that people of faith are confused about. And I’m not just talking about the fear that most of us have that someone is going to call on us to lead the prayer at some church event. No, I’m talking about that lingering suspicion that haunts so many of us, the suspicion that we are somehow the only ones who haven’t got a clue when it comes to prayer.

And, to be honest, there are a lot of people who will feed that suspicion if you let them. I remember the time I visited the hospital for a church member’s surgery, and we had prayer before she was taken to the operating room. Then, one of her daughters wanted the two of us to go down to the hospital chapel to pray. Just before we started to pray together, she looked at me and said, “Let me tell you what to pray for. I don’t want one of those “Presbyterian” prayers that you’re used to praying. Pray something like this….

I suspect you have some sort of story like that as well from a well-intentioned companion on your journey of faith. They have done their best to convince you that if you just get the words right and your faith lines up and your posture is perfect, then you too can become a master of prayer and get results. But what those prayer gurus often forget, bless their hearts, is that prayer is so much more about relationship than answers.

As I’ve reflected on my neighbors’ prayer-inspired move these last several years, I have discovered that there’s a lot about prayer that I simply don’t comprehend.  And truthfully, that’s not a new discovery for me.  Of all the things a pastor ought to have a grasp on, it’s prayer, but I find myself constantly asking of God what the disciples once asked—“Lord, teach me how to pray.”
I first went public with my doubts on prayer about twelve years ago.  It was at a denominational senior high conference.   A group of about twenty of us were discussing prayer and one girl offered something along these lines: “I know God has a plan for my life.”

Comforting thought to some, perhaps, but in this discussion of prayer, it begged a question for me: “If God has a neatly worked out plan, what part do my prayers play in it?”

I wasn’t asking a trick question.  I wasn’t trying to steer her and the others into a new way of thinking.  I was simply seeking with other disciples on the journey of faith—what do I make of my prayers? Unfortunately, one of the other adults in the group began his cabin devotional that night with these words: “John Leggett was telling people there’s no need to pray.”

Since then, I’ve been less open about my struggles with prayer.  But, those struggles haven’t lessened—in fact, they’ve probably deepened.  I still find myself constantly echoing the disciples’ words in today’s reading from Luke’s Gospel: “Lord, teach us to pray.”

Our culture is asking that question a lot these days. Books about prayer that offer you the complete how-to guide supported by stunning testimony to what the right way of praying accomplishes are flying off the shelves almost as quickly as the final Harry Potter novel.  People everywhere are trying to figure out what it means to pray.

While there’s always been a desire among us to learn to pray, the events of 9/11 and the ongoing war have deepened that desire.  Churches around the world have been asking us to pray, and we have.  But after years of praying for peace and for an end to terror, is it too much of a stretch to say that we’re losing heart?  Have we got a prayer left? 

Luke’s gospel is written to a church facing the same struggles.  They were a community deeply invested in prayer for the fulfillment of God’s kingdom, but when they looked around, it didn’t seem as if God was listening to their prayers.  They were becoming discouraged and were losing heart.  Luke was writing to a church that was praying, but who was beginning to wonder if their prayers mattered at all.
That happens to us, doesn’t it?

We pray to God, not even sure what words to use, not sure if we’re being heard at all, and, when things we pray for don’t happen, it’s easy to lose heart.  And so we start praying less, until we finally stop praying at all.  It’s the old “I won’t be disappointed if I don’t ask for anything” routine.

We pray, but too soon we lose heart.

Throughout the scriptures, Jesus encourages the church again and again to pray.  In spite of our confusion, in spite of our doubts about what it does, no matter that evidence around us often suggests that our prayers aren’t being heard at all.  Persevere in prayer, says Jesus, and the church has tried to do that ever since.

Admittedly, it’s difficult to persevere in prayer for wholeness when there’s so much brokenness.  It’s hard to persevere in prayer for peace when the world is at war.  It’s hard to persevere in prayer when it seems as if our prayers for God’s kingdom to come in its fullness go unheeded.  It’s hard to persevere in prayer and too soon we lose heart.

What will keep us from losing heart?  Not easy evidence that what we pray for happens.  No, we will not lose heart in our prayer when we discover again and again that what we truly seek in answer to our prayers is God.  In prayer we are seeking after the heart of God and seeking to live our lives in response to who God is.

Samuel Weber is a Catholic priest who once taught a course on prayer that I attended.  It was a J-Term class at Louisville Seminary, which meant it was only three weeks.  And just about every day, Brother Sam would enter the room and either write on the chalkboard or proclaim to us: “Pray as you can, not as you can’t.”  It was his way of saying that the number of answers to the question of how to pray may be equal to the number of people who are asked.  The important thing, in other words, is that you pray at all.

I used to teach a class on the principles of Christian worship through a seminary extension program each summer.  One year, we were waiting for Rachel to be born, so I began with an explanation of why I had a cell phone with me.  I told them that we were waiting for the birth of a child.  To me, it was nothing but a moment of practical explanation.

During the first break, however, one of my students came up to me and said: “I know I don’t know you too well.  This may not be appropriate.  But I want to pray for you and your wife.”  And he did.  Placing his hand on my shoulder, he prayed a prayer asking for God’s sustaining presence and blessing.  It was in many ways a remarkable moment.  I thought to myself: “I wouldn’t have done this.”  I would never have dared such a boldly intimate move.  And then I heard Brother Sam’s words: “Pray as you can, not as you can’t.”

I remember another time when I was visiting an older church member in the hospital.   While we talked, he told me about something that had happened earlier that morning.  One of the children of the congregation who was now an adult and worked at that hospital had stopped to visit him.  Tears welled up in his eyes and he said: “Tip prayed the most wonderful prayer.  It was a special moment.”

I thought to myself as I began to pray with him, “You know, all that’s needed here is an amen to Tip’s prayer.”

It was a transforming moment for my ministry, and for the person Tip had visited.  Pictured before me was the very essence of what we in the church talk about all the time.  Tip was living out the priesthood of all believers, pouring out his heart in prayer for someone he loved.  I have no idea what he prayed.   I don’t know if he got all the theology just right.  But I know this: His prayer mattered.

And so do yours.  They matter to you.  They matter to the broader world, and they matter to God.  While I confess openly to my own wonderings about prayer, I unquestionably hold up for you and for me the biblical posture of Jesus who in all times and in all places seems to be praying to God.  And this praying Jesus invites—even commands—us to do the same.

The gospels seem to be saying time and time again: “Don’t wait until you understand it; just pray.”

“Don’t wait until you have everything neatly pinned down; just pray.”

“Don’t worry so much about your language of prayer that you forget the act of prayer.”

“Don’t worry that your prayers won’t sound religious enough or pretty enough or passionate enough; just pray!”

Standing in the face of biblical prayer and our questions about prayer, it seems pretty clear: Prayer is a mystery.  And, as with all mysteries, they lose something if we try to pin it down too carefully.

So, we ask along with the disciples: “Lord, teach us to pray.”

And Jesus, true to form, refuses to give us an answer—rather, he gives us a model.  The Lord’s Prayer, we call it.  It’s a model for our prayers.  And, when all else fails, when you can think of no other words with which to pray, those words are there for your use.

But they also send you to other words and other thoughts that you are more than welcome to pray.  For, if the scriptures tell us anything at all about prayer, it’s this: In the act of prayer itself, you have already received that which you truly seek, which is communion with God.

How then should you pray?  I can’t answer that for you.  I’m not even sure I can answer it for myself.  Perhaps the answer will come as we pray together.  Because, answers or not, right thinking or not, I will continue to pray.  Not because I’ve got it right.  But because Jesus did and told me to.

John P. Leggett
Massanutten Presbyterian Church
50 Indian Trail Road

Penn Laird, VA  22846

July 29, 2007
Seventeenth Sunday in Ordinary Time (Year C)
