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"Teach us to pray" was one of the few things the disciples
asked of Jesus. He gave them a model prayer; "Our Father who
art in heaven..." Tertullian calls the Lord's Prayer "an epitome
of the whole gospel."

On Sundays, we, like those disciples before us, come to Jesus
asking, "Teach us to pray." The Prayer of Intercession comes right
after the sermon and scripture because the word helps us to discern
between true and false prayer, between praying as a pagan and
praying as a Christian. It tells us what it means to pray "in
Jesus' name," which means in the spirit of our Lord.

Sunday morning worship is a sort of "school for prayer" When
someone says, "I don't know how to pray. I don't know what to
say," we say, "Come to church. Pray for your sin, intercede for the
needs of others, give thanks; you'll get the hang of it."

Yet what do people learn in this "school for prayer,"? I had
to ask myself that question a few years ago when a man in my church
told me that he needed to talk about a terrible problem in his life.

"My supervisor is making my life miserable," he said. "At work
is is on my back from the moment the whistle blows. He shouts at
me, humiliates me, tries to make a fool of me before the other
workers. And the thing I fear the most is that I hate him so much,
I am fearful that one day he'll push me so far that I'll pick up a
wrench and bash his brains out. What can I do?"

"Well," I said, "this is terrible. You must try something.
Have you tried prayer?"

"Prayer?"

"Yes," I continued. "What if you prayed every morning before
going to work, asking God to give you the inner peace and assurance
you need to endure this person's insults. and pray for your
supervisor. He sounds as if he needs help. After all, Jesus tells
us to "pray for our enemies and the bless those who persecute us".

The man looked a bit baffled for a moment. He thought, then
said, "I never heard us pray for our enemies before on Sunday
morning."

It was me. What sort of example had my prayers been for him?
"0 Lord, we thank you for the sun, and the birds, and the bees, and
blah, blah, blah..."

Lee Keck, of Yale, who preached here last spring, has called
the "Pastoral Prayer" a "bowl of wet noodles dumped on a
congregation."

As a preacher, as someone who leads prayer regularly, I must
ask myself what I'm saying about prayer, but the way I lead prayer
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-- a cliché-ridden goulash of conventional phrases and sweet-
sounding platitudes served up with honey-throated voice -- or an
earnest attempt to law ourselves open before God?

As Paul says, "We do not know how to pray as we ought" (Rom. 8:
26). Prayer, truly Christian prayer -- i.e. prayer "in Jesus' Name"
-- does not come naturally. It's not a matter of telling God what
we want -~ that sort of thing comes quite naturally, any pagan can
do that. No, prayer, Christian prayer, is a matter of putting our
wants alongside God's wants. Knowing that God's will may be
different from our wills, our prayers must begin as Jesus' prayer --
"thy kingdom come, thy will be done" -- and end, "Nevertheless, not
my will, but thine be done."

Because Christian prayer does not come naturally, prayer is a
problem for many modern people. What are we
doing here? For what are we supposed to ask? What to say?

For some, prayer has become little more than auto-suggestion,
self-therapy. 1In their view, prayer is mainly of value in helping
us to get our heads straight about what we ought to do: Prayer is a
time for quiet meditation so that we might enter ever more deeply
into our own already inflated egos.

Note how many of our prayers are addressed to ourselves, rather
than God. "Make us ever more mindful," we say. Our prayers become
thinly disguised preaching, practical atheism in which God doesn't
really matter because we are only talking to ourselves. This makes
prayer seem silly, pointless.

John Wesley once said, "The end of your praying is not to
inform God, as though he knew not your wants already, but rather to
inform yourselves." Wesley's suggestion is dangerous. 1Is God there
or not? That may not have been a question for Wesley, but it is for
us. Is there anyone "out there" who hears and who cares? This
frightening, fundamental question is at the heart of prayer.
Everything depends upon the answer. It will not do to fudge and say
things like, "Prayer is mainly of value in putting us in the right
frame of mind to solve the problems which beset us." No. Either we
are speaking to a God who acts, or we are merely prattling on to
ourselves.

Yet in asking God for things, we have said, "Thy will be done
on earth as it is in heaven." Prayer is conversation with God, not
magic. Prayer is. not some magical formula through which we hope to
entice an apathetic God to act in a way which pleases us. Our
prayer is the worshipful recognition that God is continually acting
in the world and the public signifying of our desire to be part of
that activity. God will be working for good in the world, for order
out of chaos, for justice and peace, whether we do or not.

If we really want peace, food, justice, then we should resort
not to prayer but to action. If these problems cannot be set right,
then we must endure the attendant frustration and disappointment and
find a way of living without despair.

In prayer we ask for what God can and will do. But we also, in
prayer, acknowledge, "Thy will be done," realizing what God does not
do. There are many things we ask God to do -- feed the hungry, send
rain, make peace, work reconciliation -- which we are unwilling to




do because of the sacrifice and struggle, the conversion and
suffering it might cause us. Yet there are things which God, for
some reason, cannot or will not do. Why? We usually do not
understand why we pray for badly needed rain and get none or ask for
a tumor to be healed and it becomes worse. Prayer does not usually
answer the Why? But our prayer can give us the faith to live with
the absence of answers. And, for the Christian, that faith is
considered a good deal more valuable even than answers.

Curiously, although modern humanity has been successful at
solving so many of its problems with more research, better hygiene,
advances in technology, we are impressed with the insolubility of
many problems. Ecological crisis, shortage of natural resources,
overpopulation, war, economic decline, nuclear proliferation -- many
despair that we have the capacity to solve these big issues.

We have succeeded in solving so many age-old human dilemmas, we
assume that we can eradicate every evil and cure every ill. Because
God is good and generous in so many areas of life, we assume that
God must do all that our hearts desire. It is natural, in a world
where we get most of what we want, with pushbutton speed, that we
should assume that prayer is a technique for getting what we want.
Janis Joplin sings, "O Lord won't you give me a Mercedes Benz. My
friends all drive Porsches I must make amends, worked hard all my
lifetime, got no help from my friends, O Lord won't you buy me a
Mercedes Benz." Prayer as, "Give me, Give me."

No. For us now, in worship, joining our voices in intercession
for the world, prayer is a means of getting what God wants. -

A woman lay in a hospital bed, body inflamed by the spread of
cancer. Day after day we prayed for healing. Each day I could see
her silent disappointment that she was not being healed.

Then one day she said, "Today let's not pray that I'll be .
healed. God knows that I hate this illness. God knows I want to be
healed. Let's pray that, whether I'm healed or not, I'll feel close
to God because even if I'm not healed -- especially if I'm not
healed ~-- what I really want is God."

~ When all is said and done, we want not simply peace, justice,
health, bread. We want God. When we pray that God's will be done
on earth as it is in heaven, this means that we want God as present
to us on earth as God is present in heaven. We're doing in prayer
what we have been doing during this entire service: we are
continuing to lay ourselves open to the presence of God, no matter
what.

In prayer we ally ourselves with that will, making our desires
more congruent with God's desires. We don't simply wish that the
poor should be fed, but that we should be participants in God's
active love for the poor. We don't simply want peace; we want God's
peace, peace on God's terms. We open ourselves up to new
possibilities for participating in the reign of God. Prayer is
education in desire, voicing our desires, placing them next to the
desires of God as expressed in scripture and in sacrament.

It is proper to be specific here, to get down to concrete
particulars of what our hearts desire, to say our petitions aloud,
in public, as you will soon do. In so doing, we bring these wants
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to the light of truth. Now in public, our wants are judged,
purified, scrutinized. To pray "in Jesus' name" means to pray as he
prayed in Gethsemane, ready to submit to the will of God, ready to
be part of the coming kingdom, even if its advent means our
suffering change.

The church which prays for healing is usually the one which is
willing to change the bandages, empty the bedpans, keep the night
vigils. The Midwestern farmer who prays for rain for fellow farmers
is the one who sends bales of hay to South Carolina. In our social
concern and work for justice we are only doing what we asked for in
prayer. Our work is an extension of our prayer, not a substitute
for it, and vice versa. As Rabbi Abraham Heschel described the
1960's freedom march at Selma, Alabama: "For many of us the march
from Selma to Montgomery was prayer. Legs are not lips, and
walking is not kneeling. And yet our legs uttered songs. Even
without words, our march was worship. I felt my legs were praying."

To pray "in Jesus' name" means to position ourselves to look at
life as he did, to stand not above the poor, the sick, and the
lonely but beside them. Gradually, if we keep at it, Sunday after
Sunday, as the scriptures urge us to be persistent, we find that the
desires we wanted to lift up to God have been converted. "“Give me,
give me," becomes "Make me, make me." Prayer changes things -- even
us!
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