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Ephesians 3:14-21

	I sat at my computer this week and tried to remember the first time I prayed and found that I couldn’t remember a time when I didn’t pray.   Prayer has always been a part of my life as I suppose that it is with you.  Prayer and praying just are a part of our lives.   Prayer is so integral to our humanity that it is probably impossible to think about not praying.  
	A few years ago I attended lecture by Marcus Borg, who was asked whether he prayed for other people.  His reply was that he didn’t understand the efficacy of praying for others but he did it often because there was something in him that told him that it was the thing to do.   I suspect that is true.   I suspect that there is something even in the most committed atheist that in times of fear and pain cries out to the God that isn’t believed to exist.   I suspect that we all have within us the desire to pray.  I suspect that we all pray.  
	The scripture this morning is the great prayer for the Ephesians.   It’s a wonderful, beautiful prayer in which the writer offers that his great dream that this congregation come to understand more and more the incredible dimensions of God’s love.   It’s a great prayer.   What no one finds unusual is that the writer is praying for the Ephesians.  No one is surprised about the act of one person praying for a congregation.   It seems completely natural, doesn’t it?  
	But I want to draw your attention to the idea that the great theologian, Marcus Borg, didn’t understand prayer.  I am mindful of a quote by Albert Einstein who remarked, “Prayer, someone should study prayer.”   Even as great a mind as Einstein didn’t understand prayer.   I am also mindful of a remark by Henri Nouwen who someone referred to as a “master” of prayer.   His response was to say that no one becomes a “master” of prayer – that we can only be learners.   
	
	And so I’ve been studying prayer.   Actually it has been a lifelong quest of mine to understand prayer.   I’ve taught several classes on prayer.  Across the years I’ve led several prayer groups.  I’ve got a whole section in my library devoted to prayer.  I’ve had some experiences of prayer that I still don’t know how to explain.   Finally after years of trying to figure it out, I think I’ve come far enough to share with you what I think I know.   

	A couple of weeks ago at the Spiritual Formation group to which I belong we were challenged to be creative.  We were provided with art supplies and all kinds of paper.  I chose to take a pen and write a statement of what I believe about prayer.    Here goes;

I believe that God is love.  
I believe that God is always present to us.  
I believe that God listens to every prayer.
I believe that prayer is connection with God that involves listening, speaking and silence as well as            ------petition and thankfulness.   It is God’s hope that we will learn to be in prayer all the time.
I believe that prayer is a way of holding our hopes, problems and dreams up to the love of God –              -----   and that always changes us.
I believe that prayer is a way of loosing energy into the world and toward the people we love --                 ------ Sometimes the result is healing and wholeness.
I believe that through prayer you and I can let go of burdens and concerns and find personal freedom.   
I believe that prayer opens our eyes to God’s presence and power, dreams and concerns.
I believe that God feels no compulsion to do what we ask.  God’s ways are mysterious and profound.  Sometimes we need to learn from the ways our prayers are answered or are seemingly ignored.
I believe that prayer may well be the greatest expression of God’s love for us.  God wants to be                 ------ connected with us.  
	I do not offer this statement to you as a finished product, but as a work in progress.   Feel free to write your own statement.  Let me know if you think that I have really missed the mark.  Who knows, you may be right.  
	But in light of that statement I want to ask the “how” question.  Let’s pretend for a second that my statement about prayer is correct, how then are we supposed to pray?   If I’ve come anywhere chose to describing the nature and purpose of prayer, how is it that we should pray?   As I ask that question these are the thoughts that occur to me.

	The first part of my answer has to do with individuality.   We are all distinct, unique individuals and our prayer lives are not going to be alike.   I’ve got a huge book on my shelf of the different ways to pray – it probably lists 75 different ways – and that can’t be all of them.    And no finds them all to be meaningful.   We all connect with God in our own way and don’t be afraid to keep reading and experimenting until you find the practice that helps you connect with God.
	I recently listened to a discussion about the Muslim Sufi writer, Rumi who founded the “whirling dervishes” a group who pray as they twirl and rotate around a central point – for hours on end.   The whole thought of praying as I twirl and rotate and sing doesn’t sound very attractive to me, but I love sitting quietly in silence – not even needing to say anything to God, but allowing myself to be open to God’s presence.  That works for me.   
I recently ran across a lecture by a campus minister who encouraged his students to fast for Lent – the 40 days leading up to Easter.   Only he didn’t mean they should stop eating.   He proposed a fast from electronics.   He asked his students to give up cell phones and computers for a day, or a weekend at a time.    What he believed was that most of us are waiting for God to break into our lives and interrupt us – but what happens if we interrupt ourselves, doing things that intentionally disrupt our lives?  What he found was that such a practice helped his students be more open to God.   That worked for them.  What works for you?

	That leads to my second thought which is intentionality.   My observation is that for the most part our prayer lives are pretty haphazard.   We pray when something happens about which we need God’s help.    But I have to wonder if that isn’t a little like the child who calls home only when he needs money.   I wonder if a well-rounded prayer life doesn’t include more than a list of requests.   I wonder if prayer shouldn’t include listening to God and perhaps just being open to God.   
	One of the things that I tell couples prior to their wedding is that they will have to be intentional about their marriages.  Good marriages don’t just happen.  They take work and they take intentional effort and I think that’s how it is with prayer.  Unless we become intentional about prayer; planning out when we’re going to pray and how we’re going to pray, I think it’s doubtful that our prayer lives will ever do more than scratch the surface of the possibilities.   
	And as I reflect on it, the greatest of those possibilities is not that God will “fix” all of my problems, but that I will know God.    I suppose it would be possible for God to create the world in such a way that prayer was unnecessary or just an impossibility.   It would be possible for God to just stop listening to our prayers.  But God does desire our prayers, our requests, our thanks, our questions and even our arguments.  God does want us to pray whatever is in our hearts, whatever is in our lives.   And why would God be willing to be bothered with our prayers?   Because God wants a relationship with us.  
	Our son, Chris is in an interesting situation for the summer.  He’s working at a church camp in the middle-of-nowhere Missouri where there is no cell service and so we can’t talk to him on the phone.   And it’s killing us because love always wants relationship and always wants connection.    God is willing to listen our prayers because God loves us and wants a relationship with us.   And prayer is our choosing to focus on God in some way for some purpose and that is how God wants us to live.
	And it’s how we want to live.   Being in relationship with God isn’t just for God – it’s always where you and I can grab hold of the rock that does not move in the storm.  Prayer is where you and I are reminded that life is about more than we can see and hold.   Prayer is where you and I are reminded that we are indeed the children of God.    Prayer is where we find the dreams and the strength to live different kinds of lives.  Yes, prayer is for us to.
	I believe that prayer’s greatest possibility is to connect us with God and that is a tough connection to make unless we pray intentionally, habitually, regularly.    

	I would also lift up to you the idea that we ought to pray expectantly.    I believe that prayer is connection with God – and you understand that spending time with God will always change us.  I also believe that when we pray for others we loose energy into the world toward the people for whom we are praying and into situations about which we are praying – resulting in things that we don’t always anticipate.  
	A couple of times my friend, Kathy Shafer, and I held hands in prayer and noticed that as we prayed our hands would heat up.  I thought that was the oddest thing I had ever heard of until I began to read about others who had the same experience.  How could anyone expect that to happen?
	Speaking of Kathy Shafer there was the time that she ran into my office and demanded that we pray immediately for a little girl whose eye had just been injured playing football with her father.   The eyeball was so crushed that they had put her in ambulance and rushed her to the “real” hospital.   As they traveled we prayed.   When they arrived in Springfield the doctors couldn’t find anything wrong with the eye.   They sent her back home believing that the doctor in Lebanon really was a quack.  The family sent me a coffee mug in thanks.   Really.
	I have been in prayer, making my requests to God when it has occurred to me that I was praying for the wrong thing.   It’s in those times as I have prayed that I realized that my prayers were short-sighted or that I was just simply asking God to do the wrong thing.   It’s ironic because I prayed intending to get God’s help in changing something, or someone, and I was the one that was changed in the process.   How many times have I prayed for God to fix a problem when I finally figured out that I needed to be praying for strength and wisdom.   
	I have prayed at the bedside of seriously ill people and asked God for their healing and seen them reconcile with their children before they died.   That wasn’t exactly the kind of healing that I had in mind.   God heard my prayers and answered – but did what God wanted not what I expected.
	There have been those times as I have wrestled with situations or questions that I have heard a voice – a voice inside of my head – that sounded like me – and that voice spoke to me with a clarity and a power that I knew it was God.    And that voice is always right.   That voice always points the way for me.   And that voice always comes unexpectedly.
	Which means that God is not a well trained dog.   God is not an obedient servant.  God is god.  And when we pray we open the door for God to act and God will do what God wants – what God believes is best – what love demands – and we can never anticipate how God will answer our prayers.   God is the God of the unexpected.    

	Here’s my challenge to you.  I have no sense that I have written the definition of prayer.   I’ll bet that if you give it thought you can do better.   So why don’t you give it a try.   Write down what you believe about prayer.   Keep it short and simple, but write down your beliefs.  And then hold your practice of prayer up against what you believe about prayer and ask yourself if something doesn’t need to change.    Ask yourself if you don’t need some help or guidance or just someone with whom to share the journey.  
	In the fall our Regional Co-minister will be leading a sessions on two Wednesday nights in September exploring prayer.   We’re going to have a new Spiritual Formation group forming on Thursday evenings, beginning in September.   
	As I reported to you in this week’s newsletter we received back the results of the survey that you took last September.  That survey shows several interesting statistics one of which has to do with our individual prayer lives.   It showed that 56% of this congregation report spending time at least a few times a week in some sort of private devotional activities.   For what it’s worth that figure is about 20% higher than other mainline Protestant churches but 20% below the national average for all Protestant churches.   I have puzzled over those figures trying to make sense of them.  I have decided that what it means is that this congregation has a strong prayer network –  a group of people who take prayer very seriously – and that’s good.  But it may also mean that there is some work to be done.  
	Prayer is our connection with God.  It is how we need to serve God and it is where we find joy for the journey.  It is where we are reminded who we are and it is a way that we connect with others.  It’s a source of power for this congregation and it is a source of strength in times of trouble.   I guess I dream that all of us might be a people of prayer.
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