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Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed. (Mark 1:35 NIV)

INTRODUCTION

"Anyone with needs to be prayed over, come forward, to the front at the altar," the preacher says.  Ellwood gets in line, and when it's his turn, the preacher asks: "Elwood, what do you want me to pray about for you."  
  
Elwood replies: "Preacher, I need you to pray for my hearing." The preacher puts one finger in Elwood's ear, and he places the other hand on top of Elwood's head and prays and prays, fervently and loudly. 
  
After a few minutes, the preacher removes his hands, stands back and asks,"Elwood, how is your hearing now?"  
   
Elwood replies, "I don't know, Reverend, it ain't till next Wednesday."

I wanted to kick today's message off with a bit of humor, because we are going to be exploring a subject over the next 4 weeks that is a very serious matter to most of us.  Yes, we are going to be investigating the landscape of prayer.  


It may come as a surprise to you to know that I, as your pastor, have always felt very inadequate at prayer.  My prayer life has often been filled with wouldas, shouldas and ought-tos…maybe it's because I much more of a doer than a contemplator, but I have always struggled with this spiritual discipline.   And from conversations we have had in several of our small groups, many of you have voiced the same struggle.


God led me to a particular book that has proved invaluable in helping me come to terms with my frustrations with prayer, as well as providing a framework for discovering a deeper prayer life.  It is called Prayer: Does It Make Any Difference?  The author is a very profound writer and theologian, Philip Yancey.  I highly recommend it to you, and I will draw upon its insights time and time again over the course of these four Sundays of messages.


By the way, the title of this sermon series is "Keeping Company with God"--to me this is the essence of prayer--it is keeping company with, staying in constant communion with, hanging in the presence of the One who creates, redeems and sustains us.  And how we go about keeping this close company with God--i.e., developing a more meaningful prayer life--is what we're going to be hashing out in these Sundays together.


So let us begin by seeing if we can come up with one good reason for praying in the first place…

I. SOME QUESTIONS & OBSERVATIONS


When it comes to prayer, we've all probably had these questions at times:  

· Is God listening?  

· Does God really care about me?  

· Why do answers to my prayers and the prayers of others seem so inconsistent, so random?  

· Does a person on the prayer lists of dozens of churches stand a better chance of being physically healed that a person with just a couple of friends?

· Is prayer about changing God or is it about changing me?

· And here's a good one--If God knows everything, what's the point of praying in the first place?  (My Presbyterian friend and pastor, Mark Stanley, being a good Calvinist, used to brood over this!)  


One of the joys of serving a new church like Vision of Hope is that people are honest with you.  


If I were to ask someone at a long-established church "Are you satisfied with your prayer life?" there would be this sanctified, sanctimonious response, "Why, of course I am--mind your own business!"  And they are probably lying through their teeth!


But so many of you have been quite blunt with me.  You say your prayer life is more of a burden than a pleasure.  It can be frustrating just to pray for 3-5 minutes.  And only occasionally do you sense the presence of God when you do pray. 


I certainly feel your pain.  And we feel so guilty, so spiritually inferior, when we hear of persons such as the nuns in Mother Teresa's former convent who would get up at 4:00 am, take an ice cold bath to awaken themselves, and then pray for three solid hours before starting their day!  


For many of us, the great preacher George Buttrick's comment rings true:  Prayer seems to be nothing more than "a spasm of words lost in a cosmic indifference."


Well, where do we begin in the quest to find one good reason to pray?


It has to start with faith, opening the eyes of our hearts to 

1. Believe that God exists 

2. Believe that God is capable of hearing our prayers

3. Believe that God cares about our prayers


Without these three ground rules, these three core beliefs, I'm only having a conversation with myself.  Yes, you must trust that there is a God and that God is vitally invested and interested in you.  

II. WHY PRAY?

But that alone doesn't give us the best reason for praying.  We pray because Jesus did.  Simple as that.  If prayer was of ultimate significance to Jesus, who was the almighty Son of God, then it should be to us as well.  I can think of no better reason to pray than because Jesus prayed. 


The gospels speak of a dozen specific prayers by Jesus.  He also provided several parables and teachings on the subject.  Time and time again Jesus would seclude himself to spend time with his Heavenly Father.  


Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed. (Mark 1:35 NIV)


As Philip Yancey notes, our prayers mostly fall into two categories:  trouble or trivia.


We instinctively cry out to God when trouble strikes.  "Oh, my God!" are the first three words out of a person's mouth when something tragic happens.  


On my Monday rounds as a volunteer chaplain at Rockingham Memorial Hospital, I have never met a patient, even those who claim no faith affiliation, who did not want me to have prayer with them before they went into surgery.  


I recall my nephew Matt commenting on how that old statement "there are no atheists in foxholes" is definitely true.  The Marine platoon he commanded was dug into a foxhole on the evening Operation Desert Storm began.  He said every one of his 18-19 year old Marines, along with himself, were praying fervently as SCUD missiles flew overhead.  


I receive a half-dozen emails each week requesting prayer for children with injuries or illnesses.  It is simply a natural thing to pray for kids in such distress. 

 
Jesus prayed in times of trouble.  Jesus prayed intensely as he fasted and faced tremendous testing in the Wilderness.  As his rendezvous with death approached, there in the Garden of Gethsemane he poured out his soul to the point his sweat became as drops of blood.  Three of his seven cries from the Cross of Calvary were prayers.  


Certainly Jesus personified for us the natural need to turn to God in tough times.  As the psalmist proclaimed, "God is our refuge and strength, and very present help in times of trouble." - Psalm 46


At other times our prayers could be said to border on being trivial in nature. 


I've had church members ask me to pray that it won't rain on their church picnic or their softball game.  


I remember one woman telling me she often prays for a parking space to open up near the entrance to the mall so she won't have to walk as far.


One morning I stopped by the 7-11 store for a cup of coffee. (it's a lot cheaper than Starbucks--and in my opinion, a lot better!)  While I was stirring the sugar and creamer in my cup, out of the corner of my eye I saw a gentleman around the corner of the coffee kiosk with his eyes closed, fervently praying for all he was worth.  


I could not quite make out the words he was mumbling, so I moved a little closer.  He was asking God to give him the correct numbers for that evening's Powerball lottery drawing!  


Now, while Jesus prayed in times of trouble, he showed little regard for trivial things.  He did mention petitioning God for daily bread.  But Jesus' prayers showed a remarkable lack of concern for his own wants and wishes.  "Take this cup of suffering from me" may have been the only time Jesus asked something for himself.


Jesus did often pray for others.  He prayed for children brought to him by their mothers.  He prayed for persons standing there grieving at Lazarus' graveside.  In his final prayer, one last gasp of grace, he asked on behalf of his persecutors, "Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing."  


Now, all of this is not to say it's wrong to pray to God about trivial matters…because what seems to be trivial to one person may be of great importance to another.  That woman seeking a parking place near the entrance to the mall had emphysema, and walking was a struggle for her.  


However, let us keep in mind that the vast majority of Jesus' prayers were for the sake of someone besides himself.


In fact, the only glimpse the New Testament gives us as to what Jesus is up to right now is found in Hebrews 7:24-25--he is at the right hand of God "interceding" for us. 


Perhaps the greatest lesson Jesus teaches us about prayer, though, is that it's much, much more than a transaction begging God for something in our times of trouble or in our times of trivial pursuit.


He teaches us prayer is about deepening our relationship with God.  It's about finding an intimate friendship with the One who knows us better than we know ourselves.  


As Philip Yancey notes, "The main purpose of prayer is not to make life easier, nor to gain magical powers, but to know God!"   


Jesus' prayers were about magnifying his relationship with God, seeking to align his will with God's will, rather than the reverse.  He poured out his heart with candid honesty before God.  


Jesus directly addressed God as Abba--"Father"--some 170 times.  That word would be better translated as "Daddy".  And through such intimate encounters Jesus came to grasp his Father's will for his life.


For many of us, life is a gigantic zoo. We deal with the grindstone of work, and then there are dozens of meetings, school activities, kids' sports, church expectations…you name it…people tugging and pulling at us constantly, wearing us to a frazzle.  We often feel like we're totally encapsulated in some cocoon with no way out.  


But then there comes one of those crisp, clear Shenandoah Valley days when we finally break away and make the trek up to the top of the Blue Ridge Mountains.  We go hiking along the Skyline Drive, perhaps walk that trail to that scenic overlook at Big Meadows.  And we see the world, we see this valley, as a place of peaceful beauty.  And our day-to-day issues no longer seem so foreboding.  


Prayer is able to accomplish that miracle in our lives on a daily basis.  Taking the time to draw close to God enables us to rise above our circumstances and see them as God sees them.  We come to discover his will and are able live that will and find peace in it.  


In the Old Testament we read of Job and the calamitous pain that filled his life.  He questioned God, he ranted and raved at God, yet he never lost touch with God.  He gained a new perspective on his life and situation through his close relationship with God.  And he was able to persevere with the assurance that "I know my Redeemer liveth, and he will stand at the last days upon this earth!"  -Job 19:25


Yes, of all that you and I can pray for…the greatest prayer is to simply ask to abide in the presence of God.  To be in relationship with him.  To "be still and know that he is God."  -Psalm 46


The end result of such meaningful prayer is we are enabled to catch a glimpse of the world from God's point-of-view.  And that has the dynamic power to change us.  
Since my heart episode I’ve had to change my way of eating.  No more pork bbq and onion rings on a regular basis.  There are days I have cravings.   And wouldn't you know it, my devotional guide the other day pointed me to Acts 10…a passage about Peter and his dining habits.  I was salivating on the Bible!


9About noon the following day as they were on their journey and approaching the city, Peter went up on the roof to pray. 10He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the meal was being prepared, he fell into a trance. 11He saw heaven opened and something like a large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners. 12It contained all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles of the earth and birds of the air. 13Then a voice told him, "Get up, Peter. Kill and eat."

 14"Surely not, Lord!" Peter replied. "I have never eaten anything impure or unclean."

 15The voice spoke to him a second time, "Do not call anything impure that God has made clean."

 16This happened three times, and immediately the sheet was taken back to heaven.


What a strange vision!  Yes, Peter went up on that roof praying about eating, and came down convicted of legalism and racism.  He was led to the home of Cornelius, a Gentile…and Peter swallowed his prejudice, sharing a meal with the Gentile and his family, and out of that encounter the Christian faith crossed a major boundary.  Cornelius became a convert and a leader in the Christian movement, and Peter became a better and much less narrow-minded person.  


Yes, prayer changes us by enabling us to catch a glimpse of the world from God's point-of-view.  

CONCLUSION

Friends, we have opened this series of messages today by discussing some of the frustrations we deal with in praying.  And yet, we do it ultimately because Jesus did it.  We are his followers, for he is the one who leads us to God.  


Jesus taught us that prayer is a strengthening thing in times of trouble, and yet, he did not apply it to trivial pursuits.  Above all, though, Jesus' prayers were all about knowing God, about magnifying his relationship with God, seeking to align his will with God's will.  And that should be the goal of our prayers as well.  


Indeed, at the end of the day, the true value of prayer is not about getting what we want--it's about becoming what God wants us to be.  


And to that end, let us close this message with this time-honored prayer:

God grant me the serenity 
to accept the things I cannot change; 
courage to change the things I can;
and wisdom to know the difference.

