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  Introduction to Scripture


I love Paul the Apostle, because he is the perfect antidote to my life-long drive to achieve, to keep at it until I get it right. If there is any one word that summarizes his theology, that word is “grace.” Because for Paul, the Good News of Jesus Christ is that we are saved, justified, made right with God, not because of anything we do, not because we are sinless and are perfect people, but simply because God has decided to make it so. In our reading for today, he applies this central teaching to the practice of prayer. Reading from Paul’s Letter to the Romans, Chapter 8….
----------------------

I think most pastors find it astonishing – as do most folk in the pews – that the Bible is full of folk who just don’t know how to pray. We just assume that they wouldn’t even be in the Bible unless they could nail something as elementary as prayer.

But look at those disciples who followed Jesus around for three years. If anyone should have picked it up it was those folk, who hung on Jesus’ every word as he traipsed the length and breadth of the countryside. But then they come to Jesus and say, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.” (Luke 11:1). Jesus responds by giving them a prayer, one we now know as The Lord’s Prayer.


And here we have Paul the Apostle, the same guy who founded churches throughout Asia Minor and Greece, confessing that “we do not know how to pray as we ought.” 

All of this I think is great news for all of us who tend to get anxious when it comes to prayer. We often tend to think prayer is all about technique. For instance:

 That to pray correctly we need to breathe deeply, and slowly – never mind that whenever I am intentional about breathing deeply and slowly my heart rate picks up and next thing you know I am panting like a dog. 
Or that to really get into prayer we need to walk the labyrinth, or find a secluded glade up in the mountains, neither of which is ever around when you need one!
Or that we need to empty our mind of all our cares and worries. My spinning instructor was big on this one. She would say, “Okay, for the next two minutes I am going to stop coaching you, I just want you to have two minutes of uninterrupted silence, a time when you can just let go of all the things on your to-do list, all your worries about your health or loved ones, all the things waiting for you back at the office.” So of course while I previously was very happy just thinking about my bike riding, now she had me thinking about that to-do list, health worries, loved ones, and the work back at the office!  

So what happens for a lot of people is they just figure since they will never get prayer right, never master its techniques, they should just forget about the whole thing.

But friends, Paul reminds us that we don’t know how to pray, but that is alright, because God does our praying in and for us, “making prayer out of our wordless sighs, our aching groans.”  When we cannot find the words, there is the Spirit filling in for us, but not with words – because often our deepest concerns are simply just beyond words – but with sighs and groans. The same God who loves us so much that he came to us in Jesus Christ, taught us, walked with us, suffered for us – that same God is not some sort of cosmic red-pen-wielding essay editor just ready to reject every petition that crosses her desk, but instead is right there alongside us, right there deep within us, supporting us in our deepest yearnings. 

So maybe you don’t know how to pray as you ought – but that’s alright.

But maybe you are still expecting to get your money’s worth out of this sermon, and so are expecting some instructions on how to pray. Instructions have I none, but I do have some stories to share about prayer as I have experienced it. Not because I am an expert at prayer, mind you, and not because what works for me will necessarily work for you, but in the hope that my stories might help you with this spiritual practice we call prayer.

So we are driving down to the Jersey shore on the Garden State Parkway some time ago, about 9:00 on a Sunday evening, the car loaded up not only with our bags but also with all the paraphernalia that Julia is taking with her to college, five of us crammed in together, when all of a sudden I hear a high-pitched whine coming from the left side of the vehicle. Definitely not from the engine, from the left side. So I pull over to the breakdown lane and, one eye on the traffic whizzing by, I try to see if there is anything going on with the two driver’s side wheels. Of course I see nothing.  
Hoping against hope that I was just imagining things, I climb back in and we start off again, but once we get back up to speed there comes that high-pitched whine once again. So nothing else to do but get off at the next exit and look for a service station. We found one pretty quickly, but of course it is Sunday night and there is no mechanic on duty. The two men working the station, each with accents that seemed to indicate that they were recent arrivals to the States from perhaps Portugal, could not have been nicer or more helpful, even calling a mechanic and urging him to come help us out. But to no avail. A call to AAA produced no better results – they could only offer us a tow, but no mechanical help. So there was apparently only one thing to do – well, actually, two. As I pulled out my smart phone to look for a nearby hotel, where we could spend the night before trying to get the car fixed the following morning, I muttered a silent prayer. Nothing complicated, nothing eloquent like you might find in The Book of Common Prayer, just more along the lines of “Oh God, help us out here!”

The next thing you know Christie is talking to a guy who had stopped to get his car filled up, who also seemed to be of Portuguese extraction, and who had overheard the attendants talking about our problem. So he comes over and tells us his sister-in-law has the same make car, and had the same problem, and that what she learned was that the cause was a pebble jammed between the wheel and the brake pad, and that the thing to do was to put the car in reverse, go forty feet, and then hit the brakes hard, and the pebble may fall out. With nothing to lose, I gave it a try, out popped a pebble, problem solved, and we were safely on our way.

And when it comes to prayer, we just heard from Chuck Conway his thoughts on prayer and how it works for him, about the value of silence, about finding space for meditation in a pew before worship or on a walk by the canal. I suspect many of you have similar stories to share.
And yes, prayer is not always about happy endings, or getting what you want when you want it. Sometimes it is just all about being honest about how bad things really are. Ellen F. Davis, in her book “Getting Involved with God: Rediscovering the Old Testament,” tells of the minister who visited a parishioner in a nursing home. The parishioner would not speak to her or look at her, simply glaring ahead all the time.  Realizing that making chit chat was not going to help, she went straight to the Bible, opening the psalms and reading psalms of comfort. But they elicited no response, still the same stony stare. At last she turned to the psalms of lament, reading Psalm 102:
I have become like a vulture in the wilderness,

like an owl among the ruins….

I eat ashes like bread and mix my drink with tears

because of your indignation and anger, 

because you have picked me up and tossed me aside….”
And for the first time that stony face softened, for the first time he looked at his visitor, for the first time he spoke, saying, “Finally, somebody who knows how I feel.”

Sometimes we think that prayer is just about asking for help, for ourselves or others, or just about gratitude, giving thanks, like a dutiful child writing thank-you notes for birthday presents. But another way to look at prayer is to consider to whom you pray, and in this regard I tend to resonate with those who speak of friendship with God. A strange idea for some, of course, particularly for those who are used to thinking of God as a king or even as father. But Jesus told his followers, and so us as well, that no longer would he call them servants, but instead friends. 
And you know how friendships work, how what makes friends friends is the willingness to be open with each other, to make the time to listen to each other, to keep in touch. If we think of prayer in that way, maybe prayer can be less about duty and calling out for a lifeline, and more about spending time with our Creator, with the Spirit that is at work in our lives seeking our health and wholeness. With someone who knows exactly how we feel. With someone who does not demand that we have the right words, or even that we have any words at all.

Paul the Apostle was right. We don’t know how to pray as we ought. But the good news for us is that it just doesn’t matter, because the Spirit is right there with us in our lack of knowing, our lack of diligence, even our lack of wanting to pray, interceding for us with sighs too deep for words. 
So pray at all times, pray free from anxiety about whether you are doing it right, pray in the confidence that you have a divine prayer partner close at hand, praying with you, and for you. Amen.
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