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“Teach Us To Pray”

July 27, 2025 Texts: Luke 11:1-4, 18:1-8, Romans 8:26-27

Reed Baer                                          West Parish of Barnstable


“Lord, teach us to pray.” Are you as surprised by that question as I am? Weren’t those disciples all good Jews, brought up in their faith and its practices -- surely they should know how to pray! But then again, maybe it was a good question then – because it still is a good question today. Many of us have a hard time with prayer. We don’t know what to pray for; we don’t know how to pray; we are unclear why we should pray.


For many of us prayer is a theoretical issue, until, that is, we find ourselves head-down in the foxhole – at times when our health is at issue, like when we wait for the results of the mammogram or PSA test; or when we hear of the impending lay-off at work, and are worried that we might be on the list; or when our children go off to college, and we know that much of how we thought we could keep them from harm was really an illusion. It is like the woman in the rowboat caught out at sea by a sudden squall. The waves tore one oar and then the other out of her hands. As the tiny crafted filled with water, she lifted her eyes to heaven and implored, “O Lord, I haven’t bothered you these last twenty-five years. Get me out of this mess, and I promise I won’t bother you for twenty-five more!” The go-to time for prayer, for many, is the time when we need to be bailed out of a crisis.

Even then we don’t like to admit our ultimate insufficiency, we hesitate to throw our self on the mercy of God. And so we think of prayer as a mechanism by which we bargain with God, trading future good behavior, a reformed life, for help in the present. A man was taking a walk when his foot got caught in the railroad tracks. A train comes around the bend, and the harder he pulls, the tighter the foot seems wedged in the tracks. “Please, Lord,” he prays. “Get my foot out and I promise I’ll stop drinking.” No dice, his foot remains stuck. “Please, God”, he implores, “Get my foot out and I’ll stop drinking and cussin’”. Nothing. The train is bearing down. “Please, oh please, God”, he begs. “Get my foot out and I’ll stop drinking and cussing, and I’ll give away all my money to the poor.” Suddenly his foot slips free and he lunges to safety as the train whistles by. “Whew,” he says, “Thanks anyway, God. I took care of it myself.” We have to admit, if prayer is a way of bargaining with God, we are pretty bad at keeping those bargains.

Sometimes it works the other way around, prayer as a way to bargain past good behavior to get what we want now. “Please, dear God, I’ve lived a good life, just let me get this job, I deserve it.” Prayer as God’s candy dish for the well-behaved.

Sometimes we wonder if prayer really “works”. Does it get the desired results? In the parable of the unjust judge, the judge neither fears God nor cares for humanity. He finally grants the widow’s petition because she simply won’t stop hectoring him.  If prayer does work, is it only because we nag God until God gets tired of our whining and gives in? God as cosmic bellhop. 
And what about those times when God is silent? God if often pictured as being on the other end of the telephone line – just dial 1-800-dialaprayer, and the Omniscient Operator, delighted that you finally dropped a dime, will be there to give the answer. And so we pray for an answer – “Its not much, Lord, just give me a sign – yes or no?” -- and nothing comes, no sign, no answer. Is the line dead? The phone off the hook? No one home?

Sometimes we think prayer is for others, not us. “Don’t pray for me”, we say. “My troubles are insignificant, really – what is a little cancer when there is so much suffering in the world, when a flash flood kills so many in Texas. Don’t you go troubling God about little old me, thank you very much.”  In this somewhat arrogant view of prayer, real men (and women) don’t get prayed for.

And then there is the question of fairness. What is worse to believe – that God helps no one, or that God helps some, but leaves others to their plight? How to make sense of a God who answers prayer at a time when the horrors in Ukraine and Gaza drag out seemingly without end? 

All these questions about prayer! No wonder many of us are hesitant to pray.
All in all, maybe the disciples’ question was not such a bad one, after all. How shall we pray? 

In the parable of the unjust judge, Jesus tells us that we should, above all, persist in prayer. Look at the poor widow, wronged by a fellow villager, by custom excluded from the courts, economically without the resources to hire an advocate, deprived of justice by a judge that cared neither for the laws of men nor God’s will that he act with compassion and fairness. Day after day she comes to court, begging and wailing to be heard, and day after day she goes home empty-handed, unsatisfied, without justice.  And yet by her persistence she perseveres, and her petition is granted. How much more, Jesus says, should we pray to our God, to a God who is not an unjust judge, but who cares for and loves us, who surely will grant us the justice we need.

But still, how do I pray? A few years ago, to help those with this question, I began a series of weekly prayer videos, each about 5 minutes in length, hoping to help with that. To date, I have produced 180 of them! We have some 44 folk who get these, I know they have been helpful to some of you, so if you are looking for some help with prayer, maybe sign up to get them too.

But yes, there will be times when there is silence from the bench, when it seems as if our pleas and prayers fall on deaf ears. And we struggle with that silence. Some times it is an easier struggle than others – in our praying, when we persist with it, we might come to see that what we are praying for, while it may be what we want, is not necessarily what we need, or what is good for us and the world. Prayer has a way of winnowing our desires. In the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus reminds us that while it is perfectly acceptable to pray for material things, for health, for food, for freedom from temptation to sin, we are to pray for our daily bread – not a fully-funded pension plan. We are to pray that God’s kingdom come, a time of shared abundance and welfare for all, not a privatized slice of heaven for us, our spouse, and our children. We are to pray that God’s will be done, not ours – that God be God. 

In prayer, if we are persistent, and in the silence that our prayers sometimes fall, we can come face to face with our innermost longings and desires, and recognize that it is often the case that those longings and desires draw us away from God. When we pray aright, our lives can be bent toward God in a way which does not correspond to our natural inclinations – and in the process we are formed as Christians. We can find that our lives are transformed in such a way that we are caught up in the larger purposes of God, and in so doing we become blessings to others and the world.

And yet, if we are persistent in prayer, there will be times when God’s silence’ remains inexplicable and mysterious and frustrating.  We pray for the right things, and in response we get only more questions, or silence. In these circumstances, how can we not lose heart?

Several years ago a film came out,  Shadowlands, based on the life of C.S. Lewis, who you may know as the author of The Chronicles of Nardia and numerous books on Christianity. In one scene Lewis has returned to Oxford from London, where he had just been married to Joy Gresham, at a private ceremony at her hospital bedside. She is dying from cancer, and through her struggle with this illness she and Lewis have been discovering the depths of their love. When Lewis arrives at Oxford, he is greeted by a friend, who ask what news Lewis had. Lewis hesitates, then deciding to speak of the marriage rather than the cancer, says, “Ah, good news, I think, Harry, Good news.”

His friend, an Episcopal priest, thinking that Lewis is referring to the medical situation, says, “I know how hard you have been praying . . .  now, God is answering your prayer.”

“That’s not why I pray”, Lewis responds. “I pray because I can’t help myself. I pray because I am helpless. I pray because the need flows out of me all the time, waking and sleeping. It doesn’t change God – it changes me.” 

“Prayer changes me” – prayer changes me because it is a way into intimacy with God. Prayer is communion with God. We pray not to an unjust judge, but to a close and trusted loved one. We start off the Lord’s Prayer, “Our Father”, a poor translation of Jesus’ radical prayer of intimacy which refers to God as “Abba”, which we might better translate as “daddy”, or even as a toddler’s “dada”. We pray not to an unjust judge, but to a friend – recall how Jesus tells his disciples that they are no longer servants, but friends. Friends share with each other what they are thinking and feeling, their deepest desires and needs – even when they don’t expect more than empathy and interest.  The intimacy that friends share is nowhere more evident than when they share “heart-to-heart.” Friends share the same deep desires, such that their lives are bound up with each other, that the well-being of one is of the most vital importance to the other. We speak to God, and whether we get the answer we are looking for or not, God touches, embraces, shapes, and changes us.

And just as friends know that sometimes the right words won’t come, so it is with God in prayer. Sometimes we cannot even put into words our deepest longings and desires, we simply know that something is wrong, not as it should be, but are unable to articulate it. At other times, blocked by fear or anger, despair or loneliness, the right words will not come. But prayer can persist nonetheless; as the Apostle Paul wrote, “the Spirit helps us in our weakness, [and] . . .  intercedes with sighs too deep for words.” In God we have a friend who prays for us when the words will not come, who instead of filling up the silence with words and more words, simply sighs in the depth of God’s being, sharing in our struggle.

 “Then Jesus told them a parable about their need to pray always and not to lose heart.” Amen.
