Pre:

As we walk week by week through the season of Lent, we are asking the question: What does a Christian look like? And in answer to that question I am talking about some characteristics that I am calling “marks of Grace.” These are identifying marks that show to the world that we belong to Jesus and that we are his followers.
First we talked about the new birth—birth from above, that starts us off on our spiritual journey—and then we talked about spiritual growth as a mark of grace.  Then last week we talked about God’s word—spoken, written and incarnate in Jesus. And how God communicates love to us through this word, and through us God communicates love to the world. 

Today we are continuing in the vein of communication. Our topic today is prayer. Christians are people of prayer, and the fact that prayer is an integral part of our lives marks us out as followers of Jesus. 

I have to confess that whenever I talk about prayer, I feel woefully inadequate. I feel unable to fully communicate the power and the depth and the significance of this activity that we call prayer. So, I simply pray that as I read the passages from the Bible, and as I talk to you today, God will speak to your heart and lead you into a deeper and more intimate relationship through prayer. 
Marks of Grace: Prayer

James 5:13-18, Colossians 4:2-4


A mom was teaching her three-year-old the Lord’s Prayer. For several evenings at bedtime, the child repeated it after the mom. Then one night the child was ready to go solo. The mom listened with pride right up to the words, “And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us some email.” 


Which just goes to show how relevant prayer is to our daily life. Have you “friended” God on Facebook yet? 


Prayer is a part of all religions. The very definition of prayer is that it’s an activity that is intended to communicate with God. Many religions have very formal prayers and even set prayer times during the day. 


The kind of prayer that Jesus modeled and that the early Christians adopted from him is a more intimate form of prayer. A conversation with God that certainly involves times of quiet and contemplation, and may frame the day (as with our own Lenten “daily bookend prayers” that we are doing). But it isn’t limited to times and places. It infuses the whole day with a sense of God’s presence. CS Lewis: “The moment you wake up each morning, all your wishes and hopes for the day rush at you like wild animals. And the first job each morning consists in shoving it all back; in listening to that other voice, taking that other point of view, letting that other, larger, stronger, quieter life come flowing in.” Start in the morning, and keep the channel open all day. 


Prayer is like oxygen. It’s our connection with God. A Christian can’t live without prayer any more than you and I can live in this world without breathing. Yet it’s true that Christians often struggle with prayer. How to do it, what to say, how to know that God is even on the other end of the line.  Why do you suppose people have trouble praying? Perhaps we have put a priority on other things, or we are just baffled by the mystery of talking to someone we can’t see and can’t touch. Maybe we look at prayer as a skill to master. We hear people pray long flowery prayers and we think that’s how it ought to be done, and we can’t do that, so we feel inadequate. Or we feel like we’re not really good enough to approach God. Why would God want to hear from us anyway? Maybe we have wrong motives. We’re asking for the wrong things. We have to get it right before we really get serious about prayer. 

Or, maybe we have an inkling that God might have something to say back. Prayer could turn out to be dangerous business, because God might have some ideas that conflict with our own. 


And if you read a Bible passage on prayer, out of context with the rest of the Bible, it might even lead you in the wrong direction. When people read this passage from James, for instance, they often get tied up in what James says about God’s answer to prayer. And if this is the only passage you ever read about prayer, you might think that if you pray hard enough or with the right motives or enough faith—like Elijah did—then God will give you everything you want. And when prayer doesn’t work out that way for you, you can end up frustrated and depressed. 

An important thing to keep in mind when you’re praying is that prayer is not magic. It’s not about getting the right combination and then you’ll get what you want. It is not about you directing God to act. It’s a conversation, and in that conversation you need to keep track of who is God and who is not God. The purpose of prayer is to stay in touch with God, in every circumstance of life. It’s about establishing a connection with God that enables you to listen to God and let God get inside you and change you. Then you can pray more effectively. And you may see some amazing things take place through your prayers, like Elijah did.  But even then you won’t always get the answer that you want. And that gets to the real meat of what James is saying. Prayer needs to be a part of every aspect of your life.  If you are suffering, then pray. If you are happy, sing psalms, if you are sick, call for the elders and pray. If you’ve sinned, confess. 

For a Christian, prayer is like breathing. It is that important, and really that natural if you just let it happen. Prayer is the intimate conversation between two people who love each other: you and God. 


So many times prayer is seen as hands folded, eyes closed, perhaps kneeling or sitting quietly. But prayer is a conversation and it can happen anywhere in any circumstance. 

Prayer is Adam and Eve walking with God in the cool of the evening in the Garden of Eden. 


It’s Moses taking his shoes off beside the burning bush.


It’s King David, dancing before the Lord. 


David, prostrated and weeping before the Lord, after committing adultery and murder.


Prayer is Job complaining to God about his many troubles.


It’s Jonah shaking his fist at God, angry because God has forgiven the Ninevites.


It’s Esther, fasting with her maids, preparing to risk her life for the sake of her people.


It’s Jesus, sweating drops of blood in the Garden of Gethsemene, saying “not my will.”


It’s Jesus on the cross, crying out, “why have you forsaken me.” 


Some years back a man by the name of Sam Foss wrote a poem called “the Prayer of Cyrus Brown”:


The proper way for [a person] to pray


Said Deacon Lemuel Keyes,


And the only proper attitude is down upon [one’s] knees.


No, I should say the way to pray,


Said Reverend Doctor Wise,


Is standing straight with outstretched arms


And rapt and upturned eyes.


Oh, no, no, no, said Elder Slow,


Such posture is too proud.


A man should pray with eyes fast-closed


And head contritely bowed.


It seems to me [one’s] hands should be 


Austerely clasped in front


With both thumbs pointing toward the ground,


Said Reverend Doctor Blunt.


Last year I fell in Hidgekin’s well


Headfirst, said Cyrus Brown,


With both my heels a-stickin’ up.


And my head a pointin’ down.


And I made a prayer right then and there,


The best prayer I ever said,


The prayingest prayer I ever prayed,


A-standing on my head.”

True prayer is not about the words we say, nor the place where we say it, nor the time of day. True prayer is about our relationship with God. It’s about being with God. Have you ever noticed that in the very best relationships, you don’t have to always be talking? You can be comfortable with silence? Prayer is like that. It doesn’t require certain words or phrases. It requires simply that you open your heart to God. Mother Teresa was asked one time what kind of prayers she prayed. She said, “I listen.” And then she was asked, “And what does God say to you?” She answered, “God says he listens.” 


In our passage from Colossians, Paul says we need to devote ourselves to prayer. That word ‘devote’ means to be loyal, to persist at, to remain with, or to be diligent at something. Among the early Christians it was clear that every great decision, and really the whole life of the church was guided by persistent and devoted prayer. That doesn’t mean people necessarily spent all their time on their knees. They had jobs to do, and people to attend to just like we do. But still they devoted themselves to prayer. What that means is that they stayed connected with God, in every event and every circumstance of their lives. 

And that is what we need to do too. Stay connected with God! It’s as natural as breathing. Just lift your thoughts to God and open your heart to what God wants to say to you. Don’t wait until you have time. Don’t wait until you know enough. Don’t wait until you are good enough. If you wait, your whole life will go by without making that connection. 


Richard Foster says that “We will never have pure enough motives, or be good enough, or know enough in order to pray rightly. We simply must set all these things aside and begin praying. In fact, it is in the very act of prayer itself—the intimate, ongoing interaction with God—that these matters are cared for in due time.” 
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