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Scripture:  

Psalm 32:3-5; Psalm 51:1-12

Matthew 6:5-14

When I was a kid, maybe 5 or six years old, Santa Claus brought me one of my favorite toys of all time.  

It was an X-15 Racer and I loved it.  The X-15 Racer was to the more modern Big Wheel what a Maseratti is to a Buick Roadmaster.  It was pedal-powered and low-slung, with one wheel in the front, two in the back. You steered it with a stick, just like a jet, and it turned on a dime.
In the house where I grew up, there was a wide garage with plenty of room for zooming around.  There was a row of telescoping support columns down the middle of the garage lengthwise.  Those support columns were there to hold up the second floor above the garage.  
But to the pilot of an X-15 Racer, it was a perfect obstacle course. I spent hours zooming in and out of those telescoping polls.  When I got to the end of a run, I would pull the stick hard to one side, wheel around and make another run.  
One day, I flipped over and couldn’t get out because I had a buckled my seat a little too tightly. That led to my first published work in the First Grade – “Stuck in my Racer.”  I think you can still get it on Amazon.com.  But that is another story. 

Memories of my X-15 Racer came back to me this week when Fred Powers and Jimmy Todd tackled their latest of many fix-er-up jobs here around the church.  They were here to put in two support columns under the floor of the room where the Stronghold Bible Class met for decades.
In its later years, that room housed multiple pianos.  The floor had sagged a good bit.  But now Jimmy and Fred have installed two of the same kind of telescoping columns that had provided the race course for me and my X-15 Racer.  Fred says those two columns will support 7 tons, so I’d say the Stronghold Room is strong, once again.

That’s not all that’s new in that beautiful old, cedar-paneled room, though.  A team of energetic – and inspired - members has literally transformed it from what was mostly a storage room into a serene space that is part of a new Prayer Ministry here at Caldwell.  

Where ever we are in our individual walks with God, our faith is not anywhere near complete without prayer.

For each of us – and for the church – prayer is the support beam of our faith. It holds us up, when our faith sags under the weight of the world.  Like the vertical beam of the cross, it connects one realm, one level, to another … us to God and God to us.
Too often, though, we tend to be more like me and my X-15 Racer.  We zoom around in life, swerving right then left, pedaling as fast as we can, sometimes turning up on two wheels, perilously close to flipping over and getting stuck.  
The support columns of prayer are there to hold us and our house of faith up.  But I would wager to say that, we often tend – or we choose – to just keep pedaling, keep moving. Sure we might toss out a quick prayer here and there, but sometimes we’d rather do anything than stop and be still – much less intimate with the God who created us. 
Thanks to the energy of its leaders, I think our prayer ministry can – and will – help us all with that.  And I give thanks to God that we dedicate that new ministry today.
*
  *
*
God’s people have always prayed.  There are 109 references to prayer in the Bible, prayers of every kind, offered in virtually every circumstance, prayed by patriarchs, prophets, apostles and plenty of plain-old, regular people.
The most well known, of course, is the prayer that Jesus taught his disciples and all of us to pray.  If we grew up in the church, almost any church, we know it as second nature.  It is, as prayer can be, a refuge.  And even if we say it simply out of habit, that is not at all a bad thing.

Will Willimon and Stanley Hauerwas are prolific authors and professors of religion at Duke University.  In a book about the Lord’s Prayer, they write that we do the most important things in life out of habit, because they are too important to be left to chance.

“A Christian,” they write, “is none other than someone who has learned to pray the Lord’s Prayer.” 

Christians must pray the Lord’s Prayer, they go on to say, “because it is so difficult for us to pay attention to God in a society that offers us so many distractions.”

Especially those of us who own X-15 Racers.

But doing anything out of habit, especially praying, does not mean we should allow ourselves to be less than intentional.

Prayer, the Duke professors write, is about bending our lives toward God. The Lord’s prayer in particular “is not for getting what we want but rather for bending our wants toward what God wants.”

In that way, the Lord’s Prayer is a framework for all our prayers.  

The first half of the prayer is focused on God, not us. “Our father in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come. Your will be done.”

Thinking about God, focusing on God and God’s will, is the right place to start.  It should be the first move of anything we do in faith – start with God and what God has done for us. 
Then, the second half of the Lord’s Prayer is – as one author put it - an expression of raw, human need – an appeal for sustenance, forgiveness and protection.

“Give us this day our daily bread … forgive us our debts … deliver us from evil.”

Even if we never lack for “daily bread” the Lord’s Prayer reminds us that, for millions in poverty around the world, daily bread is anything but certain.  So, while we may be praying for spiritual nourishment, we can also pray for those in the world for whom daily sustenance can never be taken for granted.

The Lord’s Prayer is also about forgiveness.  But, again, we should pay attention to what we are saying.  We should never be too casual about praying the words “forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.”  
After all, how many of us have forgiven all of OUR debtors or trespassers, really? If our salvation were to hinge on that, then I know I am in a pretty deep hole. How about you?

Lucky for us, though, we belong to a God of grace, who came into the world in the flesh and blood, the suffering and victory of Jesus Christ, who atoned for our sins.  So, while our forgiving others may be an ongoing assignment, we can ask for forgiveness and for God’s will to be done with the confidence of faith.
            *          *          *

The Lord’s Prayer is, of course, not the only guide to prayer.  There are many other forms and ways to pray.  
A prayer may be two words or two hundred … or none at all.  It may be focused on one thing or many things.

One of the most memorable basic outlines for prayer for me has been to remember the acronym ACTS.  A … C … T … S.
It begins with A for Adoration, or praise of God, recognizing God in God’s majesty and sovereignty. As our Book of Common Prayer says: “Adoration is the lifting up of the heart and mind to God ….” A might also stand for approach … as in how we greet God in prayer, how we make that shift from the mundane or maddening parts of our lives into the magnificence of God’s presence.
Then, as we do in worship, we move to C for Confession, out of the belief that the very best ground we can occupy in prayer is the terra firma of humility, recognition of our willfulness, our  ego, our self-preoccupation and our brokenness in how we interact with others.  

Not every prayer HAS to contain confession.  It’s not a pre-requisite for God’s participation in the conversation.  We do not confess in worship and in prayer to invoke a guilt trip or to inject a downer into our conversation with God.  God knows our brokenness far better than we do.  When we confess, we know that our confession  always is linked to forgiveness, to the assurance of pardon.  In that we are reminded of God’s grace.  We are liberated, once again and every time,  to serve God and each other.

The T in this simple outline of prayer is for Thanksgiving.  Giving thanks, perhaps, is what is the most instinctive part of all of our prayers.  If we were taught to pray by our bedside at night, most of our prayers were probably those of thanksgiving.  Thank you God for my turtle.  Thank you God for my best friend Suzie.   As adults, our prayers for thanksgiving don’t need to be any more complicated or fancy than that. 

Finally, the S is for supplication, which is a $3 word for asking God for what we need, asking God to supply us with what it takes to get through this temporal world and all its complications.
There are sermons upon sermons I could preach and classes upon classes we can offer about the dynamic of whether prayer really makes a difference, whether God concerns God’s self with the fears and longings and needs of you and me and everyone else.

Those are good conversations to have and they will inevitably shape the who, what, when, where and how of our prayer lives.  At the same time, though, we should hesitate before we try to apply our meager human understanding to how God works.

In the movie “Bruce Almighty,” God goes on vacation and endows the un-believing main character, played by Steve Carey, with God’s powers and responsibilities.   To make it easy, God sets up an email address for receiving and responding to prayer. The Steve Carey character, Bruce,  starts out tapping away at the keyboard, thinking that being God is not so hard.  Then the emails start coming faster and faster and faster by the millions until Bruce can’t keep up.  In another scene, Bruce is overcome by all the voices that only he can hear – a cacophony of urgent prayers coming into his head in all languages.

The point I take from that is that we can’t know how it works – we aren’t really equipped to understand how God is God. 
Does God answer prayer?  That is something each one of us has to decide on our own.  Here is how pastor and author Timothy Jones thinks about it, from his book The Art of Prayer:

Prayer changes things not because it is a magical formula but because behind it is nothing less than the Creator’s power.  Prayer moves the hand that holds the universe. There is more to our asking that we can ever imagine because there is more to God than we can ever fathom.  And there is in him a generosity that exceeds our imaginations…. God chooses to use our praying because asking always puts us in touch with him.
       *       *       *

Finally, of course, at other times prayer doesn’t even require words.  
Prayer can be simple intimacy with God – through silence, meditation and other forms of being intimate with God that some of you know much better than I.  I look forward to learning from you.  This new Prayer Ministry will include intercessory prayer, small group sharing and study, mediation time and Taize services and more.  It’s going to be a great journey – and I invite you all to join us for at least a part of it.  

In the pews you will find Prayer Request cards that are offered if you have anything you would like others to pray for.  These will be collected and attended to by our intercessory prayer group in absolute privacy and discretion.

I am convinced that a richer prayer life will make us a stronger community of faith and a more centered part of the Body of Christ.

In the end, perhaps two things are most important.

First that we never, ever forget the remarkable news that the apostle Paul shares with us in his letter to the church at Rome – that even when we do not know what or how to pray, the Holy Spirit prays for us in what Paul describes as “sighs too deep for words” . . .  sighs, no doubt, of joy, sighs of sorrow and grief, sighs of encouragement and hope. 
So even if, like stammering old Moses, we stumble through what words to speak to God, we know even a simple sigh is heard by God and returned to us in prayer by the Holy Spirit.

The second thing is this: if Jesus taught anything about prayer, he taught us to just keep praying.  

As Frederick Buechner wrote, by praying without ceasing, we can be sure that “God will finally come, even if he does not bring you the answer you want, he will bring you himself.  And maybe at the secret heart of all our prayers, that is what we are really praying for.”

May God let it be so. 

Amen    
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