July 29, 2007

Luke 11:1-13
Sermon: “Learning to Pray; Praying to Live” Rev. Bob Jack
Text:* When you pray.."

A few weeks ago, on Father’s Day, I mentioned an incident
from my childhood, in which one of my earliest memories of my
dad is sitting next to him in church — | was probably 4 or 5 years
old — and | was watching him pray. And | remember thinking, at
the time, “I want to pray like him.”

And so, if you asked me who it was that taught me how to
pray, I suppose I’d have to say it was my dad — although my father
would not consider himself especially religious. And I think that if
you asked my mother and my sisters they would probably give you
an earful about him, to that effect. Be that as it may, the man’s
prayer on that day set an example for me, and one that has stuck
with me over the years.

The disciples ask Jesus one day if he would teach them to

pray. And so he gives them the model that we now call The Lord’s

Prayer. By praying the LP, you and | are being made into a people



whose life together is a sign that God has not abandoned the world
to its own devices. God is with us, moving within us, and moving
us to become the kind of people who can change our world.

Because this journey of faith that you and | are on is
dangerous, we need to pray. Prayer is a distinguishing mark of our
journey. The LP names the dangers you’ll face, and it provides the
help, the necessary skills you’ll need for negotiating the dangers of
the journey. Because Christianity means conflict. You and | can
never forget, as we pray, that the One who taught us to pray in this
way was crucified.

But why do we have to pray “ i n t h  gou mag lye”
asking? Shouldn’t pray be a spontaneous thing? Why do we need a
formula?

We pray the way Jesus taught us to pray because being a
Christian is not something that comes naturally. It doesn’t “make
sense” in the ways we are taught to make sense of things in the

world. There are all kinds of prayer, but prayer as Jesus taughs a



special kind of activity that is based on the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus.

You see, you and I don’t just become Christians and then
find that the LP is a helpful way of expressing our faith. We don’t
choose this prayer; it chooses us. It reaches out to us, forms us,
invites us into this adventure we call “faith.” Being a Christian is a
result of being been born again, and then brought into a new way
of living through our baptism and our life in the church, where we
are shaped by special practices like Christian prayer. It’s kind of
like learning to speak a new language.

When the disciples were trying to figure out what kind of life
Jesus was calling them to, they asked him about prayer. And he
said, “Pray in this way” — like some poor man who kept pestering
his neighbor at midnight, beating on his door until he got out of
bed and gave him the bread he needed.

You and | need to be persistent in just that way, too. In
following Jesus’ command to pray like him, our lives are bent and

shaped and formed in ways that are not our ways. These are God’s



ways. And because this is way of life does not come naturally, we
ask you to memorize the LP, to repeat it again and again, until it
becomes a natural part of you. Because repetition reminds us that
this prayer is not our idea, it is God’s idea for what is best for us.

As | said before, the world can be a scary place — you all
know that for a fact. There’s the constant threat of terrorist attacks,
the uncertain economy that plays tricks on our job security,
diseases of body, mind and spirit that can strike without warning.
It’s essential for us to memorize this prayer as a survival skill for
being a Christian.

We memorize it so that we can come together in worship,
and recite those words together. We’re not just mumbling idle
phrases because it sounds quaint to do so. Praying the LP together
reminds us that being a Christian is too tough to do all by
ourselves. We pray it together because we know that we would
never have known what it meant to be a Christian if the church

hadn’t reached out to us and taught us this new way of life.



Sometimes you may despair of the church. Don’t feel guilty
for getting fed up with the church. Church is not natural; and it’s
not easy. You have to make an effort to come to church, and to get
anything out of it. Yet the Bible claims that living out your baptism
and learning to pray in public — here, in the church, among brothers
and sisters — is the key to happiness in life.

So, if someone asks you, “What does it mean to be a
Christian?” you could answer them by saying, “A Christian is
someone who learns to pray the LP.” And to live it.

Sometimes people will complain to me, saying, “Bob, I feel
guilty that when I’m praying the LP I’m really not thinking about
what I’m saying. I just mouth the words out of habit.”

Well, habit is good, | tell them. Most of the really important
things we do in life, we do out of habit. We eat, sleep, go to work,
brush our teeth, hug our children — all out of habit. Some things in
life are too important to be left up to chance.

Some things in life are too difficult to be left up to

spontaneous desire. Things like telling people that we love them or



like praying to God. So we do them “out of habit.” So, in the
church we generally do the same things over and over again, week
after week, telling the same stories, singing the same songs,
praying the same prayers.

Some people complain that this makes church boring. Let me
tell you something: I’m not in favor of boredom, either. But some
people mistake habits for boredom, because habits we repeat over
and over again.

Habits are important because they go against the natural grain
of the world. And the world is so often naturally contrary to our
faith. It’s hard for us to naturally pay attention to God while we’re
living, loving, working, playing in the world — too many
distractions. Praying, in general, (and praying the LP in particular),
helps us to pause and take notice and bend our lives toward God.
Habit is one way we do that.

When the disciples asked Jesus about prayer, he didn’t tell
them to go off somewhere and sit quietly until something spiritual

came to their minds. And he didn’t ask them, “Well, how you feel



about God?” He said, “Pray like this, ‘Our Father, who art in
heaven...””

This prayer 1s a gift from Jesus. I don’t know about you, but
for me one of the most difficult things in meeting new people is
figuring out what to say first. Breaking the ice. What should | call
them: Mister, Sir, Ma’am, Y’all? What should we talk about?
What will they think of me if | say the wrong thing? Does that stuff
bother you, too?

Well, Jesus gives us this prayer as a way of “breaking the
ice” with God. We don’t have to second guess the Almighty, or
think up something quaint or cutesy to say to God. All we have to
do is use the words Jesus taught us, and say them out of habit, and
speak them from the heart.

It is, after all, the L o r Hrayes. | dare say that most of time,
when you and I go to God in prayer, it’s only for getting something
that we want. Or, maybe we’re used to the kinds of prayers that are

spoken at Friday night football games, or at the opening of other



public ceremonies, or those that are said in haste during times of
stress — you know, the so-called “foxhole prayers.”

So, the thought that we may need to be taught how to pray
seems so utterly foreign to us. We are, after all, ‘gen-u-ine,
Southern-by-God, Bible-belt Christians,” aren’t we. Who says we
have to be taught how to pray? Praying is as natural as falling off a
log. That’s what we think.

But the notion that we have to be taught how to pray seems
odd, because it’s true. It’s true in a culture that teaches us that we
don’t have to answer to any authority higher than ourselves, or
serve any cause greater than our own selfish desires.

It’s odd in a culture that teaches us to live as autonomous
beings, accountable to nothing outside ourselves, or to no one
beyond ourselves. In such a culture we get confused into thinking
that the only way to pray is by ourselves, on our own, while the
Bible teaches us that it is absolutely crucial to our faith to learn
how to pray together, as a church, where “two or more are

gathered” in Jesus’ name. Where Jesus teachesis how to pray.



When you pray the way Jesus’ teaches you to pray, you have
to believe that God will not leave you alone, that you are being
made righteous, holy, worthy members of God’s kingdom. In
praying together — corporate prayer — you testify to God, and to
anyone else who will listen, that God deals with your needs as a
loving, caring Father. And as a loving, caring Father God does not
give us everything we want but he certainly gives us all that we
need. He never gives us a snake instead of a fish, or a scorpion
instead of an egg, but always gives us much more than we thought
we needed.

There’s a scene in the movie Shadowlandswhich is based on
the life of C.S. Lewis, where someone challenges belief in the
power of prayer. How can Lewis continue to believe that God
listens to his prayers when his wife, Joy Gresham, whom he
adores, has just learned that she is dying of cancer?

“That’s not why I pray,” Lewis says. “I pray because I can’t

help myself. I pray because I’'m 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 doesn’t change God; it changes me” Prayer is not a
message scribbled on a note, stuffed into a bottle, and tossed into
the deep, blue see hoping that it will wash up someday on God’s
shoreline. Prayer is communion with God. We speak to God, but
God touches and embraces and shapes and changes us. Whether
you pray for rain or for sunshine, your prayer is answered. Because
in the act of praying you get what it is you’re really looking for —
intimacy with God.

So, remember this, the next time we pray the LP together: the
prayer says “thy kingdom come, thy will be done.” As someone
has observed, there’s no “I” “me” or “my” in the LP. We have
enough nonsense being taught us these days about how this is our
world, subject to our will, for the sole purpose of achieving our
happiness and fun.

Well, I think we’ve had plenty of opportunities in history to

create the world according to our specifications, and look what
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we’ve done with it! The wreckage is all around us. Now, in prayer,
we are given the opportunity to bend our lives toward the God who
reaches out toward us. And God wants our lives to be caught up in

his wonderful purposes. We are learning to pray; praying to live.

And it is glorious!
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