September 2, 2007
Hebrews 12:18-29; Luke 13:10-17
Sermon: “Forever and Ever, Amen!” Rev. Bob Jack
Textt“ For i ndeed our God i s a

| used to play in a pick-up basketball league among the
several churches in the small town in Maryland where | pastored
my first church. It was good, clean fun, and | can honestly say that
it helped to promote goodwill among the churches of that
community, and drew us closer together as Christians.

But | can also honestly say that the place where we seemed to
disagree the most, and sometimes became the most animated, was
in the prayers before the game. We were a mixed group of
Christians: Presbyterians, Baptists, Methodists, Episcopalians,
Mennonites, Church of the Brethren, and an assortment of
Pentecostals.

It was the Pentecostals we had the most trouble with — at
least in prayer. They would insist that we all join hands while we

prayed and then, one by one, each of them would pray for our

game, our safety, our families, our churches, our nation, our

consur



president, the Second Coming of Christ — you name it. And while
one would pray, the others would twitch and jitter and shout “Yes,
Lord” and “Thank you, Jesus.” And in what seemed like an
eternity later, we’d finally begin the game.

Once, when it was our turn to play the Pentecostals again, |
was supposed to open with prayer. I thought, “Aha, payback time.”
So, I said, “Gentlemen, let’s just join hands and pray in silence”
Well, you’d have thought someone broke wind in that huddle!
Looks of astonishment came over the faces of my brothers in
Christ: same twitching, same jittering, a few muffled throat-
clearings — but all done in agonizing silence. Finally, after a spell, |
declared “Amen.” And a chorus of loud “Amens” followed my
lead.

We kid ourselves as Christians, don’t we, about this one little
word? We use it casually to show that we’ve had enough of this or
that line of reasoning: “Amen to that!” — we say. We refer to the
“Amen Corner” of the sanctuary, wherever that may be, as the

place where the noisiest worshippers can be found.



And when we end our prayers with “Amen” it means not
only that you agree with what you just said, but it’s also a final
affirmation that what you’ve just spoken is true: “Amen...So be
it... Right on!”

Friends, each of us wants desperately to live by the truth,
even though we sometimes live by lies. Here, in the LP, is truth
that is told by the very One who said, “I amthe truth.” Truth, you
see, IS much more than the process of stringing together a series of
propositional statements to which you and I say “Yes; Amen.”
Truth is incarnated — it is embodied- in Jesus of Nazareth.

Jesus did not say of himself, “Look, I just came to tell you
about some truths you should consider seriously.” No! He said, “I
am the truth; believe in me.” Truth is a person. Truth is personal.
You and | would not know how to pray if Jesus had not taught us,
personally.

Jesus promised that we’ll be able to worship in spirit and in
truth. One reason why Sunday worship is not always a pleasant

experience is that when we worship, we worship in truth. Indeed, it



can sometimes seem disappointing or disingenuous when we come
to worship “in the Spirit” but not “in the truth.” Because, as we
sometimes say, the truth hurts.

A number of years ago a family in this church started a
business working out of a local storefront. And | remember how
happy they were, one day, when they reported to me that they had
hired a person to manage the business when they couldn’t be there,
and this fellow was a Christian. Or, so they thought. He talked the
talk — used “Amen!” and “Praise the Lord!” a lot — but he didn’t
walk the walk. Turns out he was stealing them blind, then covering
his tracks to make it look like something else. Maybe he was
working “in the Spirit” but he sure wasn’t working “in the truth.”

And friends, let me say something you already know: There’s
nothing worse than a Christian, or a company that advertises itself
as a Christian business, that puts on a spiritual front, but does its
business dishonestly.

You and | wouldn’t know truth if we didn’t learn it in this

prayer, the LP. When people say, “Well, that’s obviously true,”



what they usually mean is that they have some preconception of
what truth is and then they affirm whatever opinion most matches
their preconception. As my grandfather used to say, “The most
objective opinion is the one that’s closest to my own.”

So, when people say, “That’s true,” they usually mean
something like, “That’s certainly been my experience,” or “That
opinion wouldn’t rock my boat.” Nothing objective to it; it’s all
subjective. If all you ever consider to be true and right and real is
defined by your personal experience — and only that!- then you
ought not to waste your time here in worship, listening to
Scripture, singing hymns and praise songs, and praying the LP.
You’re just wasting your time.

You can’t know truth without first being made truthful. And
you can’t know the One who is Truth, capital “T”, Jesus, unless
you’re willing to trust him with your life. You need to be changed,
forgiven, born again before you can recognize the lies that your life
Is based on — before you can dare trust your life to God to make it

turn out all right.



That’s why we pray in public. That’s why we waorship
together with our brothers and sisters. We say out loud what we
believe, and then we hold up our lives to the glaring scrutiny of
those same brothers and sisters in Christ who know us all too well.

That’s why some of the most “truthful” Christians ’ve ever
met are in prison. That’s right. I’ve met them through the Kairos
Prison Ministry. Or, they’re Christians who are involved in AA.
You see, these folks know what it’s like to have lived with lies all
their life. Now they hunger and thirst for the truth because it’s all
they’ve got. And in Kairos, or in AA, they’re constantly exposed to
the glaring, searching light of their brothers’ and sisters’ scrutiny —
and that can be harsh. And they know that they’re naked —
absolutely naked — in front of the world. There’s no room anymore
for lies.

You and I, when we come to church and take it seriously —
we’re corrected, we’re held accountable, we’re answerable to the
witness of the saints: Our brothers and sisters in Christ. This is

why worship can be so uncomfortable, even painful at times. In



spirit and in truth we offer our faith to others, and they offer their
faith to us, and we are all corrected and strengthened as disciples in
the process. What is it the Army Special Forces say about their
training? “That which doesn’t kill me makes me stronger.”

So there’s no such thing as private prayer, really. Even when
you’re alone at home, or wherever, in prayer you aren’t praying
alone but in concert with “the communion of saints.” All the
faithful witnesses who through the ages and around the world join
their voices with you in a chorus of praise to God.

Real prayer is public prayer — and I’'m not talking about those
who make a spectacle of themselves at the corner of Trade and
Tryon, shouting from a soap box. Public prayer is prayer during
our Sunday time together, when we learn how to be truthful among
friends, because as most of you know, it is virtually impossible to
be truthful all by yourself.

We need sisters and brothers in the church, we need the
saints down through the centuries, to teach us to pray. We keep

getting it all wrong, we keep praying to the wrong gods, we keep



asking for the wrong things. We keep getting disappointed when
God doesn’t answer our prayers in the ways we think he should.
We are constantly reducing the LP to rote mumbling and mindless
chatter. We desperately need each other, my friends, otherwise we
cannot pray as Jesus taught us to pray. And there’s something quite
wonderful in hearing all of you, at the end of the LP, emphasizing
your participation by exclaiming “Amen.”

When you and I pray in Jesus’ name the prayer that he taught
us to pray, it goes against our natural inclinations. That’s why we
have to learn it, memorize it, pray it together, publicly, until it
becomes a part of us. Stanley Hauerwas asks “How do you know if
someone is a Christian?” To which he responds: “A Christian is
someone who has learned the LP.”

Being able to say this prayer “by heart,” “out loud,” and “in
unison” is a good test for whether someone has what it takes to
continue on the path of discipleship. Someone who is willing to
learn the truth about God, this God who gives us our daily bread,

who forgives us our considerable indebtedness, who commands us



to forgive others, and who helps us to overcome temptation. This is
the God we meet in this prayer. This is the God we give ourselves
to when we affirm, “Amen and Amen.” Not some wimpy, namby-
pamby deity — the real thing!

As we lean forward in our seats to pray this prayer, we also
lean away from our sins and toward Jesus. We become in and
through our prayer the very things we pray for: holiness,
obedience, forgiveness. It’s no accident that the prayer is among
the last elements in our worship on Sunday mornings. Why?
Because through this prayer you and | are swept up into a life that
Is vastly more significant than we could ever imagine or invent for
ourselves.

You may remember, a few years ago much was made of the
Prayer of Jabezthe hugely best-selling book by Bruce Wilkinson,
based on a fairly obscure passage in 1 Chronicles: Oh that hou
wouldst bless me and enlarge my border, and that thy hand might
be with me, and that thou wouldst keep me from harm so that it

might not hurt me.



Now, | obviously have nothing against prayer, and people
praying, and especially nothing against biblical prayers. What | do
fear is that the prayer of Jabez became just another Christian fad,
like WWJID and other fads that spawn devotional books and
bracelets and tee-shirts and trinkets and all those things that people
market and make lots of money on.

Lost in this whole flurry of excitement over a prayer that
essentially asks for personal health, wealth, and prosperity is the
fact (according to the ninth verse of that chapter) that Jabez’
mother named him Jabez because his name in Hebrew means “I
bore him in much pain. ” Hi s mot her under went
experience so that this man who asks for personal blessings could
indeed be blessed!

When was the last time you thanked your mother, prayed for
your mother, in gratitude for the pain she bore in bringing you into
this world? Then, while you’re at it, try thanking Jesus for the pain
he bore in bringing your sins to the foot of the Cross, so he could

cleanse you from all their evil effects, and give you new life.
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Friends, if you want to pray in the biblical way, why not try
praying The Prayer of Jesus: The Lord’s Prayer. Let the last words
of the NT serve as our last word this morning:

Surely | am coming soon. Amen. Come, Lord Jesus! The

grace of the Lord Jesus be with a
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