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“Speaking Christian: Prayer”
Psalm 13 and Ephesians 1:15-23 January 20, 2019

I’m out for breakfast with a couple who have been 
visiting our congregation on a semi-regular basis for several 
months. I know that they’re at least moderately interested 
in deepening their involvement because they responded 
favorably to my invitation—though it is also possible that 
they couldn’t figure out how to say no! I also know that 
church is something new for them as a couple, something 
they are just beginning to explore. We meet at a coffee shop 
full of hip, young, twenty and thirty-somethings, and sit 
down with our bagels and large cups of coffee. The tables 
around us are occupied by busy workers on laptops. Small 
talk ceases as we pull our chairs up to the table and stare 
nervously at our breakfast. The silence is pregnant with 
suspense, at least that’s how I perceive it. A decision must 
be made. To pray or not to pray. Do I charge ahead with a 
prayer and risk being seen as the overbearing, embarrassingly 
pious, presumptive pastor? Or do I skip the prayer and 
leave my new friends and potential parishioners wondering 
if the preacher is a hypocrite…or a heathen. Perhaps you can 
identify with my quandary!

It’s really a minor issue, whether or not to pray before 
a meal, but I think it is also symptomatic of a widespread 
discomfort in our culture and even in our churches with the 
subject of prayer. Many of us are unclear about what exactly 
prayer is and does. Some have abandoned the practice 
altogether as antiquated, unsophisticated, anti-scientific. 
Others continue a disciplined prayer life simply as part of 
a routine; just going through the motions, just checking off 
the to-do list. 

This morning, as we continue our series on relearning the 
language of our faith, we take up prayer and, while many of 
us could produce a textbook definition of the term, I think 
the meaning of prayer is as difficult to grasp as any practice 
or doctrine of our faith tradition. The waters are further 
muddied for us because of the popular understandings of 
prayer that seem most prominent in our culture. 

Perhaps the most popular, and troubling, is the idea 
of prayer as our forming of a wish list for God who must 

fulfill our demands or risk losing our devotion. I’ve heard 
more than a few preachers deliver articulate and exciting 
explanations of prayer that turn God into a divine vending 
machine: we deposit prayers and God delivers blessings. 
Anyone who lives a real life in the real world knows the 
falseness of this claim, and yet it feels so good, so right, so 
compelling. Whenever prayers go up blessings come down.

Except that they don’t. Not always. Not automatically. 
Faith built on God’s customer service record ignores divine 
sovereignty, human limitation, and the depths of what 
prayer means, even as it sets God, and us, up for failure  
and disappointment.

Perhaps truer to our experience, and to the lives of those 
who have given up on prayer, is a frustration with God’s lack 
of response. We pray for loved ones who do not experience 
dramatic healing. We pray for patience and then lash out at 
those who upset us. We pray for peace as the world is enveloped 
in hatred and conflict. We pray for guidance and feel no clear 
sense of direction. The silence of God is, quite often, more 
relatable than God’s ready response to our requests.

I must admit, however, that this perspective also seems to 
miss the mark. Every time I consider the presumed silence 
of God in the contemporary world, I can’t help but think 
of the amount of noise in our culture. If God were indeed 
speaking, how would we ever hear the words in a society 
that is flooded with information and babble? Perhaps the 
sense that God is not speaking is actually an indication that 
we have stopped listening. Or, as a friend has put it, if you 
feel a growing distance between yourself and God, who do 
you think moved? 

The practice of prayer, as it is modeled for us in scripture, 
is one of active conversation in which each partner is 
vulnerable to the other. It is rooted in a deep and intimate 
relationship with the God who created the world and who 
knows each of us better than we know ourselves.  We pray 
because we know and love the God to whom we pray. Prayer 
is not the way we prove ourselves to God or demand that 
God prove anything to us. 
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For very different reasons, the Psalmist and the writer of 
Ephesians pray to God, and their words testify to prayer 
as the preeminent practice of faithful people. For both 
authors, the act of prayer begins with a radical assertion: the 
acknowledgment that we are not God. The very act of prayer 
is a confession of human limits. We pray for ourselves when 
the complexities of life are more than we can handle. We pray 
for others because we know that humans alone cannot heal 
the brokenness that surrounds us. Our prayers bridge the 
gaps of distance and time that we cannot cross alone—I’ll 
be praying for you. Prayer is the acknowledgment of who we 
are in the light of God’s power—creatures, not the Creator. 

But God is not only holy and all-powerful; God chooses 
to be present in our lives. In the life of Jesus Christ, we see 
the possibility of a genuine human relationship with God. 
When the author of Ephesians prays for the community, he 
not only acknowledges God’s power and holiness, he also 
prays “Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.” The 
hope and promise of prayer is that God is available to us, 
not distant and other, but intimately present. 

The most stirring examples of these conversations are 
found in the Psalms. Take Psalm 13, for example: How 
long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever? The prayer 
begins with doubt and anger. And yet, through that anger, 
the Psalmist testifies to a deep and abiding relationship 
with God. Can I get a witness this morning to this truth: 
we only reach the deepest levels of exasperation with those 
whom we love the most? This is certainly how it works in 
the relationship between God and the chosen people in 
the Old Testament. The question, “How long?” contains 
within it the expectation that suffering is coming to an 
end. It bears the trust that only results from a long and 
complicated relationship, full of ups and downs. It is this 
trust that finally emerges at the end of the Psalm, when the 
writer can sing to the Lord and rejoice in a salvation he has 
yet to experience. That is trust. That is hope.

This weekend, as a nation we remember and give thanks 
for the life and prophetic ministry of Martin Luther King, 
Jr. I think of how the movement that he led was rooted 
and grounded in the discipline of prayer, how an abiding 
relationship with God gave strength for the struggle and 
hope even when all seemed hopeless. A few years ago, 
Beacon Press published a collection of Dr. King’s prayers. 
They offer a window into how the practice of prayer 
sustained King, as he cried out to God for strength to 
persevere and courage to stand firm even when it seemed 

he stood alone. The prayers of the Civil Rights movement 
echo the prayers we find in the Psalms—they give witness 
to the power of holy conversation. 

Why do we pray? Because this lifelong conversation 
changes us, strengthens our faith, deepens our relationship 
with God, and brings us closer to one another. Because God 
does hear us, God is available to us.

I remember reading an interview with a pastor who was 
retiring after fifty years of ministry with one congregation. 
The interviewer was a young journalist in town who decided 
to challenge the much older pastor. How does it feel, he asked, 
to know that after fifty years almost no one can remember 
the words of any of your sermons? Undaunted, the pastor 
responded: “It doesn’t’ bother me; I have been married to 
the same woman for fifty-six years. Almost every morning 
my wife and I have had breakfast together. If you asked me, 
I could not recite the details of any of those conversations 
verbatim. But I know this: I am a better person because of 
that time spent together over breakfast. I am a wiser and 
gentler and stronger man because of the words that were 
spoken, even if I could not repeat a single one.”

Why do I pray? Because the people who formed me in 
faith, whose lives were models for mine, whose love shaped 
me, were people of deep prayer. I pray because of the saints 
who taught me to love God, to sing the hymns, to read 
scripture, to pray. I pray because I believe that the church 
at prayer is the church in action. I believe, with Karl Barth, 
that to clasp hands in prayer is the beginning of an uprising 
against the disorder of this world, and of our lives.

Let us pray. Powerful words that give notice to the powers 
of sin and death at work that their days are numbered. Let us 
pray. Simple words that transform us into willing servants 
of a holy God who is also a conversation partner.

So, let us pray. Let us go regularly to the wellsprings of 
prayer that nourish our souls and compel us to seek justice 
and holy living. Let us pray, and so become a people deeply 
attuned to God’s will. Let us pray in all circumstances and 
through all our struggles. Let us pray. Amen.


