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Matthew 6:5-8
NOT THE PRAYING TYPE

A discussion starter resource included the following scene.  Tom and Sue were lingering over a last cup of coffee.  The children had left the dinner table and were finishing up their homework.  Tom and Sue found themselves with some of those rare moments, moments to talk to each other.  As they chatted, they sorted through the day’s mail.  The church newsletter was in the stack and Tom soon commented, “It looks like the preacher is all set to scold us again this week.”  Sue asked how he could know that and Tom replied he could tell by the sermon title.  The subject was prayer and Tom said, “Those sermons always conclude with a scolding.”  Sue disagreed saying, “I don’t ever remember being scolded about prayer.  There are lots of things our pastor does scold us about, but I don’t ever remember being scolded about prayer.”  “That’s because you’re different,” Tom said.  “It comes through to me as scolding because I’m not the praying type.”  The conversation continued with Sue talking about all the times she had seen and heard Tom pray, before meals, during Advent when the family set time aside for devotions, even at church sometimes.  Tom persisted, “I know I have and can pray.  But the preacher always talks about having a special place in your home, setting aside blocks of time every day to pray.  I don’t know…that just doesn’t work for me. And a lot of the time when I pray, nothing seems to really be happening.”  Sue then confessed, “I guess truth be told, I’m not as good about prayer as I think I should be even though I do try really hard to find fifteen minutes every day to sit quietly and talk with God.  Some days are just too scheduled and I can’t carve out the time.  But whenever I do, it always makes such a positive difference in my day.”  Tom and Sue talked a bit more.  As they cleared the dinner table, Sue asked, “You will still go to church on Sunday, right?”  Tom said, “Sure, but when the scolding begins, I won’t like it very much.”   
So the discussion starter resource instructs that once this scene is acted out or read, in small groups people are invited to talk about prayer and its role in their lives – well and maybe how they feel about being scolded in sermons.  So let me be clear that is so not my intention.  If I was going to scold, I would have to be first in line for the tongue-lashing. Kate Braestrup, one of the first chaplains of the Maine Warden Service writes that as someone who did not grow up praying, she approaches times when she is to pray with families, in worship, or at public events, with both awkwardness and awe. That doesn’t exactly describe me because I grew up with prayer, at home, at church, on mountain trails.  Nor would I describe myself like Tom does, as someone who is not the praying type.  But I do approach prayer with a certain awkwardness and awe. Truth be told, I struggle mightily with prayer, knowing what to say and how to say it, finding enough time for it.  What I do know is that as people of faith we are invited to pray, even expected to pray.  Our scripture lesson begins with “And whenever you pray…” not if you pray but when you pray. Prayer is a gift, an opportunity to communicate, to be in touch with God, so without scolding or guilt, it seems worth it to wrestle with this a bit, work with it a bit, and see if there might be some hope for those of us who are either not the praying type or who from time to time struggle with prayer.  Not to be presumptuous but I’m guessing that’s most of us. 
A common complaint or concern voiced about prayer has to do with God.  People pray with the hope of strengthening their relationship with God and even more so with the hope of hearing from God, experiencing God, being moved by God.  And it can be so disheartening to pray, to find the time, to try it, to give voice to worries and celebrations and feel like the words have evaporated into thin air rather than ascended to the heart of God.  There are many reasons why people may feel their prayers are left unanswered.  I’m sure we all know many of the more standard responses.  The prayer may have been answered but not with the response we wanted.  Be patient, answers will come in God’s time not our time.  But there’s another line of thinking that asks us to consider how candid we are in prayer, how authentic we are when praying.  The thought is that God can only truly be present to us, can only show up, when we bring our real and honest selves to God.  There’s an old, old story that illustrates this idea.  
There lived in a small Syrian town two men, one a Christian and one an atheist.  For years the atheist had observed the Christian and envied his peace of mind and his composure at all times.  At last, convinced that the Christian God might be real, the atheist approached the Christian and asked whether it would be possible for him to obtain from God this peace of mind which he had observed in the Christian.  The Christian replied yes, if he would get acquainted with God.  The atheist said he would be willing to try, but asked where he could meet this God.  The Christian told him that it was his custom to go out beyond the village about three miles and there on the road in the country he would meet and converse with God.  So the next morning, the atheist went out, walked the three miles, came before a mountain and he stood there and shouted, “Lord God, make known unto me what kind of a being you are!”  When he received no response, he shouted again and again.  Every day for three months, the atheist made the three mile walk out to the mountain and shouted those same words, “Lord God, make known unto me what kind of a being you are!”  Never was there a response so the atheist concluded he had been right along, there was no God.  Sometime later he saw the Christian again and he tauntingly remarked that he had gone out to meet God but no God was to be found.  The Christian asked, “Did you go out the three miles as I directed?”  The atheist answered, “Yes I did and I stood before the mountain and shouted to your God.”  The Christian commented, “But there is no mountain there, no matter, what did you say?”  The atheist said, “I shouted, ‘Lord God, make known unto me what kind of being you are.’”  The Christian then responded, “Oh, you see when I go out there, I talk with God about who I am, who I truly am, my faults and my hopes, my sorrows and my joys.  And then God appears to me and I better understand what kind of being God is, and who I am.”  The next morning, the atheist went out, fell on his knees before the mountain and began to honestly speak about himself.  The mountain vanished and God appeared. 
When we show up, when we pray, honestly, authentically, revealing our true selves, God can reach us.  When we remove the mountains of pretense, we are more open to the presence of God.  It does make a certain amount of sense to be nervous when praying.  When asking for the attention of the Creator of the Universe it might seem like we should dress up and use fancy words.  But actually all of that can get in the way become a mountainous barrier.  Instead, when praying, whether you feel pretty good about your prayer life or you feel you’re not really the praying type, when you pray, make sure it’s you who is praying, authentically you, not some pretend, looking-good-for-God semblance of yourself.  If you show up, it seems likely God will too. 
So maybe that helps those of us who struggle with prayer.  We don’t have to try to be anybody else but ourselves in prayer.  And it also seems like it might help to remember that there are lots of ways to pray.  There is not one right way.  Sometimes I think it feels that way.  Like Tom and Sue, we hear a lot that the best way, the good way, the right way to pray is to make space in our lives, time in our lives every day, 15 minutes, 30 minutes, an hour, to go into a quiet place and meditate and pray. The life of the monk, removed from the world, praying morning, noon, and night, is a life that is so often lifted up and revered.  And I am certainly not standing here this morning to criticize those prayerful practices.  I think that it is a wonderful spiritual discipline to make time each day in devotions, meditation or prayer.  But that just doesn’t work for everyone.  It just doesn’t.  And that’s okay.  People, each one of us, need to create a prayer life that works for us.  
Maybe as your minister I shouldn’t reveal this.  But when I say that you are in my thoughts and prayers, you are.  But maybe not in the way you think.  Even though I have this sanctuary available to me almost every day, it’s not often that I walk in here for quiet meditation and prayer.  I don’t have a prayer room in my home.  But I do pray.  I pray as the day comes to an end.  I pray as my eyes open in the morning and I consider the crises in the world, all of you, me, my family.  And moments of prayer are found for me after I’ve dropped Anna Mei or Matthew at a friend’s house or when the sun actually shines and I walk.   

The South Vietnamese Buddhist monk and peace activist Thich Nhat Hanh has written about how dirty dishes, red lights and traffic jams can be spiritual friends, invitations to meditation and prayer.  Just as it is important to be authentically ourselves in prayer, it is important to pray when and where it works for you.  There is just no one right way.  In our scripture Jesus criticized hypocrites because they were praying for show.  When you pray honestly, as yourself, and in a way that works for you, there is nothing to criticize.  There is not one right way to pray.  There just isn’t.

That said, it might be good, though to think about the content of our prayers, what we pray for.  A faithful matriarch of a church who also tended to be a bit cranky was greatly annoyed because her neighbors forgot to ask her to go on their picnic. On the morning of the event the family realized their affront and sent their little boy to ask her to come along.  “It’s too late now,” she snapped, “I’ve already prayed for rain.”  Something about the content of that prayer just doesn’t seem quite right. 

It’s been suggested that there are two kinds of Christians, those who pray their way out and those who pray their way in.  When you’re rushing to get to an appointment that you’re already late for and you don’t notice the traffic cop’s car until you’ve whizzed halfway past it, then you start praying your way out.  When you walk into math class and you suddenly realize the test is today and not tomorrow, you start to pray your way out.  Truly, there’s nothing wrong with talking with God in moments of panic.  But that needs to be balanced with praying our way in, praying our way into the will of God.  


When Jesus taught his disciples to pray his prayer reflected very practical concerns.  He asked for daily bread and the forgiveness of debts.  Jesus was surrounded by poverty, by people who never had enough to eat nor enough resources to meet their most basic needs.  But Jesus also prayed, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done…”  That’s praying into the will of God.  That has to be part of our focus in prayer asking God to help us do, live, the will of God, praying into God’s will.


So I hope that none of us leaves here feeling scolded today but rather uplifted.  God has invited us to be in relationship and in conversation.  In prayer, be yourself, pray in a way that works for you, pray when and where it feels right to you, offer you, your thoughts, your worries, your cares, while being mindful to pray “thy kingdom come, thy will be done.”
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