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Jesus was praying in a certain place. When he finished, one of his disciples said, “Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples.”  2 Jesus told them, “When you pray, say: ‘Father, uphold the holiness of your name. Bring in your kingdom. 3  Give us the bread we need for today. 4  Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who has wronged us.  And don’t lead us into temptation.’”  5 He also said to them, “Imagine that one of you has a friend and you go to that friend in the middle of the night. Imagine saying, ‘Friend, loan me three loaves of bread 6 because a friend of mine on a journey has arrived and I have nothing to set before him.’ 7 Imagine further that he answers from within the house, ‘Don’t bother me. The door is already locked, and my children and I are in bed. I can’t get up to give you anything.’ 8 I assure you, even if he wouldn’t get up and help because of his friendship, he will get up and give his friend whatever he needs because of his friend’s brashness. 9 And I tell you: Ask and you will receive. Seek and you will find. Knock and the door will be opened to you. 10 Everyone who asks, receives. Whoever seeks, finds. To everyone who knocks, the door is opened.  11 “Which father among you would give a snake to your child if the child asked for a fish? 12  If a child asked for an egg, what father would give the child a scorpion? 13  If you who are evil know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him?”
In the book Dear Pastor by Bill Adler he shares letters he received from children.  

1. Dear Pastor, I know God loves me but I wish God would give me an “A” on my report card so I could be sure.  Theresa age 8.  

2. Dear Pastor, Thank you for your sermon on Sunday.  I will write more when my mother explains to me what you said.  Justin, age 9.  

3. Dear Pastor, Do I have to say grace before every meal?  Even when I am only having a peanut butter and jelly sandwich?  Wesley, age 9.  

4. Dear Pastor, I say my prayer before I eat my supper but my mother still makes me finish my spinach and drink my milk. Julie, age 9.  


For the last few weeks we have been talking about what the Christian life is all about.  We are sent on a mission of joy.  We are called to love the Lord our God with all our heart and with all our soul and all our strength and all our mind; and love our neighbor as ourselves.  Or as the Message Bible translation says, love the Lord our God with all our passion and prayer and muscle and intelligence—and love our neighbor as well as you do ourselves.”


The Good Samaritan parable shows us how someone loves their neighbor with actions of compassion and mercy, going and doing.  As Christians we are called to go, see, have compassion, and act.  Last week the story of Mary and Martha reminded us how to love the Lord our God completely.  We choose Jesus through compassionate action and through single-hearted, focused listening.  When we choose to spend time with Jesus we love ourselves as well as our neighbor.  When we rush from activity to activity, we get distracted and do not show love to Jesus or to ourselves.  Prayer is a way that we can show love to Jesus and ourselves. 


It is amazing to me that these stories in Luke are one right after the other.  First, Jesus sends out the 72 disciples to every city to share peace and table fellowship, to cure the sick, and to proclaim the kingdom of God.  Then, the Good Samaritan parable, then Mary and Martha, and then Jesus teaches the disciples the Lord’s Prayer.  


Most of us, if the truth be known, put God on a back burner.  We rarely read the Bible.  We don’t pray.  We don’t have a daily meditation time.  In the daily bustle of our lives we ignore God’s goodness.  Prayer is not a magical means by which we get God to do what we want.


There was a mom who sent her fifth grade boy up to bed. In a few minutes she went to make sure that he was getting in bed. When she stuck her head into his room, she saw that he was kneeling beside his bed in prayer. Pausing to listen to his prayers, she heard her son praying over and over again. "Let it be Tokyo! Please dear God, let it be Tokyo!"  When he finished his prayers, she asked him, "What did you mean, ‘Let it be Tokyo’?"  "Oh," the boy said with embarrassment, "we had our geography exam today and I was praying that God would make Tokyo the capital of France."


Haven’t we all prayed for a good grade on a test because we have not studied?  Or, maybe just me!  I remember talking to my mom about it and she told me preparing for the test was my job.  God should not have to save me.  I should instead pray to accept what grade I received and take responsibility for preparing more for the next test.  


Prayer is not a magical means by which we get God to do what we want. Prayer is an inner openness to God which allows God’s divine power to be released in us. Ultimately, the power of prayer is not that we succeed in changing God, but that God succeeds in changing us.


God is not passive, and neither are we. In fact, Jesus calls us to an active life. We tend to think of prayer as a passive affair, which in many ways it is. After all, prayer is listening before it is speaking. However, it is active listening. You know the difference between passive and active listening? Passive listening is the spouse who has one ear to the television when his partner speaks. Passive listening is the partner who has her to-do list between her and her spouse. 


Active listening, on the other hand, is giving 100% attention, and facing toward the one who speaks, putting aside remote controls, to-do lists, and cell phones. Active listening is anything but passive. It’s really hard work, when you think about it. It’s not zoning out.  Prayer is, in part, active listening. How do you receive daily bread from God, if you’re not faced in God’s direction, attentively reaching out? How does forgiveness become a reality if we don’t step into it - and how are we to step into it if we’re not walking in the direction of, toward the One from whom forgiveness flows? The Lord’s Prayer encourages active movement toward God on our part.


Henri Nouwen said, “Through prayer we can carry in our heart all human pain and sorrow, all conflicts and agonies, all torture and war, all hunger, loneliness and misery, not because of some great psychological or emotional capacity, but because God's heart has become one with ours.”  


We are called to pray.  To pray for healing, for forgiveness, for conviction, for our daily needs, and for the spiritual gifts necessary to do the work of Christ in the world.  I love the Lord’s Prayer because it addresses God truthfully, openly.  When we are hungry, we want bread.  When a loved one is ill, we want healing.  When we are weak, we want strength.  Jesus taught the disciples to pray with the honesty and vulnerability of children, addressing God in an intimate way and acknowledging the need for daily bread.  Christ promises that if we ask, seek, and knock, God will hear us, answer our prayers, and give us God’s Holy Spirit. 


We humans are complicated and ornery.  Did you know some people don’t believe that they deserve to pray to God?  Some folks are only able to hear the world’s hateful, judgmental opinions, and their hearts grow silent, ashamed to reach out to God in prayer.


Patrick Hoffman has been a part of Greenland Hills, teaching Confirmation and the Methodism class.  He has a blog and has been writing while with Arapaho UMC on their mission trip led by our own Judy Kline to El Salvador.  Patrick wrote on his blog http://messageforthebirds.wordpress.com/
right before he left for El Salvador, “The reason I see mission as so critical to the life of the church is this–each time I was forced out of my comfort zone I was reminded: God is present here, at work, calling us to stretch out our hands, minds, and imaginations past where we are comfortable and into the unknown. The love of God is so much bigger than our comfort zones can contain.  Each time I thought I was going to offer myself to others I was reminded–God’s grace is always being offered–even to those (like myself) who sometimes think they don’t need it, or have it figured out, or try to intellectualize it.  Once you have experienced the love of God, you can’t live the same way–you are moved to love God in return, and to love others because it is in the love of others–of community–that we experience the love of God.”  Thank you Patrick for your words.  


Pray is a way for us to show our love to God and to ourselves.  It is a way for us to be forced out of our comfort zones.  I am reminded this month of our Muslim brothers and sisters fasting from sun up to sun down during Ramadan.  Every day of the year no matter what their circumstances or demands, they faithfully answer the prayer call 5 times a day.  It is a way for them to keep a continual connection with God.  


There are many ways for us to pray.  We can journal our prayers writing out our questions and our struggles.  We can take a prayer walk as we walk around our neighborhood and pray for the family in each home we pass.  We can pray over our calendar and our schedule.  We can pray scripture like 1 Peter 5:7, “God cares for you, so turn all your worries over to God.”  We can pray while we make our morning coffee or drink it from Starbucks.  We can pray with a prayer partner, which is great for personal accountability.  We can be quiet as we listen in silence and expect God to tug at your heart, move your conscience, or help you realize something you need to do or change.  We can “pray continually” like 1 Thessalonians 5:17 tells us, keeping a prayer on our lips each moment of the day.  Heather Gream has been gracious enough to offer to show us one way she prays as she prays a movement prayer for us.  Heather will say a prayer with her body.  

Prayer is an act of worship and an acknowledgment of the presence of God.  In a Peanuts cartoon Charlie Brown is kneeling beside his bed for prayer. Suddenly he stops and says to Lucy, "I think I’ve made a new theological discovery, a real breakthrough. If you hold your hands upside down, you get the opposite of what you pray for."  Prayer must be more than an emergency magical lamp rubbed in a crisis. Jesus prays at his baptism, before choosing his 12 disciples, before the first prediction of his death, at the Transfiguration.  Prayer is important to Jesus.  When Jesus teaches his disciples the Lord’s Prayer, it is a community prayer not a private prayer.  Jesus uses “us” and “we” language, assuming that the community is praying together.  


Ultimately, the importance of the Lord’s Prayer is not only that Jesus gave it to his disciples, but that it was picked up by early Christian worshippers and incorporated into their understanding of how God shall be praised and what is right to ask for. And it is especially important that it has been handed down through generations to bind our community together.  Jesus taught his disciples to pray boldly, courageously, expectantly.  The Lord’s Prayer is a prayer of great courage, both praising God and placing demands upon God’s goodness, God’s justice. 


When we share Communion together, the introduction to the Lord’s Prayer says, “and now, with the confidence of children of God, let us pray.”  Let us pray with the confidence of children of God, praying in our going out and in our coming in.  Praying in our waking and in our sleeping.  Praying in our busyness and in our stillness.  Knowing that as we pray, we are answering God’s call to us to show love to Jesus and to ourselves.  With the confidence of children of God.  
