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When his disciples asked Jesus to teach them to pray, the one thing he didn’t mention was
what posture to assume when praying. Theologian Jurgen Moltmann, in his book The
Source of Life, observes that praying lying down in the prone position denotes
subservience, whereas the kneeling position — head bowed, eyes closed — speaks of
repentance and helplessness. Prayer while standing with arms uplifted and outstretched is
a prayer of expectation, says Moltmann, in which the prayer-giver invites God to come into
his life, ready to receive what God has to give.

All of this begs the question, does how you pray really make a difference? Well, Jesus and
his disciples sure thought it made a difference. That's why they asked and that's why he
answered, giving them and us both clear instruction and useful examples.

The first part of Jesus’ teaching about prayer gives specific instructions on what to say.
Right there, we see that God can be very clear and deliberate when guiding us through life.

The Lord’s Prayer is a prayer that covers all aspects of life — our relationship to God as a
loving father, our subservience to God as ruler of heaven and earth, our need for God as
provider of our daily bread — and all else we truly need. We also get reminded of God’s love
and forgiveness, clear instruction for us to love and forgive others, and the assurance that
God is there to protect us from evil and misguided forces.

God can be very clear and deliberate in guiding and teaching us, even if we don’t always
pay attention or follow his teachings. Take for instance, the Woopie Goldberg character in
the comedy classic “Sister Act.” At dinner her first night at the convent, Goldberg is asked
by Sister Mary Patrick to offer the blessing.

“That is very thoughtful of you, Mary Patrick,” says Goldberg. “But | really ... Oh. Yeah.
Yeah. |can...Icandothat. Uh. Sure. ... Bless us, O Lord for these Thy gifts which we're
about to receive. And, yea, though | walk through the valley of the shadow of no food, | will
fear no hunger. We want you to give us this day our daily bread ... and to the republic for
which it stands, and by the power invested in me, | pronounce us ready to eat. Amen.”

That’s kind of funny. And it shows that maybe we don’t know as much about prayer as we
should. For instance, did God bless Goldberg’s prayer, and why or why not? Does God
bless our prayers — answer your prayers — and why or why not? And is there more to know
about it than just the standard, “Yes God answers prayer. It's just sometimes he says, No,
or Not yet™? Of course, there’s more to know. That's why Jesus, after giving specific
instruction about the Lord’s Prayer, goes on to give an example. He tells about a friend



desperately in need of bread late at night and a neighbor who, at first, says no. “Do not
bother me. My children are with me in bed; | cannot get up and give you something to eat.”

It was common back then for homes to have one large bed that parents and children
shared. And in this case, the neighbor’s first thought is don’t disturb the sleeping children,
even to help a friend.

Now, the thing for us to know is that, to God, we are all his children. And as a loving parent,
God has the power and desire to help any and all people, all of humankind, which he does.
God’s faithfulness is unquestionable.

So, why do some prayers go unanswered, or at least not answered as we would like? Well,
Jesus goes on to say that “even though (the neighbor) will not get up and give (the man)
anything out of friendship, at least because of his persistence he will get up and give him
whatever he needs.”

Persistence is key here. The Greek word used for persistence is literally translated as
shamelessness. Jesus is saying that we should pray shamelessly; not letting anything get
in the way of asking God for what we need. Jesus doesn’t want us to think that we're not
worthy or that God doesn’t care. No, we need to be shamelessly persistent in our heartfelt
prayers.

Now that doesn’t mean we continue nagging God like a spoiled child who wants what she
wants when she wants it. What it means is that we have to be open to receiving from God
the guidance and blessing he has for us.

This is why Jesus instructs his disciples — instructs us — saying, “Ask, and it will be given to
you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you. For everyone
who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the
door will be opened.”

We have to be persistent and responsive when praying to God. When we approach God as
if approaching a loving parent, we have to act like obedient, trusting children, and not like
children who ask and ask and ask even when it’s clear we're not asking the right question,
children who search and search and search even when it's clear were not looking in the
right place, knock and knock and knock even when it’s clear we're trying to get through the
wrong door.

Ask, search and knock, yes. But if one approach to God doesn't bring clarity and direction,
blessing and peace, then reconsider your approach, all the while trusting in God to guide
you to the right question to ask, the right place to search, the right door to walk through.

And God will guide you to whatever you need most, at any time, in all circumstances. Jesus
assures us of this in his next section on prayer, where he says, “Is there anyone among you
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who, if your child asked for a fish, would give a snake instead of a fish? Or if the child
asked for an egg, would give a scorpion?”

The obvious answer is, “No!” We love our children and would do anything for them. Or at
least that's what we say, what we want to believe. And it is true for those who hold their
children in loving, shameless, persistent prayer. God gives them the wisdom and strength
to do for their children just what is needed, and give to their children just what is best, as
God does for us.

Of course, it doesn’t always feel that way, and too often, it's just plain not that way at all.
Bad things happen, even to good people, even to those trying their best. We live in a fallen
world, and this means we mess up from time to time. But thankfully, God doesn’t. And God
will not abandon us.

Christian writer Tim Hansel goes to the heart of the matter, saying, “Pain is inevitable, but
misery is optional. We cannot avoid pain,” he says, “but we can avoid joy. God has given
us such immense freedom that he will allow us to be as miserable as we want to be.

“Joy is simple,” he says, “not to be confused with easy. At any moment in life, we have at
least two options, and one of them is to choose an attitude of gratitude, a posture of grace,
a commitment to joy.™

So make a decision right here and now to go to the Lord in prayer, in the spirit of gratitude,
grace and joy, knowing that — as the Lord’s Prayer makes clear — God is to us a loving
parent with the power and desire to help; that we are to him the loving subjects of his
kingdom, here and yet to come; that our daily food, our daily needs will not be withheld —
though they can be forfeited or rejected by any of his wayward children — that in Christ we
are forgiven just as we forgive others, and that God will never cause us harm, but rather is
always there to protect us from evil, misguided forces, when we turn to him in sincere,
persistent, shameless and receptive prayer. Amen.

! Willard Gaylin, The Rage Within: Anger in Modern Life (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1984), 33.



PASTORAL PRAYER

Holy God, we thank you for the example of Jesus, who made prayer the bedrock of his life
and taught us to do the same.

Through prayer he received strength to choose faithfulness rather than give in to
temptation. Through prayer he remained connected to you and was sustained by your Spirit
for the tasks of ministry.

Through prayer he healed, taught, forgave and called. Through prayer he met the trials of
life with grace, refusing to react in anger, blame or condemnation.

So itis through prayer that we ask your Spirit of wellness and protection, healing and
comfort. We pray your peace and assurance upon those who grieve. And for all of us,
Lord, grant us a deeper desire for prayer, as we seek to follow Christ's example, even as we
pray now the prayer that he taught us, saying:

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.

Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors;
and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.

For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen.



