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Sermon: “In 2011, Prayer Will Still Be the Most Powerful Thing on Earth”

Scripture Readings:  
James 5:13-17

Are any among you suffering? They should pray. Are any cheerful? They should sing songs of praise. Are any among you sick? They should call for the elders of the church and have them pray over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord. The prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up; and anyone who has committed sins will be forgiven. Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, so that you may be healed. The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective. Elijah was a human being like us, and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on the earth. Then he prayed again, and the heaven gave rain and the earth yielded its harvest. 

My brothers and sisters, if anyone among you wanders from the truth and is brought back by another, you should know that whoever brings back a sinner from wandering will save the sinner's soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins. 

Romans 8:24-28

Likewise, the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.  And God, who searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.  We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.

Prediction #2 states that in the year 2011, prayer will still be the most powerful thing on earth.
If this is true, how can it be? Since it is also true that we do not know how to pray as we ought!

It has been said that there are only two kinds of people in the world. 

There are those  who wake up in the morning and say, "Good morning, Lord!" 

And there are those who wake up in the morning and say, "Good Lord, it's morning." 

Children, who are oftentimes able understand what grown-ups can’t, don’t seem to get it right much of the time either.

A Sunday School teacher began her  lesson with a question, "Boys and girls, what do we  know about God?" 

A hand shot up in the air. "He is an  artist!" said the kindergarten boy. 

"Really? How do  you know?" the teacher asked. 

"You know - Our  Father, who does art in Heaven...  "

And then there’s the story of the mother who was concerned about her kindergarten son walking to school. He didn't want “mom” to walk with him, and she wanted to give him the feeling that he had some independence but at the same time, know that he was safe.
So she had an idea. She asked a neighbor if she would please follow him to school in the mornings, staying at a distance, of course, so that he wouldn't notice her.

The neighbor, who was up early with her toddler anyway, thought it would be a good way for them to get some exercise, so she agreed.

Beginning the first day of school, the neighbor and her little girl set out following behind Timmy as he walked to school. After a few days, another neighbor girl (that he knew) began to catch up with him and walk with him. She had been doing this for the whole week, when one day, as the two were walking along, chatting, and kicking stones and twigs, the little girl noticed that the same lady had been following them every day all week. Finally she said to Timmy, 'Have you noticed that there is a lady who has been following us to school all week? Do you know her?'
Timmy nonchalantly replied, 'Yeah, I know who she is.'
The little girl said, 'Well, who is she?'
'That's just Shirley Goodnest,' Timmy replied, 'and her daughter Marcy.'
'Shirley Goodnest? Who the heck is she and why is she following us? 
'Well,' Timmy explained, 'every night my Mom makes me say the 23rd Psalm with my prayers, 'cuz she worries about me so much. 
And in the Psalm, it says, 'Shirley Goodnest and Marcy shall follow me all the days of my life', so I guess I'll just have to get used to it!'
So, how powerful is prayer? How super is it? Is it stronger than lightning? More powerful than an earthquake?

Or a speeding bullet?  

Let’s take a closer look…

According to writer James,

in today’s first Scripture reading, 

the prayer of the righteous person 
is powerful 
…and effective. 
Paul, in his letter to the church at Rome, agrees, teaching us why this is so.

The reason prayer is powerful and effective 

is because the Spirit, 
the Holy Spirit, 
intercedes for us.

This means that when we are unable to verbalize our prayers
--or even think straight,
the Spirit of God does it for us


delivering our prayer to God

with sighs too deep 
for words. 
It’s enough to give us goose bumps 

when we stop 

and really think about it! 
So, what exactly is this thing we call prayer?

Well, some people seem to think that it has to have a certain format

--that God will not hear us unless we begin with Dear God
and end with Amen.

We must first express thanks to God 

and then we can ask him for what it is that we want.
This should do it, we think. 

But the often disappointing reality is…


we don’t always get what we ask for



even we we’ve done it right.

And when this happens,


we conclude one of two things:



either God didn’t hear us,

or God doesn’t care.

Well, we’ve all had experiences like this

--of praying for something we wanted

—even to the point of desperation.  


And our loved one dies anyway.

--We lose our job anyway.




--We still can’t pay our bills 

And we become confused.
So, if it is true that prayer is powerful



and that God loves us, 




then why are our prayers not answered 

in the way we want them to?

There is a story about St. Augustine that might help us make some sense of this. It’s about something that happened long before he was named a saint: 

Augustine’s mother, Monica, is said to have cried great tears over her son. Her soul was filled with anguish because her son was not a Christian. When he got ready to leave North Africa to go to Italy, she prayed fervently that her son would not go--because she desperately wanted for him to become a Christian and believed that it would never happen if he moved away. But Augustine, wanting very much to go to Italy, decided that he would defy the request of his mother and go anyway. 

The day before he was to leave, his mother prayed all day in a small chapel by the sea that her son would reconsider and decide not to go to Italy. 

As is typical with most sons, he did what he wanted to anyway and boarded the ship for Italy. But on the way there, Augustine had a conversation with a Christian. While still on the ship, he accepted Jesus Christ as his personal Lord and was saved. 

From that time forward, 

Christianity became Augustine’s way of life, 

and he became one of the most prolific thinkers and writers

of the Christian faith. 

As we can see, 

God did not answer his mother’s prayer in the way she asked, 

but God did answer her prayer.

He did it in His own way—a better way 
by working all things together for good. 

God does not always answer our prayers 
in the way we might have hoped
but one thing we can count on:
God loves us and wants the best for us.

And, if we will only be patient,

we will discover 

that God does always answer our prayers.

Our part is to trust God 

and be patient with him 

while he works things out for us.

Sometimes what we get is even better than what we prayer for!

This too is prayer
—the process of patiently waiting 

And with this in mind…
it is clear that God’s definition of prayer 

is not the same as ours

--that God’s definition of prayer must be much broader 

than our human minds can conceive.

You may remember the story that happened at a certain monastery in the woods. It had fallen upon hard times. In the past it had been a thriving community that was well known and respected throughout the region, but over the last generation the monks had died one by one and there were no new vocations to replace them. Besides this, the monks did not seem to be as friendly to each other. Something just wasn't right. The Father Abbot was quite concerned about the future of his monastery, now consisting of himself and three brothers and, thus, he sought counsel from the local rabbi who was known to be a great sage. The abbot went to the rabbi and asked him if he had any advice on what to do to save his monastery. The rabbi felt at a loss and said that he, too, worried about his own congregation; people were too busy and simply were not coming to the synagogue any longer. The two commiserated together and read the Torah. As the abbot was getting ready to return home the rabbi looked at him and said, "One in your home is the Messiah." The abbot walked home puzzled as to what the rabbi's words meant.

When he arrived at the monastery the monks asked the abbot what he had learned. He responded that the rabbi had given him no concrete advice, but he had said in cryptic language, "One in your home is the Messiah." Over the next days and weeks the monks pondered what this might mean. Was it possible that one of them was the Messiah? If that was the case then most certainly it was Father Abbot. He had been the leader for more than a generation. On the other hand it might be Brother Thomas, for he is a holy man and full of light. Certainly it could not be Brother Eldred. He is old, crotchety, and often mean-spirited, but he always seems to be right, no matter what the situation or question. The rabbi could not have meant Brother Phillip. He is very passive - a real nobody, but one has to admit that he is always there when someone needs assistance.

As they continued to contemplate this question, the old monks began to treat each other with great respect, on the off chance that the one with whom they were dealing really was the Messiah. They again began to live the gospel message. The monastery was a much more prayerful place once again.

Because the monastery was located in a beautiful portion of the forest it was common during the spring, summer, and fall months for families to come and have picnics on the grounds. During this period people who came seemed to sense the new spirit of respect and love that was present at the monastery. The people returned often and one day a young man came to the Father Abbot and asked if he could join the community. Soon others inquired and joined and, thus, after several years the vibrant community at the monastery was again restored because the wisdom of the rabbi had transformed hearts. 
Through the wisdom of the rabbi,

the monks learned 
that if their lives mirrored 
the One whom they worshiped, 
they would become 
like Him
--their whole life, 
every word and every action, 
would became one continuous prayer. 

So, this bigger, broader definition of prayer 
challenges us in a very big way 
--to have ongoing communication with God, ourselves 
throughout our lives.

Author Frederick Buechner claims 

that we all pray continuously 

whether we think of it as praying 

or not. 

There are times in our lives 

when no words suffice.

And what might this look like
—this life of prayer?

This poem by Edgar Lee Master may say it best:
Silence

By Edgar Lee Masters
1869-1950 

I have known the silence of the stars and of the sea, 
And the silence of the city when it pauses, 
And the silence of a man and a maid, 
And the silence of the sick 
When their eyes roam about the room. 
And I ask: For the depths, 
Of what use is language? 
A beast of the field moans a few times 
When death takes its young. 
And we are voiceless in the presence of realities -- 
We cannot speak. 

A curious boy asks an old soldier 
Sitting in front of the grocery store, 
"How did you lose your leg?" 
And the old soldier is struck with silence, 
Or his mind flies away 
Because he cannot concentrate it on Gettysburg. 
It comes back jocosely 
And he says, "A bear bit it off." 
And the boy wonders, while the old soldier 
Dumbly, feebly lives over 
The flashes of guns, the thunder of cannon, 
The shrieks of the slain, 
And himself lying on the ground, 
And the hospital surgeons, the knives, 
And the long days in bed. 
But if he could describe it all 
He would be an artist. 
But if he were an artist there would be deeper wounds 
Which he could not describe. 

There is the silence of a great hatred, 
And the silence of a great love, 
And the silence of an embittered friendship. 
There is the silence of a spiritual crisis, 
Through which your soul, exquisitely tortured, 
Comes with visions not to be uttered 
Into a realm of higher life. 
There is the silence of defeat. 
There is the silence of those unjustly punished; 
And the silence of the dying whose hand 
Suddenly grips yours. 
There is the silence between father and son, 
When the father cannot explain his life, 
Even though he be misunderstood for it. 

There is the silence that comes between husband and wife. 
There is the silence of those who have failed; 
And the vast silence that covers 
Broken nations and vanquished leaders. 
There is the silence of Lincoln, 
Thinking of the poverty of his youth. 
And the silence of Napoleon 
After Waterloo. 
And the silence of Jeanne d'Arc 
Saying amid the flames, "Blessed Jesus" -- 
Revealing in two words all sorrows, all hope. 
And there is the silence of age, 
Too full of wisdom for the tongue to utter it 
In words intelligible to those who have not lived 
The great range of life. 

And there is the silence of the dead. 
If we who are in life cannot speak 
Of profound experiences, 
Why do you marvel that the dead 
Do not tell you of death? 
Their silence shall be interpreted 
As we approach them. 

As John Bunyan once noted: 

it is better to have a heart without 
than words without a heart.
I believe that we too can pray continuously 
by turning every action of our lives 

into a prayer. 

Barbara Brown Taylor, in her newest book, Altar in the World, shows us how.

Quoting one by the name of Brother David,

Rev. Brown defines prayer 
simply as

waking up to the presence of God 

no matter where we are 

or what we am doing.

She shares:

When I look up from feeding the outside dogs to see the full moon coming up through the bare trees like the wide iris of God’s own eye—when I feel the beam of it enter my busy heart and fill me full of light—I am in prayer. When I spend all after noon chopping onions, stewing tomatoes, and setting the dining room table with every piece of silver I own for a supper of soup and bread with friends, I am in prayer. When I am so sick that I cannot do anything but lie in bed with a jar of Vick’s Vaporub…I am in prayer.   
You and I can do this too.

We too can live a life of prayer,

practicing the presence of God in all we do,
finding God in all our present moments.
And when we do this,

we can trust that God is busy working 
all things together for good 

in our lives. 
So Prediction #2 is true:

In the year 2011, 
prayer will still be the most powerful thing on earth.

May our whole lives be a prayer,

in the name of Jesus, Amen.
