
PRAYER
"Sure, I Pray all the Time"

For many years, my prayer life was strangely limited.

It was limited by the time I spent praying.  My most common prayers were a single sentence; "Oh, God, what do I do now?" or "Jesus, help me out of this." or "God, are You sure you know what You are doing?"  These are prayers of pure desperation.  These are very simple prayers.  In those two aspects, they are 'good' prayers.

My prayer life was limited by the reasons I prayed.  Again, desperation was the main reason. (Make certain you hear the word "despair" in "desperation".  Despair is defined as a lack of faith.) I prayed to fill an immediate, personal need.  Personal needs do include being saved from the fool in thx truck that is about to run you off thy road.  But these prayers are just one step above swearing.  I prayed out of childish habit, and was almost certain God was too busy to bother with my prayers.  These prayers were always selfish. Even when I prayed for someone else, it was because an improvement in their life would also be an improvement in mine.

My prayers were limited in their intention.  Yes, I was making a request of God, but it was not my intention to communicate with Him.  This is a little like writing a letter without looking up the address, or dialing a number at random and being surprised when the person you wanted doesn't answer.

Part of the reason my prayer life was so stunted was because, obviously, my faith was stunted.   Much of the reason for both these conditions is how I was taught to pray.

What does a child learn from "Now I lay me down to sleep?"  That prayers must be memorized? That they must rhyme?  That they must have a sing-song rhythm?

We teach small children to deliver prayers as if they are magical incantations, not attempts to talk to God, let alone communicate with Him.  The grace we say at table, if it is a rote prayer, and even the first Scripture we ask them to memorize, which is almost universally the Lord’s Prayer, are not meant to teach anything about knowing God.  They are rather taught more to socialize children, to teach them certain rules, than ts teach real prayer.  Those of us from liturgical churches (churches whose services follow a strict pattern, usually laid out in a book of prayers) do some considerable damage to young people when we do not teach them that beautiful words must also be meaningful words.

God created us to enjoy creation with Him.   We are so important to Him, He even shares the process of creation with us. Paul tells us at 1 Corinthians 3:9 that we are "co laborers with God."  We are to change the world with prayer!

We are right in one thing as we deal with our children: prayer must be learned.  The disciples were men of prayer, who spent much of their lives in the synagogues, and yet they could tell that Jesus' prayers had a quality theirs lacked.  "Lord, teach us to pray," they asked Jesus (Luke 11.1)

He responded with what we have come to call The Lord’s Prayer.  Remember that He meant it as x pattern for our own prayers, not a substitute for them.  Our prayers should include the elements He gives us.

What are they?

The first is intention.  "Our Father in heaven" is an address.  Sometimes we send letters to a place we have never been, but even when we do, we have at least imagined what the place if like.  Jesus bids us take a moment at the beginning of prayer, and make contact with God.  It is certainly true that the Holy Spirit is everywhere, and that all our thoughts are known to God.  It is also true that at this moment, no matter where you are, television and radio waves are passing through your body. Neither fact matters if you are not on the right channel.  We must get on the right channel to God if we expect Him to use His power. We must send our request to the right address. We must attempt (a carefully chosen word; we attempt, and sometimes fail, in any leaning process) first to contact Him, before we plunge forward with our laundry list of requests.

It is also tremendously significant that we are to address God as "Father".  He is Someone who already loves us and has our best interests at heart, not someone from whom we have to extract benefits, or from whom we can earn those benefits.

"Hallowed (holy) be your name" helps us keep our prayer above the level of magic.  In magic, words of power invoke another (demonic) power.  When in the course of prayer we remind ourselves (God doesn’t need reminding) that His very Name us Holy, we are reminding ourselves that we are not approaching the Creator of the Universe casually, and that, while we may share in creation, we are very much junior partners.

"Thy kingdom come" is a reminder to us that God is king, and that the kingdom is not in some far-off time, it is now.  The major obstacle to our seeing it now, and sharing in its victory right now, is our own insistence on being Kings ourselves.

"Give us each day our daily bread" drives home two thoughts.  First, we should not in our prayers be only concerned with what we want, but with what we already have; we must not take for granted all that God has already given.  Second, we cannot store up His provision.  It comes daily, so we need to keep communication open- daily.

"Forgive us our suns, as we forgive everyone who sins against us."  The practice of forgiveness is so important that Jesus makes it the cornerstone of our relationship with God. In this book, it warrants its own chapter.  It is important when we pray to recall how sinful we are.  This is not so we can indulge in an orgy of guilt and running ourselves down, After all, Jesus has already defeated sin. We confess because we need to be reminded that we are woefully imperfect. Therefore, we have an obligation to forgive all those around us, who, just like us, are imperfect, yet are still, beloved by the King of the Universe.

"Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one."  Temptation here is more than just "seduction by sin"; it is all the trials we face in life, all the situations that test our integrity and faithfulness.  The sense is that we don't want to presume that we can handle tests on our own.  We don't want extra tests, but that we can face the important, basic tests with God. The Greek word used here, sometimes translated "evil" means such a concentrated personal form of evil that it is just as well translated "evil one."  "'Lord, keep the Devil away" is another way to understand this element of prayer.  (See the chapter on Temptation.)

In a wonderful publication called "Forward, Day by Day"

 (whose authors are anonymous,) I learned another wonderful and easy to remember model for prayer:

ACTS
ACTQ stands for Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving, and Supplication.

When se ADORE God, or praise Him, in prayer, we call to our own minds His greatness, Perfection, or Holiness (Completeness)  This does wonders for my state of mind when I am praying for myself or someone else.  If such a marvelous God, Who does such marvelous things, is available to listen to prayer, then things cannot be that bad.

CONFESSION should include a specific sin- in fact, as many sins as we can recall that are unconfessed.  Sin blocks our access to God.  We are promised forgiveness if we ask it, so it only makes sense to remove the barrier by a brief recollection of things we have done (or not done) that we recognize as being contrary to God's will.

THANKSGIVING is something we can never do too much of.  God doesn't need our thankful prayers- He is complete, and nothing we do can add to or take away from that completeness.  He wants us to have thankful hearts because of what it does for us.  It is extraordinarily difficult to recall even one or two blessings, and not have our spirits rise- and when our spirits "rise", they are that much closer to God.

(How many times have I gotten this far in the ACTS model- and forgotten the reason I was praying, if it was for myself.  By recalling God, His majesty, His love for us demonstrated by forgiveness of sins, and the many blessings He has poured out, my soul is often healed beyond some momentary crisis.)

SUPPLICATION, asking for a change in the Universe is the last part of any prayer.

  Jesus teaches us about supplication in Luke 11, immediately following the model for prayer He gives us.  In verses 5-10 He tells us about going to a friend's house to borrow bread to feed an unexpected guest.  He tells us to be "holy" or persistent, in our request.  He concludes with,

"Ask and it will be given you, seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.

For everyone who seeks finds, and to him who knocks, the door will be open."  (Luke 11:5-10)

This is also what we learn from James: 'You do not have, because you do not ask God." (James 4:2)

Persistence in prayer may in fact change God's mind, at least so that His unchanging love may be manifested (See Exodus 32:14).  That is not, however, why He encourages persistence.  Prayer brings us closer to God.  Constant prayer brings us constantly closer.  God's answer to a prayer may be "No".  St may be "Maybe".  But He wants us to keep praying, because prayer is good for us.  The process is good for us, not just the results.
Nonetheless, expect your prayer to be answered.  Jesus' prayers again are very important to our learning how to pray.  Browse through the Gospels and note His prayers of healing.  They are short, simple, and direct.

Please do not tie the answering of prayer to the amount of faith the person fraying may have.  It is terrible to see a sick person be told that their sickness is simply a matter of their own lack of faith.

The story of Sodom and Gomorrah at Genesis 18: 20-33 teaches us that we may ask God for anything, but that the answers always are for the best good from God's perspective.  God knows the whole story, so His answers to our prayers may not conform to our understanding of the need in a particular situation. Our misunderstanding of the real need accounts for more unanswered prayers than lack of faith.

New Christians sometimes see spectacular results from their prayers.  They continue joyfully "colaboring" with God, until one day a good, selfless prayer seems to have no result at all.  There may be many explanations, but one that is hard, yet comforting, comes from Anthony de Mello, in his anecdote, "Adulthood".  In it, a teacher criticizes a pupil for praying too much, for "leaning too much on God." The pupil retorts that it was the teacher who taught him to pray, and the teacher responds;  "When will you learn that a father isn't someone you can lean on, but someone who rids you of your tendency to lean?"

  It may be that God uses our life on Earth to toughen us up in some important way, to make us, not less reliant on Him, but more mature.  Jesus, as He prayed in the garden, had one very heartfelt prayer answered; Now Paul tells us "we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope." (Romans 5:3,4)

Answers are not the point of prayer. The important thing about prayer is praying.  We should pray constantly- just so we get to know God.

Exercise

Whenever you become aware of a need, of any situation that needs changing, whether it is world peace, or your daughter's dirty room, address a prayer to God concerning it.

Use the ACTS model.  First, calm down long enough to center on God; His unique attributes, His love for you.  Confess any sins that burden you.  (Sometimes, especially in the beginning of a walk with Christ, confessions need a whole day, or a weekend, in quiet time with a minister or someone you trust, to hear you confess your sins out loud.  This can be irresistibly wonderful for your life.)

Thank God for your blessings.  Thanksgiving can be (should be) a prayer in it self, taking as long as you like.  (Don't worry, once you start to count your blessings thankfully, they seem to multiply.  This, too, has a wonderful affect on life.)

Only after these other prayer elements, done as elaborately or as simply as your wish, should you make your requests.

Make the effort to pray more for others than for yourself (see James 4:3). Trust God to lead you.  If you feel that some person may not be benefitting from your prayers, it may be that God has led someone else to pray for them.  (This is not true of your enemies.  Pray for them no matter what.)  Pray persistently fob those for whom you are led to pray.

Pray specifically at a specific time every day.  It need not be for a long time, but it should be the only thing you do for at least a few minutes.  As you learn how, the time will lengthen.  Also pray throughout the day whenever you can; in the car, in lines, while walking, while "on hold." 

Pray when you can't sleep. 

Pray for strangers.  This can be very rewarding, and even mysterious.

Pray.
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�- �A brief, simple prayer on the ACTS model might go like this;  "Lord God Almighty, You who made the beautiful and intricate tree outside my window, I confess that I covet Ed's new car, and I'm sorry I stared at the woman who lives across the block and lusted after her.  Thank you that the boys are all three calling me "sir" on their own; and thank you for Martha and how well she does mothering them.  Please bless Geraldine and Robert; help them talk to each other, and center their marriage on You, not on their own notion of justice.  In Jesus name I pray.
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