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How’s your prayer life? I know that on any given Sunday there will be several persons present who would say, “My prayer life is great. I’ve never felt closer to God.” At the same time I know that on any given Sunday there will be several people who might say, “My prayer life’s not so good right now. To be honest with you, when I try to pray it just seems like a waste of time; it seems foolish, useless, and I feel far away from God.” 

I don’t know if our prayer life is affected more by our understanding of God or if our understanding of God is affected more by our prayer life. Probably one is as important as the other. Think about this; often it seems the persons who feel far away from God spend less time in prayer and the persons who feel close to God spend more time in prayer. Maybe it should be just the opposite. When we feel far away from God, isn’t that when we need to spend more time in prayer?
Jesus said to pray always. If this is a time when your prayer life is not very good, you’ll probably say, “I can’t think of anything to pray.” I’ll say, “Good for you; because it is an opportunity for you to listen instead of speaking.”

I have a confession to make. I can get along with nearly every kind of person. When Beverly talked about the kids eating and the fruits and the nuts, through the years I’ve seen all kinds of fruits and nuts come to this communion table. I can put up any of them. 

Do you remember the story about the elevator operator? Back in the days when there were elevator operators and, of course invariably someone would get on the elevator and say, “I’ll bet your job has a lot of ups and downs, doesn’t it?” Of course this guy had heard that about a thousand times so what he figured he could say was, “It’s not the ups and downs that bother me so much. It’s the “jerks” that make my life miserable.” 
Fruits, nuts, jerks, I can put up with about anyone, but I’ll confess this; if someone talks all the time, I just can’t hardly put up with that. When we lived in Ponca City I served on the regional board. There was a woman in our church, also on the regional board, and she was a talker. We had a regional board meeting one time and she asked if she could ride with me to the meeting. It’s about 110 miles from Ponca City to Oklahoma City where the meeting was. It seemed like 1000 miles. All the way from Ponca City to Oklahoma City she talked. I wouldn’t say I listened; I was there in the car, but I just kind of acted like I listened. She talked all the way back that afternoon, too. Talk, talk, talk. My ear must have been bloody from her chewing on it. When we got back to Ponca City I took her home. Then, true story, after I took her home I went to my chiropractor’s office and got a treatment for my back because I was so tense from listening to her that my back was killing me.

Do you spend too much time talking to God and not enough listening? Every good conversation is a two-way conversation. It’s not just one person talking. It’s one person talking and another person listening; then the other person talking and the first person listening. 
If you can’t think of anything to say in your prayer, just listen. Paul said that the Spirit would intercede for us with “sighs too deep for words.” If we can’t think of something to pray, God’s spirit will pray for us. 
If you can’t think of anything to say, say “Thank you.” You read in the church paper last week that we are doing this experiment between now and Thanksgiving. We start off every day saying “thank you.” I hope some of you did that this morning before you said anything else. I hope you said thank you to God. When you go to bed tonight, I hope the last thing you say will be thank you. I promise that if you do this, all of life will become a theater of grace.
If you can’t think of anything to say to God you can pray the greatest prayer that was ever prayed. Do you remember what Jesus prayed in the garden? Jesus did not want to go to the Cross, but he prayed, “Thy will be done.” If you can’t think of anything else to say, pray “Thy will be done.” 
Jesus said, “Pray always.” We can’t spend all our time praying. That means we are supposed to live lives of prayer, and that means following God’s will. The old preacher, E. M. Bounds, said, “There is no way of praying to God without living for God.” Are you following God’s will for your life? 
Jesus also said don’t lose heart. When we think about losing heart we usually think about it in these terms: when someone is broken-hearted that’s one way to lose heart. If someone is heartless, that’s another way to lose heart. If someone is disheartened, that is another way we lose heart. The way that we don’t lose heart is through prayer. You have probably heard it said that prayer opens the door to God’s heart. That’s not it at all. Prayer opens the door to our heart. God’s heart is always open. 
The point of this parable is not that God is like the wicked judge. The point of the parable is that God is like the persistent widow who never gives up because God never gives up on us. Prayer opens the door to our hearts so we can receive all that God would share with us.
The challenge for us is to live with faith. If your prayer life is rotten, that’s not easy. The best definition of faith I’ve ever heard is; “Faith is a rock that has roots.” Don’t you like that? Faith is a rock that has roots. Grasp on to the rock that is known as Christ. Hang in there. Never give up.  
Then, learn how to give up, because I believe that the single hardest part of faith is learning what it means to give up. Give up your doubts: Give up your pride.Give up your self-righteousness. Give up your grudges. How many here this morning had something happen a few weeks ago, a few months ago, a few years ago and darn it, we’re never going to forget it. They hurt our feelings and we’re going to make them pay. We hold on to those grudges, don’t we? 

Give up your money? At the first service, Hugh Henderson gave the I Am Third Stewardship Moment. He talked about how it is not natural for us to give up our money to the church. That’s something that only happens when we are led by God’s spirit. 
Give up control? There’s probably a little bit of a control freak in each of us. We like to control other people’s lives even when we don’t manage our own lives so well.  Give up control to God. 

Give up life. Jesus said to those who would follow him, “If you lose your life, if you give up your life, you’ll find it. You’ll find a richness and fullness in life that you never knew before.” 

How can we do these things? Pray always is what Jesus said. Live lives of prayer. Jesus didn’t say to talk about prayer. Jesus didn’t say to discuss prayer. He didn’t even say to preach about prayer. He said to pray. It seems foolish to me to think that we would come into this sanctuary this morning and not pray. We all prayed together the Lord’s Prayer. You heard me pray. You’ll hear the elders pray. Don’t we all need to spend some time in prayer?
I’m going to ask you to do this right now. If you would please, bow your heads and if you feel led by God’s spirit to pray just a sentence prayer, I hope you will do that. You don’t have to speak loudly enough so that everyone in this sanctuary can hear you. You only have to speak loudly enough that God can hear you. Would you bow your heads now and if you can only pray silently do that, but if you would pray a sentence prayer out loud, please do that now.

“Living God, for these prayers, spoken and silent, we give thanks. When we hear the prayers of brothers and sisters in faith it is as if we are hearing your voice speak to us. For the times when it seems our prayers bounce off the ceiling and don’t even leave this room, remind us that that’s all right because you are here with us in this room. Our prayers do not have to penetrate the walls of this building because you have already penetrated those walls to be here with us now. Give us faith to pray always, which is another way of saying give us faith to be people of prayer; to live our lives as a prayer of thanksgiving to you.

Amen
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