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An Occasion described by Matthew

Immediately Jesus made the disciples get into the boat and go ahead of him to the other side, while he dismissed the crowd.  After he had dismissed them, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray.  When evening came, he was there alone, but the boat was already a considerable distance from land, buffeted by the waves because the wind was against it.

An Occasion in Mark

Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.  Simon and his companions went to look for him, and when they found him, they exclaimed:  ‘Everyone is looking for you!’

And a Scene in Luke

One of those days Jesus went out to a mountainside to pray, and spent the night praying to God.
You cannot read the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John without coming to the ready realization that prayer was a priority in the life of Jesus.  In our varied texts this morning we see different scenarios in which Jesus set aside time to pray.

· In the Matthew text we see Jesus dismissing the crowd and even his disciples and then going to a mountainside to pray;

· In the Mark text – which takes place at the home of Peter’s mother-in-law -- we find Jesus getting up “very early in the morning, while it was still dark” and going off to a solitary place and praying.  He spends so much time in prayer that his disciples wonder what’s happened to him and come looking for him.

· In the Luke text, correspondingly, we see Jesus spending all night in prayer.  

It is clear that prayer mattered to Jesus.


The truth is prayer matters to some extent to most of us.  One recent Gallup poll determined that well over 90% of Americans pray fairly regularly.  While we can’t be sure what prayer means to each person who prays, it is clear that prayer does matter.


Personally I don’t think the question is whether pray matters; I think the question is what we understand prayer to be.  For me the essential issue is not whether prayer matters, but understanding what prayer is and what prayer is not.  Around that question/issue let me share four insights.

I.
PRAYER IS NOT A PROMISE
I think you know this.  I think as wise and reasonable Christians you understand that God does not promise to grant us exactly what we ask when we pray.  There is no Divine guarantee that we’re going to get what we want or what we feel we need when we pour our requests and our needs before God.  

I’ve always liked the story of the little girl whose father was a preacher.  She came into his study at home one day and found him sitting quietly with his head bowed, not saying a word and not writing or typing.  She said, “Daddy, what are you doing?”  “I’m praying, sweetheart.”  “What are you praying about?”  “Well, each week I pray that God will help me with my sermon.”  The little girl responded, “Then why doesn’t He answer your prayers?”

Well, the truth is God does answer our prayers.  The question isn’t whether God answers our prayers – He does; the question is how God answers our prayers.
One Christian thinker has said, and I think rightfully so, that God answers our prayesr in one of four ways:
1. God may say “Yes”

2. God may say “No”

3. God may say “Not now”

4. God may say “I have a better plan”

God always answers our prayers, but how God answers our prayers may not be what 
we are expecting or hoping.  That which we want or feel we need may or may not be what God grants!

II.
PRAYER IS THE MEANS TO UNMISTAKABLE POWER

Now, while we have to accept that God doesn’t promise us to answer our prayers the

way we want, there is something that prayer always brings us…God’s Presence and God’s power.


I read not long ago a story told by a minister about his visits and conversations with a member of his congregation who was suffering from Lou Gehrig’s disease, ALS.  While I normally don’t read pieces this long, I want to do justice to the experience of this minister with his parishioner by sharing his own words:

 I suppose that this is one of the most debilitating illnesses known. Over a period of time, all of the muscles of the body become useless. But, the mind remains clear and sharp - trapped in a body that cannot move.  Of course, this man reacted the way you or I would expect. He was bitter and angry at what was happening to him. When he did pray, his prayers were questions that asked, "Why me, God? Why is this happening to me?"
Once, when I called on him, he cursed me ... He cursed God ... He cursed his illness. And who could blame him? He could no longer care for himself. He could no longer sit up without assistance. He required a plastic tube of oxygen attached to his nostrils just to breathe.
After he finished his angry tirade about what had happened to him, he was embarrassed and he apologized. I looked at him and told him, "Don’t worry! You didn’t shock me or God.”  A serious look crossed his face and he said, "I’ve tried to pray. I’ve asked God to cure me, but I keep getting worse."
"Perhaps," I said, "you are praying the wrong prayer. The promise of God is not that he will magically remove our problems but that he will give us strength in the midst of our problems. Why don’t you start praying for strength to deal with your illness and strength to enjoy the life you have?"
I would be lying if I said the change was immediate. But, gradually a change took place. The bitterness and anger he felt gave way to acceptance. But, the surprise was that he saw an avenue of ministry. With a pencil between his teeth, he began typing out notes to people who were going through problems. They were not long, just short, simple notes telling others that someone was thinking about them and praying for them. Shortly before his illness claimed his life, he told one of the members of his family, "I have enjoyed my life to the end." (Rev. Robert Allen, “I Believe in Prayer”)
Here’s a young man suffering a horrendous disease and who finds that once he opens himself to the power and presence and possibilities God can bring, his life takes a different turn.  God didn’t provide the cure he wanted, but God did provide him the strength and power he needed to face the disease and to re-discover joy in life.  However God answers our prayers, His power and His strength are always available.
III.
PRAYERS FOR OTHERS MAKE A DIFFERENCE
You know what intercessory prayer is, don’t you?  It’s when one person intercedes with prayer 

before God on behalf of another person.  My own definition of intercessory prayer is a spiritual current that goes from one person to another person when you pray for someone.  If you think of an electrical current as the flow or movement of a positive electrical charge, then we can speak of intercessory prayer as the flow or movement of a positive spiritual charge.  Just as an electrical current goes from its point of origin carrying an electrical charge, so intercessory prayer is the spiritual mechanism by which one person sends to another person the spiritual gifts of love, care and empathy.  

When I pray for another person I am sending to that person, by God’s divine mystery, my love, my concern, my caring, my strength; literally!  I believe that when we pray for another person God transports to that person and transplants in that person all the love, strength, care, and concern we offer through our prayers on their behalf.  It is a literal transplantation of all that we feel for them to them.  


You know that this means?  It means that when I don’t pray for someone in need then I am withholding from that person something he or she needs.  When you don’t pray for someone who needs your prayers, then you are withholding from that person some love, some strength, some caring, some compassion that he or she may desperately need in his or her circumstances.

IV.   MATURE PRAYER TRUSTS IN THE GOODNESS OF GOD
You notice that I said, “mature prayer.”  This refers to those of us who understand, as I indicated 

earlier, that God doesn’t promise to answer our prayers the way we want or the way we think we need.  Mature Christians approach prayer with trusting God, even when the results aren’t what we want.


Let me illustrate by the way we are as parents.  We parents sometimes have to tell our children, “No” and we sometimes say to them, “Not now” and then, again, we sometimes respond to them by saying, “I’ve got a better plan, a better idea!”  Now when we parents make those responses, when we don’t grant our children what they want, we don’t apologize for that, do we?  Why?  Because we know we have maturity they don’t have; we know we have experiences in life they don’t have; we know we see the big picture of life when they only see the small picture?


Now think about prayer in that way.  That’s the way we have to approach prayer with God. Whatever the needs we lay before God, the truth is we as human beings only have “the small picture”; we can’t possibly have “the big picture” of things.  Only God has the big picture.  This means that we have to accept that God’s answer to our prayers is always the best answer.  God’s answer is better than your answer and God’s answer is better than my answer.


This raises an important question for each of us this morning.  Can you accept God’s answer even when it’s not what you want?  Can you trust the goodness, the fairness, the justice of God even if He disappoints you and even if you don’t understand why He is doing what He is doing.  In the end, prayer is essentially a matter of trust – trusting that our good and fair and kind God knows what is best!

Without this trust and this conviction, we will continually be persons disappointed by God’s answers to our prayers.
CLOSING


The real issue isn’t whether prayer matters to us; the issue is what we understand prayer to be and what we understand prayer to do.  In that regard…
I.  Prayer Is Not a Promise.  God may or may not answer our prayers as we wish.
II. Prayer Is the Means to An Unmistakable Power.  In prayer we tap into the power and presence of God as can be experienced in no other way.
III. Prayer For Others Makes A Difference.  God literally takes our love, our concern, and our care and plants it into the heart, mind, and spirit of the person for whom we are praying.
IV. Mature Prayer Trusts in the goodness of God.  We pray knowing and trusting that God’s answer is better than our answer.
