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“Dear God,” writes a young boy, “My name is Robert. I want a baby brother. My mother said to ask my father. My father said to ask you. Do you think you can do it. Good luck, Robert.”
 How many children have raised such prayers – for a baby brother or sister to arrive, or perhaps to be rid of a brother or sister once they do arrive? During the pastoral prayer one Sunday morning there was a loud whistle from one of the back pews. A horrified mother shushed her young son into silence and after church asked, “whatever made you do such a thing?” “Well,” the boy replied, “I asked God to teach me to whistle…and just then God did!”


From our earliest years we are taught to pray, to ask God for what we want or need or ache to know. And while some of the prayers are as simple as a plea for a baby brother or a lesson in whistling, others raise more heart-rending queries:  




Why did my mom have to die?




Why did the storm smash our house?




Why did I have to get this disease?




Why can’t we all just get along?

They are hard questions for us, the kind of questions our confirmands asked Friday evening, and perhaps they are hard questions for God as well. But as hard as the questions might be, God still invites us to ask – 
for whatever we want, 


for whatever we need,


for whatever burns in our hearts.
It is an invitation to pray, an invitation to conversation with God that is bound only by the limits of our imagination, faith, or time.

Are any among you suffering? They should pray. Are any cheerful? They should sing songs of praise. Are any sick? They should call the elders and have them pray over them. The prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up.
With those words, James encourages us to pray with and for one another in all circumstances. “For the prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective – powerful and effective,” he says. Do you believe that? Do you believe that prayer is really powerful, is really effective in bringing about healing or answers to difficult questions? Or is that just a pipe dream for the truly desperate. Do you believe that it is power available to everyone – to all who are righteous, or just to the super-righteous, like Pope Francis?


A dozen years ago there was a headline on the cover of Parade Magazine
 that read, “Can Prayer Really Heal?” The article cited studies from around the country that explored the relationship between prayer and healing. It concludes that there is a connection. A six-year study at Duke University involving 4000 men and women over age 64 found that the relative risk of dying was 46% lower for those who frequently attended religious services, and those who prayed regularly had significantly lower blood pressure than those who did not. In a pilot study of patients for whom religious groups prayed, prayer recipients had fifty to a hundred percent fewer complications than did those for whom intercessory prayers were not said. “I decided that not using prayer on behalf of my patients was the equivalent of withholding a needed medication or surgical procedure,” concluded one doctor. 

Yet, another study released in 2006 found no relationship between prayer and the results for cardiac patients. Three different groups were in the study – a third were not prayed for, a third were prayed for and knew it, and a third were prayed for but did not know it. No pattern emerged from the study to establish a relationship between prayer and the health of the patients. In fact some of those who knew they were being prayed for did worse than the others! Researchers cautioned that they could not control who else might be praying for these folks and were cautious about drawing any conclusions. As one man involved in a prayer ministry commented: 

A person of faith would say that this study is interesting, but we've been praying a long time and we've seen prayer work, we know it works…

Does prayer work? A Duke doctor from the earlier study concludes:  

While I personally believe that God heals people in supernatural ways, I don’t think science can shape a study to prove it. 

Perhaps more powerful than the scientific studies are the personal testimonies of those who have experienced the power of prayer or seen miracles for which there is no other explanation. There are grand stories of tumors that disappeared overnight and recoveries from Death’s Door that have no medical explanation but offer a very real sense of divine intervention. There are even more stories, many of them from within these pews, of people who experienced the power of prayer in less dramatic, but no less meaningful ways, people sustained through difficult times, 

people supported by prayers from a great distance, 

people invisibly comforted,


people whose prayers were answered, sometimes in unexpected 


ways.

It is a great mystery, this thing called prayer, this conversation with God that has such power and effect. It is at the heart of who we are as God’s people.

But what about those prayers that go unanswered. Some years ago Garth Brooks sang a song entitled, “Unanswered Prayers.” It was about his encounter with an old girlfriend; years before he had asked God to match him up with her, had said that if God would grant that prayer he would never ask for anything again. But it didn’t work out and after meeting her years later, he thanked God for that unanswered prayer. “Some of God’s greatest gifts are unanswered prayers,” he sings. But not all unanswered prayers seem so good. What about prayers for the sick who do not recover, the hurricane that strikes despite fervent prayers to send it out to sea, the direction for life that remains elusive? Does God not hear those prayers? Does God ignore them or are those who pray for such things praying wrongly? 
I don’t believe any of those explanations, though I share the frustration with the lack of a clear answer. God never promised to prevent all bad things from happening. God promises to be with us, to sustain us when they do happen, and to bring good even out of the worst tragedy. God doesn’t promise everyone a miracle, so while we may ask for such divine intervention, we shouldn’t expect it. Sometimes God’s answer to our prayers is not what we expect or want, and so rather than God being deaf to our prayers, we are deaf to God’s answers. We want God’s answer to be our answer, and if we don’t get what we want, we shut out any other response.
Always our prayers should be couched in terms of God’s will – “not what I want, but what you want, Lord. May your will be done.” That is Jesus’ model for us. On the Mount of Olives on the night of his arrest he prayed to be delivered from suffering and death, but then submitted to the wisdom of God – “not my will, but yours be done.” He trusted the One to whom he prayed. So we trust God to guide us through the maze of life and its storms. We seek God’s guidance and help, whether 

praying together in worship or

saying grace at meals with family and friends ‘round the table or

kneeling at a child’s bedside to pray, “Now I lay me down to sleep” or

standing at a hospital bed to offer a plea for a friend’s healing or

seeking guidance as a committee begins its work or

lifting to God in silence the longings of our hearts at home.

In whatever posture or place, praying is what we do as the people of God. It is what empowers us, sustains us, and binds us together. Yet it is also perhaps our most missed opportunity.


In the busyness of our lives, we forget to pray. We don’t forget to eat or sleep. We do our work. We make time for other things, other people, other pursuits, but we find it hard to make time to pray – until disaster strikes and then prayers are constantly on our lips. Jesus’ parable about the persistent widow was told to encourage the disciples to pray always and not to lose heart. For better or worse, for richer or poorer, in joy and in sorrow, in sickness and in health, as long as you live, you should pray. Prayer is not an obligation; it is an opportunity – an opportunity to lift to God whatever is on your heart so that you need not carry it alone, an opportunity to be the instrument of God’s healing for yourself or others as God works through your prayers. It is the opportunity to be heard and, in an intentional way, acknowledge God’s constant presence in your life.

This week Pope Francis arrived in America, and wherever he went he prayed and offered blessings for rich and poor, the powerful and weak, saints and sinners alike. But he also consistently asked others to pray for him. He asked for the prayers of legislators, children, priests, and the homeless. It is not the Vicar of Rome alone who can tap the power of prayer. God listens to all of us – every one! 

You don’t have to be a pope or a priest, a minister or a saint, to pray. You just have to be willing to talk to God and to listen for God’s voice speaking to you. Jesus urges us to pray – not self-righteously on the street corner for all to see – but humbly, sincerely from your heart where only God can see. You don’t have to use flowery phrases, just honest words or sighs too deep for words. “Pray without ceasing,” says Paul. Pray in bed, pray at work, pray as you travel. Pray for yourself and for those who have suffered tragedy (like the families of those pilgrims crushed in the stampede near Mecca) and for Francis and for the leaders of our world. Pray for your friends and for your family, but also for your enemies, for they too need your prayers. In every time, in every place, for everyone – you should pray.

For what should you pray? A Russian proverb says people usually pray that two and two may not make four. In other words, we pray for the impossible or at least the improbable. Perhaps, but too often we fail to pray even for the eminently possible, for those things that can change us or change the world. God invites us to pray for whatever is on our hearts, and God promises to hear our prayers – whatever they may be. That is the wonder of prayer, a wonder we are invited to experience every day – as Jesus did. And if we had but one prayer to make, perhaps it would be simply this: Dear Lord, Thy will be done on earth, and through me, as it is in heaven. Amen
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