Sermon for Easter 7B

May 24, 2009 

Texts: Acts 1:15-17,21-26; Psalm 1; 1John 5:9-13; John 17:6-19 

Have you ever thought about the ways in which you pray

And what you pray for?

Certainly, this congregation has an active prayer ministry,

Ranging from the on-line prayer chain, 

To bulletin and Good News prayer lists

To prayer shawls and prayer quilts.  

Many of you keep prayer request lists

And dedicate time to praying for others. 

Some of you have a special place for praying,

Others pray as they walk or exercise.

Some play music

And some light candles.  

Much of this prayer effort is intercessory prayer,

Often prayed on behalf of someone else.  

But there are other times when our prayers 

Take a different form,

A time when we just talk to God about things.

Think of the times when you have been worried, upset,

Angry or grieving.

God wants you to talk to God

About all the things that affect you.

There is certainly no need to protect God from your emotions.

God already knows that you are feeling those emotions,

And expressing them to God

Is a very safe way to let those emotions vent.

God is more than able to handle your anger, worry or grief. 

I spent a couple of days this past week

With other women pastors

From throughout the New England Synod,

In a retreat focused on prayer.

We were instructed in prayer types

By an ELCA deaconess

Who has trained as a spiritual director.

We spent hours in silence,

Experiencing different kinds of prayer.

The hours may have been spent

Sitting quietly by the sea,

Walking around the island retreat center,

In the communal presence of our colleagues,

In a centering prayer, possibly repeating a few words from Scripture,

Or in using icons or candles as an aid to open God’s Word to us.  

Not unexpectedly, most of us found

That one of the most difficult forms of prayer,

For 21st century folks

Is prayer in which we sit quietly 

Listening to God.  

In one of the techniques to help us stay focused,

We were given a three minute egg timer

And some counsel on how listen to God, quietly.

I was convinced that my egg timer was broken,

That the sand hole had gotten blocked,

As I never realized that three quiet minutes could be quite so long.

Life today is experienced in 30 second soundbites,

The interruptions of ringing cell phones, 

And short cryptic text messages buzzing back and forth.

Stillness and silence are unfamiliar to most of us. 

We find it difficult to give God the time and space

To let the Spirit move through our lives.  

For prayer, most of us are more used to giving God

The divine version of the “honey-do” list,

aka our list of intercessions,

Than we are sitting in silent reflection.  

All talking with God and listening to God in prayer

Are both valid and valuable,

But it is helpful to be familiar with a variety of prayer types

So that we have different tools in our toolbox

To meet the various needs in our lives.  

Our texts today reveal prayer to us in many different dimensions.

Our Gospel lesson from the Book of John

Is part of Jesus’ farewell discussion with his disciples

Spoken on the night before his crucifixion.

During this farewell speech,

Jesus directs his attention to God for a while. 

Jesus’ prayer to God

Is the kind of prayer that is most familiar to us;

Jesus is asking God for something.

In Jesus’ intercessory prayer,

He is asking God to protect the disciples.

Jesus goes back and forth talking to God.

First Jesus reminds God of his own accomplishments:

First Jesus tells God he has made sure the disciples know who God is.

Sounds a little like some of the prayers we offer.

In a kind of brokering effect,

We first remind God of our deeds,

For instances we might start:

“God, you know that I have tried to do what you want me to do.”

Then Jesus reminds God,

Don’t forget God, the disciples are really your people.

I’ll bet that this is not unlike some of the conversations

You may have had with God.

“God, I’ve done everything I can do with these children,

It’s your turn now.”

There is a story that Pope John Paul II

Had a prayer on a sign in his dressing room,

That went like this,

God, I have cared for your people all day long.

I am tired now and I am going to bed now.

These are your people,

It’s your turn to watch over them now.  

Jesus prays that God will protect the disciples from evil

When he is no longer around to keep them safe.

Jesus also prays that God will make the disciples holy and whole.

The disciples are about to be given the mission

To carry the Good News into the world,

So Jesus prays for their protection

As they go out into the world.  

Jesus’ honey-do list for God,

Is that God would take care of Jesus’ followers,

As Jesus gets ready to leave his human life.

In contrast to Jesus’ prayers of intercession in the Gospel,

In the Psalm, we hear of a different kind of prayer,

A prayer of meditation,

Often the type of prayer that accompanies

A time of listening for God.

The psalmist speaks of those who meditate

On God’s teaching night and day.

This meditation on God’s Word

Is a kind of centering prayer

That helps the person

Focus their life in God

And hear God’s Word for their life.

We hear of another kind of silent prayer from the author of 1 John,

Who speaks of God’s testimony  to us,

When we open ourselves to God’s Word.

In this form of silent prayer,

We can hear God’s testimony:

The promise that God gives us eternal life in Jesus Christ.

Jesus models intercessory prayer for us

While the Psalm and 1 John encourage us into listening prayer.

In the First Reading from Acts,

We heard of yet another kind of prayer,

One that is not particularly familiar for us.  

In this text from Acts, the disciples are faced with the responsibility

Of bringing their number back up to twelve,

Just like the twelve tribes of Israel,

After the failure and demise of Judas.

They know the qualifications necessary to be part of the twelve,

And they are able to narrow the selection down to two possible people.

However, rather than just choosing one,

Or asking their new leader Peter to choose one,

They opt to pray about it.

Their prayer starts with praise of God.

“Lord, you know everyone’s heart.”

And then continues:

“Show us which one of the two you have chosen.”

The disciples pray and trust that God will give them the right decision.

However, their method of discerning God’s will

May seem a bit unorthodox to us.

Using techniques that were attested to elsewhere in the Scriptures,

The disciples cast lots, certain that God will control the outcome of the lots,

Such that the right person will be chosen.  

Although their method of discernment seems strange,

Their example of praying for God’s guidance

When making a decision facing the church

Is a good role model for us.

As we think about choices the church has to make

And decisions, both tactical and strategic,

We would be wise to follow the disciples’ practice

Of praying to God for advice,

And then waiting to discern the Spirit’s direction for us.  

Praying of intercessions,

Listening for God’s Word

And praying for guidance

All of which we heard of in this morning’s lessons

Are important prayer forms

That enrich our prayer life.

Now, think about your own prayer life.

What could you do to open two way communications with God?

Do you have a dedicated time when you pray?

How do you pray?

Do you remember to thank God 

For the things that God has already done for you?

Do you give praise to God

And affirm God’s ways in the world?  

Do you ever pray,

“God show me your will,”

Or “God show me what you want me to do,”

Or even “God guide me in this difficult work 

That I am about to undertake”?

If you do pray asking for guidance,

Do you stop and reflect long enough to hear God?

In your prayers of intercession,

Which admittedly, are usually our most common form of prayer

Do you ever pray for God to show you

How to help the person or cause for which you are praying.

Going back to Jesus’ prayer of intercession,

This prayer is intended for his disciples throughout the ages,

And is a prayer of Good News for us.

It is immensely comforting to know that Jesus is praying for us

And particularly that he is praying to protect us from the Evil One.  

Just think about it,

Not only did Jesus suffer and die for you,

Jesus also prays for protection for you.

Think about the power and source of Jesus’ prayer

The next time you feel tempted by powers of evil.

Jesus knows that his power comes

From his Father, the Divine One.

And Jesus harnesses that power on our behalf.

When we pray for others,

We are also praying that the power of God

Would be used for the good of those people.  

We, too, are using the only power that we have access to,

That which comes from the Holy One.

The Good News of Jesus Christ,

Is that through him we have access to God,

Who promises to answer our prayers.

Use that access.

Praise, Thank, Express and Ask,

All in the name of the one who taught us how to pray.

Amen
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