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Jesus was praying in a certain place, and after he had finished, one of his disciples said to him, "Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples." He said to them, "When you pray, say:

Father, hallowed be your name.

Your kingdom come.

Give us each day our daily bread.

And forgive us our sins,

for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.

And do not bring us to the time of trial.”

And he said to them, “Suppose one of you has a friend, and you go to him at midnight and say to him, `Friend, lend me three loaves of bread; for a friend of mine has arrived, and I have nothing to set before him.' And he answers from within, ‘Do not bother me; the door has already been locked, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot get up and give you anything.’ I tell you, even though he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, at least because of his persistence he will get up and give him whatever he needs.

“So I say to you, Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you. For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for a fish, will give a snake instead of a fish? Or if the child asks for an egg, will give a scorpion? If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”

· Luke 11:1-13
__________

The Collect

O God, the protector of all who trust in you, without whom nothing is strong, nothing is holy: Increase and multiply upon us your mercy; that, with you as our ruler and guide, we may so pass through things temporal, that we lose not the things eternal; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
In my college fraternity there was one brother who was elected to be “chaplain” for the house. It must’ve been a constitutional requirement of our national fraternity, because I can’t imagine why else we would have entertained such a novel idea. It wasn’t as if a group of my peers had caucused and said, “Hey, don’t you guys think that we need a chaplain? Here’s an idea: why don’t we elect one at the next house meeting?” I mean, we weren’t exactly a pious bunch. Just ask the dean who put us on social probation for . . . well, perhaps I should just get move on and let time heal those wounds.  

Anyway, the only duty of our “chaplain” was to make sure that someone (preferably a pledge) said grace at lunchtime, when our lovely housemother graced us with a daily appearance. All of us would assemble in the entry hall in a double column, and Mrs. Cogbill (Hollins, Class of 1930 or so) would be slowly escorted to her table. As we remained standing, the “chaplain” would call on someone to pray. It was always a tense moment. No one wanted to be put on that spot in front of fifty others, whose main purpose in life was to appear cool and worldly. Plus, people were dying to dive into the steaming plates of food. Some already had forks in hand. When the moment of truth came, our housemother would smile at the one selected to do the honors, and he would oblige. I was petrified most of my freshman year that I would be put on the chopping block. 

Well, if that wasn’t bad enough, the “chaplain” had another little trick up his sleeve. It was a similar task of torture, but its victim was not a brother. It happened very seldom, because it was a rare thing for there to be someone who had the courage to be our only female dinner guest. Some thoughtless guy would inadvertently throw his date to the lions, forgetting what would happen when she entered the dining room. It was usually awful. The unsuspecting young lady would take her place at table, and then the “chaplain” would take a spoon and begin tapping on his empty glass. The ringing would go on for an eternity. But when it came to an end, he’d request: “Would so-and-so’s date please pray.” 

Most of the time, the brunt of the joke would freeze up in utter terror. But I recall a particularly painful scene when a shy young woman unknowingly walked into the time of trial. When the glass sounded, the “chaplain” called for her to pray. Her eyes widened, and then she lowered her head. There was silence, until her tormentor repeated (more loudly), “Pray!” Others joined in the chorus of abuse. I looked at her, and saw tears streaming down her reddened cheeks. And then, avoiding the stares of the brothers, she opened her mouth and softly prayed, “Come, Lord Jesus, be our guest. Let this food to us be blessed. Amen.” 

Again there was silence. But this time, it wasn’t hers; it was ours. Shame settled over the group. We just stood there in awe. Finally, someone said, “Amen,” and the chaplain’s reign of terror was over. After that night, he and his ringing glass retired. Our female visitor was supposed to have been a sacrificial lamb. However, her prayer was so genuine that she became the shepherd who led us out of darkness into light. All of us were better men because of her.

Real prayer has that effect on people. There is power in prayer. Many souls have testified to that truth. They say that prayer changes things – that it motivates, uplifts, transforms, and guides not only the one who prays, but also those for whom it is intended. But why?

Some have said that when we pray, we are as close as mortals can be to the image of God. That’s what my friend Paul Pace shared with me recently. He explained that people are out of focus. We are created to have a special relationship with God – a connection made possible by the gift of God’s likeness. But that link has been distorted by sin, which is essentially self-absorption. Prayer helps us to re-connect with our source. And when prayer is authentic, the broken circuit is closed, the connection is solid, and the result is a flow of power.

Another way to describe the potency of prayer is to define it as a means of tuning-in to God’s steady broadcast of love. Now you’d think that something that important couldn’t be missed, but it is – on a regular basis. God’s communiqué gets lost in a cacophony of competing messages, which say things like, “You can’t always get what you want,” “Don’t leave home without it,” “What’s in your wallet?” “It’s the economy, stupid,” and (one of my current favorites) “increase energy and improve focus with the “iRenew” wristband – buy one for $19.95 and get one free!” Media of all kinds are bombarding us with value statements, political slogans, ad campaigns, religious certainties, and guarantees of happiness. The din is confusing, and tag lines are mostly at odds with one another, as well as with the primal outreach of God’s mercy and empowerment. 

And yet, when someone gets in touch with the Ground of all being, the moment vibrates with energy. Truly, “it’s the real thing” when God breaks through the layers of hype and reaches our core. If it has happened to you, or to a loved-on or friend who’s spoken to you about such an experience, then you know what I’m saying. Perhaps you’ve felt that everything was amazingly in-synch during a service of worship – the hymns, the lessons, the homily, the sacrament, the anthems, the light, the colors, the warmth of togetherness, the feeling of a weight being lifted from your overburdened shoulders, the experience of clearing one’s conscience, of being forgiven, and being called to service – and you recognized the presence of the Holy Spirit. Prayer is the context in which things that were separate are reunited. It is the way we dial-in to God’s channel. Whether it is a choir chanting a psalm, a monk in contemplative meditation, a person asking God for mercy, a patient receiving the laying on of hands, or a parent petitioning God for the wellbeing of her child, the intensity of focus points beyond the mundane to the holy. Prayer of any sort – spoken, sung, visualized, read, or thought – takes us out of ourself and transports us to a place where the connection between God and mankind is renewed. 

The disciples observed Jesus in prayer on numerous occasions. They could sense why he engaged in prayer. It was evident that when he prayed, Jesus and the Father were one. This unity gave him strength and encouragement to love, even when that required risk. It helped him overcome fear in the time of trouble; it gave him hope in spite of disappointment. Jesus’ friends could see that their Lord’s prayer life fed him, and they longed for that same sustenance. But they didn’t know how to do what he so successfully did. That is undoubtedly why they asked him for direction, saying, “Lord, teach us to pray.”

Disciples are students, and learning is what they craved. The fact that they asked their teacher for instruction is a relief for the rest of us. It tells us that knowing how to pray is not innate. Nor does it come with baptism and confirmation. Belief spurs the desire to pray, because we can feel a beckoning, a call to connect with the one who gives us life. Augustine put words to that great pull. He said, “O Lord, thou hast made us for thyself, and our hearts are restless until they rest in thee.” But even Augustine needed to learn how to pray; his beginnings as a Christian entailed discipline and direction. For him, as well as for the first disciples, there was a path to pursue, there were techniques to try, and there were models of prayer to mark, learn, and inwardly digest. 

We teach our children good manners, instructing them to show proper respect to the adults they meet. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard, “Look Dr. Miller in the eye, shake his hand, and say, ‘Good morning, Parson’.” In the military, there is a proper way of knocking on an officer’s door, entering, and saluting. Diplomats learn protocol in their dealings with diverse cultures and hierarchies. And, before email and texting, there was a proper form of addressing and signing a letter. Should the standards for speaking to God be any less proper? Should our deepest thoughts and most fervent feelings be addressed to God in language less literate than a love letter to our dearest?  

A teacher once told me that, “our attitude toward prayer is directly related to our attitude toward God. What we think about God is reflected in the way that we pray.” If God is the Maker of heaven and earth, the Savior and Preserver of life, then our prayers should show our reverence and gratitude for the chance to speak God’s holy Name.

The disciples of Jesus understood that. They just wanted to know how to articulate what they were bursting to say. Jesus therefore wasted no time in giving them a memorable example of what a prayer should be. He blessed them with what we call, “The Lord’s Prayer.” Christopher Brookfield used to say that a more suitable name for it would be “the disciples’ prayer,” because it is the format Jesus taught them, rather than his own prayer to God. And yet it will forever be linked so closely with our Lord’s own words that disciples will describe it thus. 

 The New Testament gives us two citations of the Lord’s Prayer – one in Matthew and one in Luke. The versions of the prayer are similar, although the gospel writers cite the prayer in different episodes of the Jesus story. Translations of the prayer vary, and there are differences in ending, especially as Protestant and Catholics recite it. Here at St. Mary’s we follow the traditional Anglican form, using the pronoun “Thou,” to refer to God, and “trespasses” rather than “debts” or “sins,” but Luke recounts the prayer in the following manner. Jesus quickly responded to his disciples’ request for help. He told them, “When you pray, say:

Father, hallowed be your name.

Your kingdom come.

Give us each day our daily bread.

And forgive us our sins,

for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.

And do not bring us to the time of trial.”

To say that the prayer is short and sweet might be cliché (and maybe too lightweight in description), but it’s true. The Lord’s example of proper prayer says it exquisitely well. It approaches God with a recognition of God’s majesty; it asks God to make his reign on earth complete; it petitions God to satisfy our physical and spiritual needs; in self-awareness of human failings, it asks God for mercy, as well as encouragement likewise to forgive those who offend us, and it implores God to save us from temptation and trial. It is beautiful in its brevity and directness. And yet, for me there is something else that makes my heart glad. Jesus said, “When you pray, say: ‘Our Father.’” Our Father. The intimacy of that expression is hope writ large. Sometimes just saying, “our Father,” is enough. The connection is solid.

The Lord’s Prayer is for us the epitome of prayer. However, it is not the end, but the beginning. Jesus has given us this prayer as our lead. It shows us the way. And we are called to follow suit in our prayer life. This may seem daunting, but we have help. Not only are there psalms and biblical prayers to pray, but for Episcopalians there is also something else. We have inherited a resource that is unmatched for eloquence and spiritual authenticity.    

The Book of Common Prayer is a gem. Virtually everyone who sought spiritual guidance in English knows that. Of course, the prayer book has been translated into many languages and revised to suit the needs of diverse cultures in the worldwide Anglican Communion. Still, the first Book of Common Prayer was in English, and its use of the language for prayer and liturgy is so majestic that it set the standard for spiritual discourse for all who express their love of God in the English tongue. One of my many favorite prayers from the earliest editions (1549-1559) is called the collect for purity.
 Archbishop Cranmer crafted the English translation of the original prayer, which was in the Latin liturgy used at Salisbury Cathedral in the “Sarum Rite.” This how Cranmer’s verse reads in our rite one:

Almighty God, unto whom all hearts are open, all desires  known, and from whom no secrets are hid: Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of thy Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love thee, and worthily magnify thy  holy Name; through Christ our Lord. Amen.
We’re familiar with this collect, because it is placed at the outset of the Holy Eucharist in both of our current forms. The purpose of the prayer is to gather up the spiritual yearnings of God’s people, and to focus them on the goal of purity. For that reason it is wholly appropriate as the prologue to worship. Its theology is clear: God knows us through and through, and God is capable of purging impurity from us, so that we may be completely devoted to him and his purposes. And we are bold to ask these things through the life and merit of Jesus Christ, who is both God’s Son and our Lord.

And there it is – concise, on the mark, and relevant to our life. Prayer composed by the likes of us doesn’t get much better than that. 

Thomas Cranmer does, though, time and again. His English prayers have become a part of us forever. Their eloquence is unrivaled, and their fidelity to Christ, the Word of God, is unequivocal. Christian disciples who yearn to pray in the beauty of holiness will do well to consult Cranmer. His prayers bear the hallmark of awareness – awareness of self and awareness of God. The language reflects proper humility about oneself, as well as proper reverence for the transcendent God who loves and forgives us despite our unworthiness.

However, it’s also important to know that we are not all spiritual poets. The Prayer Book sets a high standard. We can learn from its prayers but praying them often. Our approach to God may not be as polished and competent as that of Jesus, or Augustine, or Cranmer. Nevertheless, we have the urge to pray, and we have much to say to God. So, even though our words may be less vivid and compelling, than our teachers, we are asked to try. We are called to speak to God with heart, and mind, and voice. There is grace sufficient to deliver our message. And the Good News is that God is listening – always. Amen.

� The Collect for Purity is the name traditionally given to the �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Collect"��collect� prayed near the beginning of the Eucharist in most �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglican"��Anglican� rites. It was originally drafted in Latin for the �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sarum_Rite"��Sarum� �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Missal"��missal� and was part of the preparation prayers of priests before �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mass"��Mass�. �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Cranmer"��Thomas Cranmer� translated the �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prayer"��prayer� into English and from there it has entered almost every �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglicanism"��Anglican� prayer book in the world.








PAGE  
1

