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"Let Your requests Be Made Known” 
Phil 4:4-7; Luke 11:1-13 
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Last week Jan Edmiston and Denise Anderson  
 were elected co-moderators of the PCUSA. 

  I am elated for the church because I know one of these women extremely well. 
       Jan is part of the Preaching Roundtable that I have been part of,  

    a clergywomen's group that I’ve been part of for 17 years.  
For 17 years we pastors, there’re 14 of us now,  
 we have gathered and studied together 

  and prayed for each other   
   through all kinds of joys and sorrows and transitions. 

Every year each of us shares and after we have shared 
 then we pray for that person. 
  We lay hands on her and we pray for her. 

   We pray our hope and our strength, 
         and God's hope and strength and faithfulness and love.    

 
Now perhaps that image is the image you first think of  
 when you hear the word "prayer,"  

  a person alone or small group with heads bowed  
        saying things to God aloud or in silence.   

The kind of corporate prayer that we share in worship  
 may not be the first image that comes to mind. 
  And even the idea of many people praying to God at once could be comic.  

 
In the Jim Carey movie, Bruce Almighty,  

 a TV reporter takes God's place for a week.   
And one night as he is trying to sleep,  
 a voice comes into his head, and then two, and then thousands.   

They are plaintive, frightened, joyful, angry, desperate, elated, worried-- 
 everything you would assume a world of prayers would be.   

Bruce is overwhelmed. But then he gets an idea. 
 He answers "yes" to every request,  
  which throws the world into a not so comic tizzy the very next day.   

In a worship service, however, it may just strike you as unlikely.    
 Because who hasn't wondered "How can God hear all these prayers?" 

  or the similar concern: "Why of all the prayers in the world 
        should God pay any attention to mine?" 
 

We’re now in our third week of our summer series on Reformed worship.  
We’ve already talked about why we worship,   

 and about why we begin our worship with confession— 
  which is itself a prayer. 
Today the subject is prayer itself, both corporate prayer in worship 
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 and the prayers we pray when we're alone— 
  in our cars, in our showers, in our offices, in our homes.  

 
After many years of being a pastor one of the things I've learned is 

 that some people feel that it isn’t right to pray  
  by asking God for anything that effects their own lives. 
But prayer as a religious practice probably began in exactly that way, 

 with ancient people asking the gods for protection from harm.  
Since gods were thought to be in charge  

 of all the things that could bring harm-- 
  lightening, hail, floods, diseases, injuries, earthquakes, war-- 
        praying may have been primarily asking the gods  

   to please leave you and your loved ones alone, thank you. 
Such prayers might be accompanied by burnt offerings  

 the rising smoke a gift to bribe the gods into letting you be. 
  "Please protect us," was most likely  
    the very first form of corporate human prayer. 

And along with “please protect us”, comes "Thank you. 
 Thank you for protecting me and mine from  

  lightening, hail, flood, diseases, injuries, earthquake, and war.” 
It is not until the Hebrew people begin to pray to a God  
 so sacred that his name is never spoken.  

Is not until then that the very idea of  
 a God who is not out to do harm comes into the world. 

  The God of Israel was a new thing in human history,  
   a personal God who didn't want offerings, only a covenant of love. 

 

It's also highly possible that the very first forms of prayer  
 may not have been spoken at all.  

  They may have taken form as music. 
"Something in us insists on song,"  
 writes musician and worship scholar Don Saliers.i 

  "Human beings have always sung at play and work, 
       on festive and solemn occasions, in joy and in grief,” he writes. 

   “Whether around campfire or in recital halls, 
       the act of singing has expressed human feelings 
    and the sense of being in the world, of being alive". 

All cultures sing and dance and clap and create rhythms 
 with our hands or feet or voices, 

  expressing things that words alone simply cannot.   
       And this has always been especially true in worship. 
 

And so, as you heard me say to the children, 
all the music in worship is considered to be corporate prayer. 

 It may be one person playing an instrument, or singing, 
  or a quartet or a choir, or all of us raising our voices in song, 
         but the music is heard by all of us and it is directed to God. 
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   That’s why we Presbyterians don't applaud in worship  
    when music is performed. You don't applaud a prayer. 

See it’s not just because we’re incredibly stuffy.   
 There’s a really good theological reason for it. 

It's also why the Prelude comes after the announcements on Sunday mornings.  
 We chatter a bit and we need to tell each other some things 
  and offer announcements.  And once that’s over 

   worship begins with the sound of water and words, 
         followed by the first note of the Prelude.  

Our hymns are also prayers, chosen, hopefully, 
 to enhance the ideas that are in the scripture for the day 
  or to add or reinforce the ideas in the sermon.  

And all of the written liturgy is meant to do the same, in hopes 
 that all of worship will feel of a piece,  

  and have something, at least something, for every person.  
It is not the job of prayer, however, to cover all the bases, as it were, 
 or fit how we may feel on any given day. 

  The confirmation of our feelings is not  
        the center or the purpose of worship or of prayer. 

In fact, the ways in which prayer is not about us can be very helpful. 
 In times of silence as individuals, yes, we may be confessing our sin, 
  or naming things we need, or praying for the world, 

    or offering praise, or just sitting there feeling out of sorts. 
     Because it can be hard to pray just because the bulletin says it is time.    

But we are here before our listening God, who longs for interaction.   
 What I can’t ask for for the world, one of you can.   
  What you don't ask for for yourself,  

       a neighbor may be praying for you on your behalf  
   on the other side of the room.   
 

It matters not if we use the “right” words or if we use words at all in prayer.   
 But it does matter.  It is vitally important to ask God for what we need. 

      That is exactly what Jesus teaches the disciples in the story in Luke for today. 
Of all the gospels, Luke offers the largest number  
 of stories and instruction about prayer. 

  Luke shows Jesus praying at no less than ten  
       critical moments in his ministry. 

The prayer Jesus teaches his disciples  
 is not complicated or even especially majestic. 
 It does not depend on the eloquence of the person praying 

  or how earnestly or passionately the pray is prayed. 
       Jesus knew that the only thing required for effective prayer, 

   the only thing required for effective prayer,  
    is a listening God. 
Both in church and in seminary I was taught that one helpful way to pray 

 is to follow the acronym ACTS, A.C.T.S., ACTS which stands for  
  adoration, confession, thanksgiving, and supplication, 
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       supplication being specific petitions or requests for God's help. 
And if you start looking at printed prayers  

 you will see that that is the shape of many of them-- 
  adoration, confession, thanksgiving, and supplication. 

   Jesus’ prayer, though, is nothing like this. 
 Almost the entire content of the prayer is requests for God to do something, 
  no less than five somethings, five things that we need every day: 

1. That the world be conformed to God's kingdom and will. 
 2. that we have food to eat. 

  3. that we learn fully what forgiveness is, and  
       4. that we be protected from things that can lead us away from God. 
The fifth request is actually the first and most important: 

 that God's name be cherished and revered. 
In asking this, Jesus names God in two completely contradictory ways: 

 as "Abba," that’s the Aramaic word for "Papa" or "Daddy".  
  It’s a very, very intimate tender form of address; “Abba”, “Father”. 
   Nothing formal about it at all. 

And then as one who reigns in heaven, the most majestic, far reaching thing 
 that the human eye at the time could see. 

Now this pairing of God as tender parent, as close as a mother or father's hug, 
 yet as awe-inspiring as the stars overhead is wonderfully poetic. 
It’s also impossible, it’s impossible yet breath-takingly true. 

 Perhaps no other four words side by side,  
  have ever conveyed as much meaning as "Our Father in heaven." 

 
Despite the simplicity of the Lord's Prayer  
 and the fact that most Christians know it by heart, 

  time and time again I have heard people say  
      they don't pray because they don't know how. 

Somehow two deep-seated Western cultural ideas push the example of Jesus aside: 
 1.The idea that if you didn't do it, if you didn't make up the words yourself, 
  you’re not really praying, and 2. the illusion that if  what you pray 

   is not somehow demanding or beautiful, that it isn't really prayer! 
Now these barriers to prayer are nothing new. 

 The ancient mystics understood these misconceptions and they resisted them. 
And I think I have told you two stories about this before.   
 In one a group of rather self-righteous students comes to their teacher 

  (this is out in the desert) and says, “So and so falls asleep when he prayers. 
   Should we wake him up?” And the teacher says, 

     “If your brother falls asleep at prayer,  
     put his head on your knee and let him rest.” 
 And in the other story a student named John comes to his teacher 

 and says that, he John, says that he thinks he should be more like the angels 
  ceaselessly worshiping God. 

       So he goes away into the desert to worship ceaselessly. 
And a week later he comes back hungry and tired 
 And he knocks on his teacher’s door, and the teacher won’t let him in. 
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  He says, "John has become an angel."   
   and he leaves him out there all night long. 

  Then in the morning he lets him in with the instruction, 
   "You are a man and you must again work in order to eat." 

 
I get the impression in our story in Luke 
  that the disciples may have wanted Jesus  

  to give them a complex or demanding way of prayer,  
      but he resists. 

After the phrase about our father in heaven, 
 he asks for what he needed, what we all need, every day: 
  God's will, bread, forgiveness and protection from temptation. 

Perhaps he could see disappointment on the disciples' faces at this simple prayer, 
 because he then gives two parables 

  that boil down to how unthinkable it would be 
       for God to refuse any request. 
As unthinkable as a Middle Eastern man refusing 

 to give shelter to a visitor in the night. 
  As unthinkable as giving a snake or a scorpion  

   to a child who asks for bread or an egg. 
 
As modern Western people we have lost, we’ve really lost, 

 the gut impact of the first story. 
  We have been geared to think that it is wrong to disturb anyone, 

   especially not at night.  
But in the ancient Middle East inns were thought of as disreputable places. 
 So travelers always stayed with friends or friends of friends, 

  or even friends of friends of friends.   
   Which is exactly what is happening in this story. 

It would be unheard of, indeed deeply shameful,  
 not to take such a traveler in. 
The first parable is told in the form of a question 

 because, at least among the very first hearers, the answer is obvious:  
   "There isn't anyone who would refuse such a request!" 

You know they might refuse at first because it’s inconvenient. 
 But if you persist, shame alone would make the man get up 
  and give his friend bread to take home  

   to someone else who has shown up at the door. 
 

"So," says Jesus, "Ask, knock, pray, search, then ask and pray again. 

 You may not get the answer you want, but you will be heard, 
  you will be heard by a listening God who loves you like a father and a mother, 

   who is as close as your own breathing,  
    yet as powerful as the high winds in the sky." 
 

This may not feel reassuring if we have been praying for a long time 
 for something reasonable and good  
  that has nonetheless not been granted to us. 
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But what is not reasonable is to jump from that to the assumption 
 that our prayers are not heard or that God does not care about us. 

Jesus assumed he was being heard no matter what happened. 
 He went off by himself to pray time and again.  

  He also prayed with and for his disciples and with the crowds.  
   He prayed publically in good times and bad  
    and at the very worst time of all.   

He did not conjure words up from the air.  
 He prayed the psalms and scripture. 

  When he was tempted by the devil, 
       scripture that he would have learned in worship  
    were the only words he used,  

     words that are available to every single person here. 
When he was on the cross the words he cried out  

 asking if he had been forsaken were not his own words, 
  they were the opening lines of what we now know as  Psalm 22. 
 

Pray, says Jesus. Pray, simply and practically.  Use scripture. 
 Hallow God and always, always, always expect a good outcome 

  even if you can't imagine what it will be. 
The final lines of the Lord's Prayer as we pray them now are not original.  
 The words about the kingdom and the power and the glory 

  are a later add-on, something to make the whole prayer 
   more holy-seeming and flowery, as if offering praise 

    and asking for what we need, or what the world needs, are not enough. 
     But, Beloved, they always have been enough.  
      And they always will be. AMEN. 

 
Let us pray: Gracious God, teach us that our prayers are wanted, heard, important and 

utterly transforming. Give us the desire to ask and ask and ask again for your love, 
forgiveness, protection and care, for us and for the world and for even the smallest 
desires. AMEN. 
 

i Don E. Saliers, "Singing our lives," in Practicing Our Fait: A Way of Life for a Searching People,  D. 

Bass, ed., Jossey-Bass Publishers, San Francisco, 1997, p. 180ff.  
 
 

 
 

Keep with file but do not print. 

 

Ah Lord, here we are again, gathered in this room with one another voicing our praise. 

How good that we can speak to you, sing to you, call to you together and alone, and not 

have to wonder if our prayers are acceptable. In this moment hear the cries of those 

who feel alone and question if you’re listening, the hope of those who are waiting for 
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news, the anguish of those who are frightened. Hear the requests for help and healing. 

Hear the thanksgiving of those who are glad and the gratitude of those who feel 

delivered.  It is remarkable the ways we do not know what is in each others’ hearts, but 

we can lift them all to you in faith, asking you hear, respond, bring change and renewal, 

comfort and help, healing and hope, for you are our God and we are your people. 

We give you thanks this day for answered prayers that have startled us with your 
goodness. We give thanks for every story that tells us to keep praying even when the 
answers have not come. Be with those who have been praying for something for a long 

time, and let them see where you are speaking. Be with those who do not pray at all for 
whatever reason; give them signs of your longing to be in conversation. For those 

whose prayers have brought them no relief in times of pain we pray as the Psalmist: 
demanding you to hear and bring relief as in the past. For those who are beginning to 
pray we pray with Paul, asking that their prayers would never end. For those who 

cannot find time for you, we pray with Qoheleth, that for everything there is a season, 
for you have made everything suitable for its time.  

 
Lord we lift to you two who have died, your servant Joan and your servant Absalom. 
One had long life and one did not. Comfort both their families, and give them memories 

that will console them. We lift to you those who are apart from us and whom we miss, 
watch over them and give us comfort in new people and in challenges worthy of our 
faith in you. We pray for the world in need of so much healing, for war torn villages and 

war torn soldiers. We pray again for peace. Hear now our silent prayers… 
 

We offer these prayers in the name of Jesus Christ, who taught us how to pray, 

saying…Our Father, who art in heaven…AMEN. 

  


