1.11.26	UNLEASHING THE POWER OF PRAYER    
“If Jesus Had to Pray…”	Luke 11:1–4 NRSVUE

There is something about Jesus that I think we sometimes overlook.
    Jesus prayed.  A lot.
· Before important decisions—Jesus prayed.
· Before choosing the twelve disciples—Jesus prayed.
· When he was grieving—Jesus prayed.
· When he needed to get away from everybody and everything for a while— 
   Jesus prayed.
· In the garden, when his world was closing in around him; 
    even from the cross—Jesus prayed.

Which raises a pretty obvious question:
If Jesus had to pray…what makes us think we don’t?  Seriously? 
    Because we’d be in good company as today’s reading from Luke tells us.

Luke 11:1–4 NRSVUE
(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 the Baptist taught his disciples.” 
2 So he said to them, “When you pray, say:
    Father, hallowed be your name.
    May your kingdom come. 
3   Give us each day our daily bread. 
4   And forgive us our sins,
        for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.
    And do not bring us to the time of trial.” 
*This is the Word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God

If Jesus—the Son of God—needed moments to pull away, get quiet, listen, wrestle,
   surrender, reconnect with God the Father and remember who he was…
how much more do we?  (pause)

I don’t know about you, but there are times when I can get to the end of the day 
   and realize I have talked to a LOT of people.
I’ve answered emails.    Responded to texts.  I’ve visited people.
Made decisions.	  Solved problems.	Sat in meetings.  Led meetings. 

Checked something off the list only to discover three more things 
    have somehow appeared on the list. Does this happen to you too?  Is it only me?  
Friends…we are living in a world that is constantly demanding our attention.
   Phones buzz.    News alerts arrive.   Schedules fill.  
People need things.     Problems need solving.

And before we know it, we can spend an entire day responding…
   responding to everybody and everything—except God.

But Jesus knew something we far too often sometimes forget: 
   You and I…we cannot pour out forever without being filled.

So maybe that is where we need to begin this new 3 week series we’re calling    
   Unleashing the Power of Prayer.   Unleashing the Power of Prayer
~Not with a new prayer technique.
~Not with the perfect words.
~Not with some formula guaranteed to get God to give us what we want. ~No…Instead we begin with Jesus…because Jesus prayed.  
And if Jesus had to pray—so do we.

And the disciples noticed this about Jesus too.
  Listen again to how our Scripture begins—Jesus “was praying in a certain place,    
      and after he had finished, one of his disciples said to him,
Lord, teach us to pray.   YES!    I love that.

They didn't ask because Jesus gave them a lecture on prayer.
    They asked because they watched him pray.

And apparently, there was something about those moments with God… 
    that made them think:  I want that. I need that.  Lord, teach us.

And remember, these are people literally walking around with JESUS!
    Yet even they needed help learning to pray.   Thank God!

Because I think sometimes we have made prayer way too complicated.
~We hear somebody pray this beautiful, eloquent prayer and think,
       “Well, I can’t do THAT.”
~Somebody starts quoting Scripture in the middle of their prayer & we’re thinking,
       “I’m just trying to remember whether I’m supposed to close my eyes.”
~And heaven forbid somebody at a church meeting says,
      “Would somebody like to close us in prayer?”

And suddenly everyone discovers something absolutely fascinating on the floor.
   Don’t make eye contact.   Don’t make eye contact.
         You all know what I’m talking about!
I’ve heard people say it for years:  “I don’t know what to say.”
   “I’m not very good at praying.”		“I wouldn’t know where to begin.”
Or my favorite: “I don’t want to do it wrong.”

As though somewhere in heaven God is sitting with a scorecard.
   “Hmm. Strong opening. Good use of Scripture. 
           Got a little repetitive in the middle. 7.5.”   No!

Friends, did you notice what the disciples DON'T ask.
   “Jesus, teach us to pray beautifully.”
    “Teach us to pray impressively.”
    “Teach us to sound spiritual.”
No.  Lord, teach us to pray.
Because prayer isn't performance.   Prayer is relationship.

Jesus answers them with words so familiar that sometimes I wonder 
    whether we actually hear them anymore. 

And what does he give them? Not a theological dissertation on prayer…
     he gives them a relationship. 

He begins with one word... Father.
   Come close.  Know that you are loved.  Know that you belong.
Know that you are speaking to One who knows you already…
      like a parent knows their child.

Then—Hallowed be your name.
    God, You are God.	And I am not.
Which, by the way, may be one of the most freeing things prayer teaches us.

~Because some of us spend an enormous amount of energy trying to manage things 
      that were never ours to manage.
~Fix things we cannot fix.
~Control things we cannot control.
~Carry people we cannot carry.

Prayer begins by remembering:  God is God. And I don't have to be.
     Father…hallowed be your name.

Then:  Your kingdom come.
    God, align my life with what You are doing.
     Not my will…but Your will be done.


Oh and please Lord, Give us each day our daily bread.
    God, here’s what I need…not six months from now.
Today.   Give me what I need just for today.

Then Jesus teaches us to ask God to “Forgive us.”
   God, here is what needs healing in my life. 
This is where I’ve gone off course…how I’ve broken our connection. 
Where I’ve hurt others.  Where I need healing & grace.

And finally, Jesus teaches us to pray:
    “Do not bring us to the time of trial.”
Lord, when life gets hard—and we know it will—help us remain faithful.
      When we're afraid, remind us we're not alone. Lead us…
          And when we don't know the way forward, show us the next faithful step.

Do you hear it?  This isn’t simply a prayer to memorize.
   It is a rhythm for life.	Relationship.	Surrender.		
        Trust.		Forgiveness.	Guidance.

And maybe that's why Jesus needed prayer too.
-Prayer kept Jesus connected to the One who sent him.
-Prayer kept Jesus grounded in who he was.
-Prayer kept Jesus aligned with what mattered most.
       And it can do the same for us.

So we have to ask the question that is sitting right in the title of this series.
  Where is the power?
     If we're talking about unleashing the power of prayer, what exactly do we mean?
Because I want us to be careful here.   Prayer is powerful.   I absolutely believe that.
~I have seen prayer bring healing.
~I have seen prayer bring reconciliation.
~I have watched doors open that I didn't think could open.
~I have experienced moments when I could only shake my head and say,
     “God…Thank you!”

But I have also stood beside hospital beds where we prayed for healing
    that didn't come in the way we desperately wanted.
~I've prayed with families whose circumstances didn't suddenly change.
~I've prayed prayers myself that weren't answered the way I hoped. 
~I’ve experienced far too many moments when I could only shake my head and say,      
    “God…Why?”

And I imagine some of you have too.
     So when we say prayer is powerful, we cannot mean:
-If I pray hard enough…
-Believe strongly enough…
-Say the right words…
-Have enough faith…God will give me the outcome I want.

That's not prayer.	That's a transaction.	And God isn't a vending machine.
-Put in enough prayer.
-Push the right spiritual button.
-Receive desired outcome. No.
The power of prayer is something deeper.

Prayer isn't about getting God's attention.	      God is already here.		
      God already sees.	   God already knows.	    God already loves.
          Prayer isn't about getting God's attention.
Prayer is about giving God ours.

Let me say that again…Prayer isn't about getting God's attention.
       Prayer is about giving God our attention.
· Prayer makes space…		Prayer reconnects us.
· Prayer reorients us…		Prayer reminds us who God is—and who we are.
· Prayer opens us to grace…	Prayer makes us available to God.

And my friends—
    available people can become powerful instruments of God's grace.
And THAT…that is where and when things start getting unleashed.

Because look again at what Jesus teaches us to pray:  Your kingdom come.  
    That's a dangerous prayer.   We say it every Sunday.   
But think about what we're asking.
God—let Your kingdom come.
· Let Your love come.
· Let Your justice come.
· Let Your mercy come.
· Let Your healing come.
· Let Your peace come.
· Let Your will become more real in this world.


And then we say:  Give US our daily bread.
     Not—Give me my bread.   Give us our bread.
The Lord's Prayer keeps moving us beyond ourselves—Our. Us. We.
      That's how Jesus teaches us to pray.

Which means I cannot sincerely pray, “Give us our daily bread”
    and remain completely indifferent to someone who doesn't have enough to eat.

I cannot pray, “Forgive us as we forgive”
    and refuse forever to examine the resentment I'm carrying.

I cannot pray, “Your kingdom come”  and then remain indifferent to injustice, 
    loneliness, grief, poverty, exclusion and suffering.

I cannot pray, “Lead us”
    and then tell God, “Just don't lead me anywhere uncomfortable.”

*Because prayer isn't simply something we say.
       Prayer is something we eventually have to live.

Years ago, a mentor said something to me about the Lord's Prayer 
   that I've never forgotten:  She said we pray it not only asking God to provide—
we pray it asking God to help us participate in God's providing.

In other words—The Lord's Prayer is not just an asking prayer.
  It is a doing prayer.
    Because when we pray, “Your kingdom come,” 
we're not simply asking God to change the world.
     We're inviting God to change us so that we can help change the world.

And THAT, my friends, is where prayer gets really powerful.
   Because sometimes, through God's grace and the Spirit’s power—
WE become part of the answer to the very prayers we pray.
We become what I like to call…LIVING PRAYERS.

I think about that around here…Living Prayers at FMC.
~Sometimes answered prayer looks surprisingly simple….
~Sometimes “Give us our daily bread” looks like groceries being collected here
     for local food pantries or shared with neighbors who need them.
~Sometimes prayer looks like sitting beside someone who is grieving , & resisting 
     the temptation to fix anything—its just being there…holding someone’s hand, 
      Listening, Loving, Making space.
~Sometimes prayer looks like creating a place where a 3rd grader or a HS student
     can walk through the doors & discover: There is a place for me here.
~Sometimes prayer looks like opening our building & our spaces, & watching  
     hundreds of children & families from our community come through these doors.
~Sometimes prayer looks like noticing the person who has been pushed 
     to the edge—and pulling out another chair. You belong here.
~Sometimes prayer looks like somebody sensing a need in our community &
     saying, “I wonder if God might be asking us to do something about that?”  
    Like: Munch & Mingle, Living After Cancer, Memory Music Makers, 
First Place for Health, Grief and Grace, Growing Together.

And here's what I've noticed about FMC:
    So many of the ministries that bless people here begin with someone 
       noticing a need.   Someone listening.    Someone feeling that little holy nudge.

And then saying:  “Maybe we could…”
   Maybe we could feed. Welcome. Listen. Make room.
Maybe we could try.
And suddenly—Prayer has arms.	 Prayer has feet.	 Prayer has soup & bread.
   Prayer has song sheets of oldies but goodies.   Prayer has an open door.
   Prayer has someone willing to say,  “Here I am, God. Use me.”
That's when prayer becomes more than something we say.
That’s when we become God's living prayer in the world.

But friends, being a living prayer doesn't always mean starting a new ministry
   or adding one more thing to an already overflowing calendar.
~Sometimes it's simply being present.
~Offering forgiveness.
~Choosing kindness when it would be easier not to.
~Making that phone call, or text…
     letting someone who needs to know they're not alone.
Because sometimes the most powerful prayer we live 
     is simply the love we offer right where we are.

“Lord, teach us to pray.”
Teach us to notice You.
Teach us to trust You.
Teach us to listen for You.
Teach us to want Your kingdom more than our own.
Teach us to forgive.
Teach us to follow.
Teach us to become available.
     And then, Lord—make our lives a living prayer.
Because if Jesus had to pray…so do I.   So do you.     So do we.
  And FMC—I wonder what might happen…in our hearts, in our homes,
     in this church, and in this community—if we became people 
         who didn't simply say our prayers,
     but actually allowed our prayers to shape the way we live.

So Lord, teach us to pray…and unleash Your power, Your grace & Your love—
	LIVING in us and through us.

And all God's people said...Amen! May it be so! 

    Because Amen... is where prayer starts walking around.
