June 7 & 8, 2003

   

“You Have it All, get a grip!”

       Luke 15: 31-32

     Luke 15: 31-32: (31) “My son,” the father said, “You are always with me, and everything I have is yours. (32) But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.”

     That is an interesting response by the father. The older son says, “This son of yours” and the father replies, “This brother of yours.” When you read between the lines of the Father’s response I see a father who has committed this son in prayer to the Lord’s care. There is not a hint of him having worried himself to death. He is not surprised by his son coming to his senses and you get the sense that this father had believed for a long time that one day this younger son would crest the distant hill a changed man, wiser and capable of full relationship. Prayer does that. Well…expectant, faithful prayer does that. The trouble is, is that faithful, expectant prayer appears to be in short supply. Why is that? Did you know that there is only one play in athletics that has an overtly religious name? It is in football and it is called the Hail Mary play. The Hail Mary pass is a pass that is thrown under such desperate circumstances that it can only be completed with help from above. And since we don’t have a theology that would indicate that God has a concern about the final score of a football game, his mother gets pulled into the huddle. The phrase comes from the Catholic prayer based on the angel’s greetings to Mary as recorded in the first chapter of Luke, “Hail Mary, full of grace.” Circumstances are generally so dire in a hail Mary pass that “a little grace” is needed. There is one  Hail Mary pass that has been hailed as the greatest play ever in the history of college football. I was lucky enough to have seen it on TV. It occurred on November 23rd, 1984. The underdog Boston College Eagles were playing the defending national champions, the Miami Hurricanes in the Orange Bowl. The Eagles quarterback, Doug Flutie stood less that five feet ten inches but in his four years at Boston College had become the first player to pass for more than 10,000 yards. The Miami Hurricanes and their sophomore quarterback, Bernie Kosar had completed a brilliant drive that left 28 seconds on the clock and Miami ahead 45-41. Three plays later with only six ticks left on the clock and with Boston College stuck at midfield the game appeared to be over. But there was still time for one more play and Flutie intended to make the most of it. He called for a desperation play, the Hail Mary, and sent all of his receivers down field and launched a 65 yard bomb to the end zone. Calling the play for CBS was Brent Musberger. (Run Video Clip)  Flutie’s miracle pass to Gerard Phelan had many dramatic consequences. Flutie would win the Heisman trohy, Miami lost their number one ranking and the defensive coordinator for Miami was so stunned by the loss that he resigned early the next week. I believe that Mary is brought in for the last play because prayer is something that people generally associate with desperation. Desperate people pray. It has been said there are no atheists in fox holes. People in fox holes pray. People going through divorce pray, when a child goes into a distant country, people pray. When the test results come back with the big C and big M names on them (cancer and malignant) people pray. It is not bad to pray at a time of crisis and desperation but why is it that so many people only  pray in times of desperation? One of God’s most amazing attributes is that he is humble and loving enough to accept people when they turn to him in sheer desperation, even when they have been ignoring him for years. (Ortberg, p 92) But, why is it that so many people only  pray in times of desperation? Perhaps the reason is because we do not understand the seriousness of prayer to the writers of scripture, that great cloud of hosts that surrounds and witnesses our every act or perhaps the seriousness of prayer to God himself. I wish I had a nickel for every time I have heard a Christian say something like this, “If God knows what is going to happen and had ordained the results in accordance with his plan, why do I need to pray about so and so.”

     Waldrep’s last principle concerning parenting prodigals is “Pray Specifically.” (p. 205) Now folks, I could probably spend countless hours on the position of prayer, on the condition of prayer, the efficacy of prayer, the how’s, why’s and wherefores of prayer. I know the theology and the commentary on prayer but there are two great reasons that I believe that prayer is essential:

1. God tells us to pray, by the way he always honors obedience, and

2. I have seen too many prayers work. 
·      It is like this. This past week I was standing in line to pay for my gas at Huck’s down on Washington and Boeke. There was a guy three places ahead of me that bought a “Hoosier Lottery” ticket. He scratched it off and he won a chance to be entered for the Saturday Evening Hoosier Lottery Show on FOX TV. By the time I got to the front of the line he had finished scratching and he said, “Here, you want this? They will never draw my name out.” I accepted the ticket. In fact, I have it right here. However, there are a few things that I have to do to get that chance to be on the Hoosier Millionaire Show. It says right here on the back, bullet point, number three: If your ticket says ENTRY, mail your ticket to HOOSIER MILLIONAIRE, P.O. Box 444, Plainfield, IN 46168-444. Use an envelope no larger than 4 ½” X 9 ½”. Sign the back of your winning ticket. Now folks, even though I now have in my possession a winning ENTRY ticket which gives me a chance to get on the show and win a million dollars, unless I, in obedience do some things, I have no chance, hear that, no chance whatsoever of winning. I have it all right here in my hand but do you think I am going to leave the back unsigned when I send this in? Do you think I am going to send this to Emilio Sanchez in South Central L.A.? Do you think I am going to send this ticket to Plainfield in one of those big brown envelopes, when the instructions say 4 ½” X 9 ½”? Of course the answers are No, No, No. If I want to have any chance to become a millionaire, really tick off a guy from Huck’s and find all my long lost relatives. I better be obedient to the instructions. Secondly, I have visited the Hoosier Lottery website and found out that they have created 356 millionaires. In addition, 27 Powerball jackpot winners purchased their ticket in Indiana 

· there have been 879 $100,000 winners purchased in Indiana

· 4,405 $5,000 winners purchased in Indiana. (hoosierlottery.com)

      I have now seen too many people win the lottery, I believe the next one could just be me. I’ve got it all right here. I’ve got a grip on my chance at being a millionaire. Why didn’t the guy at Huck’s feel the way I do? Out of desperation, he throws the chance aside, out of belief that it could be me and in obedience I send the ticket in. That friends is what I envision for most people in relationship to their unwillingness to pray. I pray out of obedience and because I believe in the results that have already occurred and I want some of that. Most others pray only in desperation.

     A story is told about a small town that had historically been "dry," but then a local businessman decided to build a tavern. A group of Christians from a local church were concerned and planned an all-night prayer meeting to ask God to intervene. It just so happened that shortly thereafter lightning struck the bar and it burned to the ground. The owner of the bar sued the church, claiming that the prayers of the congregation were responsible, but the church hired a lawyer to argue in court that they were not responsible. The presiding judge, after his initial review of the case, stated that "no matter how this case comes out, one thing is clear. The tavern owner believes in prayer and the Christians do not." 

     HMMM, what do you believe about prayer? How or from where do most of your prayers arise? Obedience and belief or desperation? Let’s look at how seriously the writers of scripture viewed prayer. In the eighth chapter of the book of Revelation, John describes a scene in heaven after the seals are broken on the scrolls that tell the story of human sin and violence and God’s judgment on the same.

     Then a remarkable thing happens. John writes that “there was a silence in heaven for about half an hour.” During that time an angel with a golden censer comes to the altar and offers incense, which is a representation of prayers rising from the earth: “The smoke of the incense, together with the prayers of the saints, went up before God from the angel’s hand.” (Rev. 8: 4) Following this comes great acts of judgment on the earth-pictured by thunder, flashes of lightening and great earthquakes. But what is most striking is that these acts come in response to the prayers of the saints. Usually we think about events on earth being interrupted because of actions taken in heaven. However, here it is the other way around. All of heaven comes to a standstill. The endless songs and praises of the heavenly hosts suddenly stop. Why? Because someone is praying. All of heaven stops so the prayers of the saints---your prayers and mine, every one of them—can rise before God. They are heard, they matter. The prayers of real human beings—like you and me—interrupt heaven.(Ortberg, p. 93)

     And what happens next, happen on earth because people pray. The bible’s teaching on prayer leads overwhelmingly to one conclusion: Prayer changes things, and prayer always changes me, my vision of things, my attitudes toward them and the course of my life and the actions of my heart. Walter Wink says that the message of scripture is this, “History belongs to the intercessors—those who believe and pray the future into being.” History doesn’t belong to the powerful, or the wealthy, or the ruler or the armies the corporation, the media. What they do on their own may look impressive for a time. But the day will come when all merely human actions will be tossed, forgotten on the ash heap of the dead past.

     You don’t know how many people have been strengthened because you asked God to encourage them: how many people have been healed because you prayed for their bodies; how many spiritual runaways have come home because you prayed for their souls. None of us may never know the true effects of our prayers on this side of death. But we do know this: History belongs to those who pray. History is on our side and eternity is our destination.

     However, prayer does not happen automatically. My guess is that of all the spiritual disciplines, prayer is the one that most people feel guilty about. Somehow it seems that if we love God prayer should flow out of us without effort or discipline. In fact this was not even the case with Jesus’ first followers. They always had a front row seat to experience the greatest pray-er who ever prayed. And they noticed that things happened. Remember when Jesus took Peter, James and John with him to a mountain to pray. Jeus face is recorded to have changed in appearance and his clothes even became bright as a flash of lightening. These followers wanted to know God like that. So one day, one of them had an idea. What if Jesus taught them to pray like that? Finally he got the courage up and made the request: “Lord, teach us to pray.” Now, that is an interesting request for a Jew. As a Jew his disciples would have known all about prayers. They would have grown up with prayer. They weren’t asking what words to pray. They wanted Jesus’ hunger for prayer. They wanted the same rich interaction between themselves and God that they saw that Jesus had with God. They wanted to be nourished and strengthened by prayer the way Jesus was. So he asked them to teach them. That should tell you something friends. Prayer is learned behavior. No body is born or even reborn an expert at it. No one ever masters prayer. The great writer and acclaimed pray-er Thomas Merton put it this way in his book Contemplative prayer: “We do not want to be beginners. (in prayer) But let us be convinced of the fact that we will never be anything else but beginners all our life.” So how do we learn to pray?

     First, start slow. Like training for the Marathon, you don’t decide to run a marathon and go out the next day and run 26.2 miles. Pick a time and a place and be regular and if  is just a few seconds at the same time and place every day, then begin there, but you must develop the habit. Statistics tell us that if you do a particular thing fifteen times in a row, then that action becomes habitual. 

     Henri Nouwen, the Christian author, once said that when we go to pray, thoughts jump around in our minds like monkeys jumping around banana trees. So at the beginning of prayer it is important to take a few moments to allow the monkeys to settle down.

     The next step answers the question, “What do we pray?” Scripture shows that most often prayers should be simple. C.S. Lewis wrote, “(In prayer) lay before God what is in us, not what should be in us.” Just speak what is in you, the whole range of emotions. If you are angry, God can handle your anger. Fear? He can handle that. Worry, disgust, praise, gratitude, he can handle them all!

     Lastly, reflect, were there any moments in your prayer when you felt especially alive or as if God was especially close? Remember to go there again. What difficulties did you encounter, work to eliminate the difficulties. Did you have any feeling that you were being called to a response, to do something. Well think about doing it.

      I believe that if you follow this simple progression you will soon get to the point that you are praying and genuinely desiring that whatever God wants or desires for you will be your earnest prayer.

     The story is told of a strong, broad-shouldered young man that who had just started working at the construction site. He was obviously one of the strongest men there and he knew it. And he wanted to make sure everyone else knew it too. So, he began to brag that he could out lift anybody on the site. In his pride, he especially made fun of one of the older workmen.
After a few minutes, the older worker had had enough. "Why don’t you put your money where your mouth is," he said. "I will bet a week’s wages that I can haul something in a wheelbarrow -over to that building over there - that you won’t be able to wheel back."
The braggart just laughed - "You’re on, old man," he said "Let’s see what you got."
The old man reached out and grabbed the wheelbarrow by the handles. Then, nodding to the young man, he said, "All right, get in." The prayer I want us to pray today is a prayer asking God to put us in the wheelbarrow and then, for Him to wheel us wherever He wants to go.
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