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I am frequently asked questions or opinions about prayer - from believers and non-believers - though I am in no way an expert.  I’ve taught classes.  I’ve read books.  I’ve listened to people’s experiences.  And I’ve prayed - I’ve prayed a lot, in a variety of ways, with all kinds of people in all kinds of situations.  And still prayer is one of the great mysteries of my faith, but also one of the greatest rewards.  I don’t understand it. I will never understand it.   But I appreciate it.  And I believe in the power of prayer.
One of the most frequently asked questions is “But does prayer work?”  And my first thought in answer to that question is “what do you mean by ‘work’?”  I’ve cried with people who say, “I’ve prayed and prayed and I just can’t get an answer.”  I’ve rejoiced with people who say, “My prayers were answered.”  I’ve wondered why?  I’ve questioned God.  And I’ve prayed.  Many of you are probably in the same place, and have had the same experiences and conversations.  When someone says to you, “my prayers don’t seem to be working,” what do you think?  How do you respond?   

Prayer works.  But prayer doesn’t work like a washing machine or a computer - thank God.  It’s not mechanical or automatic - insert prayer in part A, receive response thru part D.  There’s no set formula for prayer - no ritual, no special way to pray.  Neither is prayer magical or manipulative – as if to say - if I say it just the right way or strike the right bargain, God will give me what I want.  It’s not like that.  Prayer is far more mysterious and miraculous than that.  And there are no guarantees - except perhaps two guarantees - God will listen and God will love.  Prayer is an invitation into relationship with God, that loving powerful God whom we know in Jesus Christ.  Prayer is about connection.  God reaching out to us.  Us reaching out to God.  
My first memory of using the first two scripture passages for today – from Samuel and Luke, was in my second year of seminary.  We volunteered for mission teams to go out into surrounding towns near seminary to provide programs and worship services.  My team chose the topic of prayer to teach and study.  We used these two passages for an entire year - digging deeper and deeper into the meaning of prayer.  Hannah’s prayer for a son is a wonderful example of petition and of prayer answered.  In Luke, Jesus teaches the disciples to pray using the words which we call the Lord’s Prayer.  It is a model for prayer with layers of meaning.  I have studied this prayer many times, praying it more often than I can count.  And still I have questions about this prayer and about prayer in general.  I wish, like the disciples, I too could sit around the fire at the end of a day and ask Jesus about his connection to God, about how to continue and build on my relationship with God.  For that is what prayer is – living, moving, breathing in God’s presence and by God’s grace.  I don’t understand prayer but I desperately need it.  
So when I read this passage from James - I am in awe of the author’s confidence.  His answer to everything is Prayer.  Is anyone suffering - they should pray.  Is anyone cheerful - they should pray too.  Anybody sick - call others to pray with you and for you.   Pray for one another.  James says with such confidence - the prayer of faith WILL SAVE.   The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective.  Then he gives the example of Elijah to prove the power of prayer.  The POWER of prayer.   
James would say absolutely prayer works.  Pray first.  Whatever happens, whatever your needs = pray.  James says, the prayer of faith will save.  The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective.  Effective - prayer changes things.

But, How?  That’s not really a question James would have asked.  It’s not a question the scripture answers.  How?  By the power of God.  What more do you need to know?  But we modern enlightened intelligent Americans - do ask how, and why, and why not.  We like explanations and processes.  We do ask how prayer works.  It seems like such a passive thing to do - to pray.  I’ve heard people say I can’t do anything but pray.  I’ve said it myself.  But James says prayer IS active.  Prayer is doing something - something very important.  Prayer is always James first action.  He doesn’t say - if someone is suffering go to them and try to relieve their suffering, talk to them or bring them a casserole or help clean their house.  He says if someone is suffering PRAY.  Now if you know anything about James you know he’d also appreciate the casserole and the cleaning.  He’d appreciate finding the source of the suffering and eliminating it.  James was a doer.  Leader of the early church in Jerusalem, most of his letter is all about putting your faith into action - giving, caring, sharing, good deeds, good works, compassion as a way of living your faith in Jesus Christ.  James was all about the doing.    So it makes it even more interesting to me that the first thing James says to do is to PRAY.    Pray first.  Pray again.  Pray often.  Whenever there is a need - pray.  
For James, action always grows out of a true relationship with God.  If you love God it is inevitable that you will serve.  But the first step is always the relationship with God.  That’s where prayer comes in.  Prayer is about relationship with God, as I said last week.  Prayer is about talking to God, listening to God, being with God, responding to God.  So prayer works because it is opening yourself to God.  And according to James prayer works because openness to God inevitably leads to transforming action.  If you pray, God works in you.  If you pray, you work for God.  If you pray… James says with absolute confidence - the prayer of faith WILL SAVE.   The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective.  Now, you may not get what you think you want.  But you will “get” – the presence and power of God.
It’s all about opening ourselves up to God - to the presence of God, the will of God, the guidance of God.  Where is God in the world?  Where is God leading us in the world?   I invite you to pray about it - to pray with me and for me, and for other members of the church, and for people outside the church walls.  I invite you to pray - open yourself to God and listen for God’s response.  Prayer works.  Prayer changes things.  Perhaps it changes yourself, your awareness, your need.  As James says… prayer is powerful and effective.  In other words, your prayer won’t be the end of the adventure - it’s only the beginning.  PRAY.  

Now for the practical part of the sermon.  I’m not going to tell you how to pray - you may use words or music or writing or art or silence or anything at all.  I’m not going to tell you when to pray - morning, noon, night - all three - whatever works for you.  I’m just going to ask you to pray.  As a congregation I am asking us to make prayer a priority, to grow in depth in our relationship with God thru Jesus Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit – to invite other people into prayer and a closer relationship with God.  Pray about the church.  Pray about your family.  Pray about the challenges of the world.  Pray about your fears.  Pray about your hopes and dreams.  Pray whatever comes to you, or pray even when you don’t know what you’re praying about.  Set aside time.  Set aside energy.  Make it a priority.  And pray.  

Now some of you already do this.  I applaud you who are prayer warriors.  I invite you to continue your prayers, but to know that all the rest of us are trying to pray with you.  And pray for us.  Pray for that effort.  Pray for our weaknesses and failures, for our insights and revelations.  I don’t really know what I expect to happen thru this experiment, but I do expect God to change lives and offer hope.  I do expect God to enrich our lives and inspire our church.  I expect some of us to become more aware of God’s love and power.  I expect God to work miracles. In short I agree with James - the prayer of faith will save and transform.  The prayer of the one who seeks God truly is powerful and effective.  Who knows what miracles God might bring?   Let it be.

And let it begin now… let us pray together
Gracious God of power and love, hear us as we open our hearts to you.

In the silence of this moment - we lift to you our praise and prayers. (silence)

Speak to us in the days ahead, that we may respond as you have made us able.

We pray in the name of Jesus Christ.  Amen. 
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