Way We Pray
Theology Thoughts: Part 5 “Way We Pray”
Rev. Cameron D St.Michael — October 22, 2023

21 Sunday after Pentecost
Readings: James 5:13-18; Matthew 6:1-15; Luke 18:9-14

Reflection: Psalm 3

Greeting: Make your ways known to me, Lord; Teach me your paths. Lead me in your truth.
Because you are the God who saves me. | put my hope in you all day long! Praise the Lord!

Prayer: God, help us to always reach out to you in prayer. May we grow in your love and your
grace as we take the time to listen. Help us to gain insight when we bring ourselves before you
in prayer. May you help us to slow down so that we may love our neighbor and may show our
love for you. Grant us wisdom that we may learn the lesson you have for us today. Let us walk
in your truth that we may share that truth with the world. We thank you for your steadfast love
and faithfulness. By your Spirit help us to help one another. We pray that you will continue to
help us grow in mercy and grace through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Reflection: Psalm 3

O Lord, how many are my foes! Many are rising against me; many are saying to me, “There
is no help for you in God.” But you, O Lord, are a shield around me, my glory, and the one
who lifts up my head. | cry aloud to the Lord, and he answers me from his holy hill. | lie
down and sleep; | wake again, for the Lord sustains me. | am not afraid of ten thousands of
people who have set themselves against me all around. Rise up, O Lord! Deliver me, O my
God! For you strike all my enemies on the cheek; you break the teeth of the wicked.
Deliverance belongs to the Lord; may your blessing be on your people! (Psalm 3 NRSV*)

We read the words of Psalm 3, and we of God answering when we call out. That God is always
listening and that he does indeed here when we reach out in prayer. That the Lord is always
available as our rock and our salvation. Who is it that you have lifted up in prayer in the last
week? How did you act on your prayers? Who is it that you can lift up in prayer this week? Who
is it that you can pray for in private? Who might you reach out to so that you can pray with
them? How can you grow in love this week through prayer? How can we share God’s love with
a broken world? How may we join together to share the comfort and care of Christ?



Prayer: Lord, we turn to you because of your steadfast love. We know that even when we
struggle you are with us. May your Holy Spirit guide us in truth and light. Help us to share the
peace and love of Christ each and every day. As we come before you this day, we bring to you
the joys and concerns of our lives that we have shared aloud together. We also turn to you in
prayer with the unspoken worries and celebrations of our hearts. Help us that we walk in your
ways and seek the path of righteousness. May you be with us to strengthen us in our gladness
and our sorrow. We pray that you will help us to grow in love through our laughter and our
tears. As we learn more about you, Lord, may we grow closer to you. May your steadfast love
and faithfulness guide us all the days of our lives, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Now let the words of our mouths, and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight,
O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen.

Sermon:

Our scripture readings for today comes from the New Revised Standard Version Bible.
Ouir first reading for today comes from James chapter 5, verses 13 through 18.

Are any among you suffering? They should pray. Are any cheerful? They should sing songs of
praise. Are any among you sick? They should call for the elders of the church and have them pray
over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord. The prayer of faith will save the sick, and
the Lord will raise them up, and anyone who has committed sins will be forgiven. Therefore confess
your sins to one another and pray for one another, so that you may be healed. The prayer of the
righteous is powerful and effective. Elijah was a human like us, and he prayed fervently that it might
not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on the earth. Then he prayed again, and
the heaven gave rain, and the earth yielded its harvest. (James 5:13-18 NRSV*)

Our next reading for today comes from Matthew chapter 6, verses 1 through 15.

“Beware of practicing your righteousness before others in order to be seen by them, for then you
have no reward from your Father in heaven. “So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet
before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be praised by
others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. But when you give alms, do not let your left
hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your alms may be done in secret, and your Father
who sees in secret will reward you. “And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they
love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, so that they may be seen by
others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. But whenever you pray, go into your room
and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret, and your Father who sees in secret will
reward you. “When you are praying, do not heap up empty phrases as the gentiles do, for they think
that they will be heard because of their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what
you need before you ask him. “Pray, then, in this way: Our Father in heaven, may your name be
revered as holy. May your kingdom come. May your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us
today our daily bread. And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And do not
bring us to the time of trial, but rescue us from the evil one. “For if you forgive others their



trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, but if you do not forgive others, neither will
your Father forgive your trespasses. (Matthew 6:1-15 NRSV*)

Our last reading for today comes from Luke chapter 18, verses 9 through 14.

He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded
others with contempt: “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax
collector. The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, ‘God, | thank you that | am not like
other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. | fast twice a week; | give a
tenth of all my income.’ But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to
heaven but was beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ | tell you, this man
went down to his home justified rather than the other, for all who exalt themselves will be humbleq,
but all who humble themselves will be exalted.” (Luke 18:9-14 NRSV*)

This is the word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God.

As we continue to explore how we form our theology, we turn this week to prayer. |
wanted to look at the way that we pray and how we treat prayer. Because | think that we can
easily lose focus of what prayer is supposed to be. It's very easy to have prayer become
something that we do without thinking. This is both a good and a bad thing. It is good that
we've turned to prayer instinctively. It is good that it becomes part of our routine. But it can be
bad if we become so routine that we don’t really think about our prayers. The scripture
readings that | chose for this week are just a sampling of what we have to help us understand
prayer. James helps to give us a starting point with just how important prayer is. We see prayer
as a relationship here. Because we see that those who are suffering should pray. That when
people are sick others should come and pray over them. That we should pray for each other.
What really sunk in for me is the way that prayer is used as part of a community here. Because
we get plenty of times where it is not just that we pray but that we pray for each other and with
each other. | think that there's something about this that we can miss. Prayer is something that
creates community when we are praying for each other because it means that we have to think
about each other. We might wonder about this at first, but prayer makes us think differently
about others. When we are praying for someone, we have to make a conscious effort to think
about what that person needs and why we are praying. Are we just wishing for well-being? Are
they seeking forgiveness? Are they in need of healing? Do they need guidance? Are they
struggling? We have to think about them and know what it is they need to pray for them. This
brings those needs to the forefront of our mind for prayer, but also gives us a chance to think
about what we could be doing for our neighbor. It helps us to think about the ways we can act.

And this can help us avoid letting our prayers become selfish. Because if we are
thinking of others and what we can do for others, and we let that begin with prayer, then it
starts a conversation with God about what can be done. We can pray for the parts that we have
no control over and then pray for the strength to act on the parts that we do. When we let those
things work in tandem, we are able to move forward with God. We are not just waiting for
something to happen, looking for a sign, but we act because we started with prayer. Our



readings also give us an idea of what not to do. They also look at this idea of selfishness in
prayer. We hear that prayer isn't for show. | think this is one that a lot of people struggle with,
because in many instances prayer has become a performative art. | say this in all seriousness
because when we let our prayers become a performance piece they are all about us and they
are not about God. They are all about what we want to be recognized as and they are not out of
love for God and love for neighbor. And as I've said before, those are the things that | construct
my theology around. My faith centers around the way we love God and love our neighbor. If |
go somewhere and | pray in a public place so others see me and hear me, I’'m not praying
because of the way | love God. I’'m praying for the way that | love myself. And this happens all
too often these days. Because there's a difference in the way that we pray when we are having
a genuine, humble prayer that is seeking guidance and assistance. These problems can easily
trip us up because we often feel that we want others to know we are praying. We think that
praying before others is showing faith in God in action. The problem with that is that people
won't see big showy public prayers as demonstrating faith. It quickly looks like seeking
attention for yourself. Because to demonstrate a faith in God in action, we need to show how
we love God and neighbor not in how we pray but in what we do. We show it when we act for
God’s justice. We show it when we speak up for those who have no voice. When we help our
neighbor, we show that love and demonstrate our faith. Our prayer should be the vehicle that
gets us there, but not the destination.

Jesus notes that the hypocrites want to stand up in the streets and be seen because the
only thing they care about is being seen praying. They think other people knowing they are
praying is all that matters. | take this to heart because people don't need to see our prayers as
much as they need to see the result of our prayers. Jesus says to go pray in secret. Let it be
between you and God when you pray and let your actions reflect what you have gained from
your relationship with God. Jesus also says not to heap up empty phrases, thinking the more
words we use the better our prayer is. We get a version of the Lord's Prayer as an example of
how to pray. That our prayers should be that God's will be done not our own. That God sustain
us from this day to the next. That we seek to be forgiven and pray for the strength to forgive.
That we offer the forgiveness we seek to others. And there's a certain amount of humility that is
expected in prayer. Because it's not about you and how good you are because you pray, even
though we can often convince ourselves that that's how it is. Our other Gospel reading contains
a parable about prayer. Two people go and pray. The first is of the Pharisees, the traditional
religious leaders of the time. The second is a tax collector, somebody looked down upon by
others. The traditional religious leader thanks God that he is not like other people, especially
that tax collector. And he boasts to God about all the things he's done that make him so great.
The person that he doesn't want to be like, the tax collector, asks for mercy. That's all. Jesus
tells us that the tax collector and not the Pharisee will return home justified. And we get one of
Christ's reversal of fortune statements here. Those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and
all who humble themselves will be exalted. Because prayer shouldn't be about building



ourselves up and boasting about the things that we do. Prayer should be about seeking God
and the way that we can love God and love our neighbor even more.

For me, this is a central part of how to understand prayer. Because when we pray
together here it's that we are joining together to lift each other up. Because we have agreed to
be in this place together in prayer, in praise, and in worship. | highlight this because we can get
ourselves all twisted up about what it means to not be showy in prayer. This often is because
we don’t allow for nuance in how we understand the Bible. In this case, | often get asked about
how | pray when leading a service. Isn’t that standing up and praying so that others can see
me? Wouldn’t that be a contradiction of what Jesus is teaching? Like most things, context
helps us to find an answer. Am | praying at you? Or am | praying with you? That is a very
important question that we have to be able to answer about our prayers. It is easy to end up
praying at somebody instead of praying with somebody. When you pray at somebody, you're
doing it because of yourself. You want to show off that you feel you are better than that person
SO you pray at them. It is an act of judgement in which we end up condemning ourselves,
because it means that we have lost sight of God. It is saying that we only think about ourselves
when we should be thinking about the love of Christ. The difference is that praying at someone
is simply lifting up a prayer because you want them to know how you’ve judged them. Praying
with somebody is offering yourself in service to them. When | am here, | am praying with you
because we are here for a shared purpose and we are here as a community in Christ. We join
together to celebrate Christ’s love, and part of that is prayer. Now, you can invite people to
pray with you. You can ask somebody if it's okay to pray for them. You can pray for somebody
when you sit down alone and it's just you and God. And if your prayer is a genuine concern for
that person, it will be reflected in the way that you pray. So, when | get those questions about if
it is OK for me to pray standing up before all of you, | can respond that I’'m not simply doing this
for me. I’'m not up here praying because | want my voice to be heard and that | want to be
seen. When | am up here, | am praying because you trust me to lead you. | am here as a
servant of Christ sharing my knowledge with you. | lead us in prayer together so that we can
experience Christ together. Because we join together here as a community. We share our
concerns and our joys with each other. We share our lives with each other. When | pray, | am
not hoping that | will be heard over everyone else. | pray that your heart will be joined to mine
and that | am a voice among all our voices. When we pray together, it is so that we may
experience the love of Christ here together in this place.

For me, that's what prayer should be when we pray together. It's easy to lose sight of
that simplicity. We can lose sight of it if we feel that there are special words to be used in
prayer. | have had people tell me that there are special prayers you have to use, and the words
have to be exactly the right words. But | remember that God knows the words before we speak
them. God knows the words of our hearts even if they don't come out of our mouths the way
we imagined. But we say the words because it helps us to focus on God. It helps us to think
about what it is we can do. And prayer helps us to focus our efforts and our energies and help



us to do all that we can. That God's will may be done. That God's justice may be seen on this
earth. That God's love can be felt by all people. Because we know the way that Christ taught us
to pray. Not to pray at people but pray with people and for people. Not to be showy, just to be
seen, but to pray genuinely from the heart. Never to think that we are better than anyone
because of our prayers but that we remember how far we still have to go and how much we
need Christ in our lives. And we pray for others because it is a way that we pour out our love
for them. | encourage all of you to think about the way that you pray. Are there ways that you
could reach deeper in your prayer? Are there ways that you could be more intentional about
the way that you pray? Are there ways to change things up so that you think more about the
prayers that you have? | pray that we may all learn to be more humble, learn to be more caring,
and learn to be more loving like our Risen Savior in the way we pray. Amen.

Prayer of Confession and Pardon: God, you are with us even when we turn away from you.
Guide us back into your loving arms. Judge us not by the perfection of our actions but show us
mercy and love. We have strayed like lost sheep from your ways, failing both in what we have
done and what we have failed to do. Bring us back into your fold that you may guide us and
lead us in all things. For the sake of your Son, Jesus Christ, have mercy upon us and forgive
us. May we walk in your love and trust your ways. Amen.

Almighty God have mercy upon you. May the Lord forgive all your sins and lift you up in love
through Jesus Christ our Lord, and by the Holy Spirit keep you in life eternal. Amen.

Offering: If you are so moved to make an offering, you may send it to the church treasurer, or
you may send it to the PO Box listed below. We are still the church, and the church still needs
your support to keep doing all the important work that we do.

Lord’s Prayer

Dismissal with Blessing: May we go forth reflecting God’s love in our lives as we go forth in
the peace of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.



Our Current Series — Theoloqgy Thoughts

Our current series is going to be a collection of theology thoughts from Pastor Cameron. Each
week we will explore different aspects of how we live our faith. We will be looking at faith,
prayer, works, forgiveness, scripture, and more. The more we learn about God, the more we
grow in faith and love.

Next Week: Older and Wiser — Our next message is a special message from Pastor Cameron
for his birthday and looks at learning as we get older.
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