Session five: Being with God in prayer
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What is prayer?

The starting point for discipleship is simply what this module says – Being with God. So far, we’ve explored how being with God is about being attentive to Him in our daily lives, and responding to what He is doing.   

Prayer is simply the ‘love language’ which helps us to connect with God in this way. There are many aspects to prayer, and various practices that help with this, just as there are many different ways we relate to each other as human beings.  This session we start with the simple idea of being in active relationship with God.  (We will explore the asking and wrestling aspects of prayer later on.)

Prayer is ‘talking with God’, but it’s much more than ‘saying our prayers’ – it’s doing whatever helps us deepen our friendship with God, in a life-giving, regular way.  It’s ‘practising the presence of God’.  

Brother Lawrence, a monk who came up with that phrase, said, “Think often on God, by day, by night, in your business and even in your diversions. He is always near you and with you; leave him not alone.”

Pete Grieg, writer of the Prayer Course, says, “I am convinced … that our constant activity is fruitless without first making that humble act of kneeling to pray. I am convinced that prayer is not only our greatest privilege, but also our greatest source of power.”  

Abraham Lincoln put it like this: “I have been driven many times to my knees by the overwhelming conviction that I had nowhere else to go; my own conviction and that of those around me seemed insufficient for the day.” 


How did Jesus pray?

Prayer was completely central to Jesus’ life.  He prayed by himself, with his disciples, in the synagogue, before big decisions, for his disciples, as part of His ministry, in every kind of situation. He went into the desert to pray, He prayed for long periods and during the night.  He taught His disciples to pray.  

He battled in prayer.  He often withdrew to lonely places and prayed. (Luke 5:15-16)  He prayed honestly and in anguish “Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.” (Luke 22:42)  

[bookmark: enNIV26565]His last words were a prayer: Jesus called out with a loud voice, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.”  (Luke 23:34)  He prayed naturally and out loud: “Father, I thank you that you have heard me … I said this for the benefit of the people standing here, that they may believe that you sent me.”  (John 11:41-42)  

He prayed out of deep sense of being loved, and loving, His Father (John 17:13-26).  He did nothing without praying – for Him it was neither a duty nor a burden.  


Why is it difficult?

The paradox of prayer for us is that, while it is the most natural thing as people who yearn for God to pray, it is at the same time something that needs to be learnt.  That is why His disciples asked, “Teach us to pray.”  We might feel we don’t really enjoy prayer or feel guilty about how little we pray.  

We might find it hard to know where to start or get distracted.  The good news is that God delights in our simplest attempts at prayer (much like a parent gets excited about a child’s first steps).  Cardinal Basil Hume said, “Trying to pray is prayer and it is very good prayer.”  

As disciples, we are all learners, and there is a lot of wisdom and resource we can draw on.  This session will give a number of suggestions for growing in Being with God in prayer.  At its heart is something very simple, which this story might help us to experience.

A man's daughter had asked the local vicar to come and pray with her father.  When the vicar arrived, he found the man lying in bed with his head propped up on two pillows and an empty chair beside his bed.  The vicar assumed that the old fellow had been informed of his visit.  "I guess you were expecting me," he said.  "No, who are you?"  "I'm the new vicar at your local church," the vicar replied.  "When I saw the empty chair, I figured you knew I was going to show up."  "Oh yes, the chair," said the bedridden man. "Would you mind closing the door?" 

Puzzled, the vicar shut the door. "I've never told anyone this, not even my daughter," said the man. "But all of my life I have never known how to pray. At church I used to hear the vicar talk about prayer, but it always went right over my head. I abandoned any attempt at prayer," the old man continued, "until one day about four years ago my best friend said to me, 'Joe, prayer is just a simple matter of having a conversation with Jesus. Here's what I suggest. Sit down on a chair; place an empty chair in front of you, and in faith see Jesus on the chair. It's not spooky because he promised, 'I'll be with you always.’ Then just speak to him and listen in the same way you're doing with me right now.’  

So, I tried it and I've liked it so much that I do it a couple of hours every day. I'm careful, though. If my daughter saw me talking to an empty chair, she'd either have a nervous breakdown or send me off to the funny farm."  The vicar was deeply moved by the story and encouraged the man to continue on the journey. Then he prayed with him, and returned to the church.  

Two nights later the daughter called to tell the vicar that her father had died that afternoon. "Did he seem to die in peace?" he asked.  "Yes, when I left the house around two o'clock, he called me over to his bedside, told me one of his corny jokes, and kissed me on the cheek.  When I got back from the shops an hour later, I found him dead. But there was something strange, in fact, beyond strange—kind of weird.  Apparently, just before Daddy died, he leaned over and rested his head on a chair beside the bed."

This picture is ‘The Creation of Adam’ from Chartres Cathedral in France.  How do you think it may help us to understand how God sees us in prayer?


What do I need to know that will help me?  

Before we even start to pray, these three perspectives may help.

God cares about our daily needs and knows every hair on our heads.  
We can trust in the goodness of God’s character.  The Lord’s Prayer shows us something of that goodness in every line and encourages us to pray for our “daily bread” – in other words, for the simple things we need every day. (This is also teaching us to pray for “enough” – just what we need for the moment, our real wants as opposed to our wishes. As we grow as disciples who are being with God, our concerns will be much more focussed on what God wants, rather than ‘shopping list’ type praying.)

As we have seen, prayer is much more about a transforming relationship, rather than ‘twisting God’s arm’ to get results. Yet even if we have genuine needs, we do not need to approach God with anything apart from trusting love, as He longs to bless us.

We can be completely ourselves before God without pretence.  
CS Lewis said that the prayer that comes before all other prayers is, “May it be the real me, speaking with the real You.” We don’t need to pretend to be more holy or pure than we are. We don’t need to wait until our motives are right – God knows the heart. 

Jesus’ words from Matthew 6 describe the heart attitude we can bring to prayer. “And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by others….And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think 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.”

He is describing prayer as coming before God without a mask (not like a hypocrite), as being able to pray with the straightforwardness of a child addressing a parent, as losing any sense of having to “impress” God by getting it right, as not having any sense of having to persuade God by performing because we trust He is good.

God wants us to pray with total honesty about the things we find hard.
We call this lament.  It is possible to be respectful of God, and yet completely honest about our doubts, fears and anger.  

In the book, ‘The Good and Beautiful God’ the writer describes a very honest prayer from an orthodox priest for someone’s two year old daughter who was suffering terribly:

“Our thoughts are not Your thoughts O Lord, and our ways are not Your ways. We confess to You that we cannot see Your divine hand in the suffering of Madeline. Help us, we beg You, to see that in this evil there is some purpose, beyond our grasp and comprehension.

“Our minds are confused. Our hearts are in distress.  Our wills are lost and weak, and our strength is gone, as we see this innocent creature caught by the sins of the world and the power of the devil, a victim of senseless suffering and pain.

“Have mercy on this child, Lord, have mercy! Do not prolong the agony! Do not allow the pain and suffering to increase! We know not what to ask You; give us the grace only to say, ‘Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.’

“Give us faith, for we believe, O Lord; help our unbelief. Be with Your child Madeline, and suffer with her; heal her and save her, according to Your own saving plan, established before the creation of the world.

“For you are our only hope, O God, and in You we take refuge: Father, Son and Holy Spirit, now and ever, and unto ages of ages. Amen.”

God is praying in us.  
Because we are covenant-partners with God, He prays in us.  He can take the tangle of thoughts in our heads, or our deepest longings, as prayer.  This is the meaning of Romans 8: 26: “...the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us through wordless groans.”


Does my personality affect the way I pray?

God has chosen to make us all different from one another and doesn’t want us to be clones in the way we pray.  Just as there are many different personality types, so there are many ways we can connect with God.  There are many different ways people pray in the Bible, and it’s another sign of God’s grace that we may simply start to pray “as we can, not as we can’t”.

The Connecting with God in Prayer Survey will help you to discover which particular ways of praying with God you might find most helpful – it comes from a book called ‘The Nine Sacred Pathways’.  

It’s not the only personality-based tool out there, but it is a good start in that it will help you reflect on whether you find it most natural to connect with God in prayer in these ways:

Through appreciating the beauty of God’s creation (Naturalist).
By experiencing God with your physical senses or imagination (Sensate).
By using time-honoured spiritual traditions and practices (Traditionalist).
By abstaining from comforts to make more space for God (Ascetic).
By actively working with others to serve the poor and needy (Activist).
Through offering God’s compassion to those who are hurting or struggling (Caregiver).
By celebrating God’s goodness with thanks and praise (Enthusiast).
By completely focussing on God in silence and solitude (Contemplative).
Through learning and developing insights about God and discipleship (Intellectual).

It’s important to note that exercises like this are not about putting people into boxes – there may be a number of ways we pray – and it’s not about comparing ourselves with others.  

Our differences don’t make us better or worse than other people.  However, in thinking about your own approaches, it may be that you recognise how people in your own church pray differently and that you have something particular to bring.


Is being a physical person a help or a hindrance and how do I deal with distractions?

Being a disciple is not about becoming less of a physical person, in order to somehow be more ‘spiritual’.  Sadly this idea has sometimes been brought into Christianity, as people have seen the body as a burden, or even the enemy, and so flesh and spirit need to be kept apart in prayer. Perhaps this is why pews can be uncomfortable – as a way of emphasising this!

It’s true that we can become enslaved by appetites and addictions, and that the Bible refers to this unhealthy, sinful relationship with the body as “the flesh”.  But our bodies are a good gift, and important in our praying.  God said that all creation, including bodies, was good.

Jesus became flesh, he didn’t turn away from it.  Our bodies will be resurrected. In prayer, God invites us to bring our whole selves – body, mind and spirit. Before we spoke, we expressed ourselves through moving in our mother’s womb – it is our first language.

And when we communicate, only 7% of what we express is through words – gestures, tone, facial expressions, posture make up the rest.

We get distracted in prayer – we are learners. Henri Nouwen, a spiritual writer, said that when we pray, our thoughts can be “like monkeys jumping around in a banana tree”.

Thinking about how we use our bodies can be a help, not a hindrance. We might kneel, lie down, walk, dance, think about how we are sitting, hold out our hands, cross ourselves. This is all part of prayer.

When thoughts come uninvited into our minds when we pray, this is part of prayer too. Rather than being frustrated, we can simply notice the distraction, and ask the Lord to receive it as part of our prayer.


What will help me get into prayer?  

This is more of a “how to” section, in which a number of practices and tools will be offered, drawn from centuries of experience.  The idea is not that you do all of them, but some might help.  First some principles:

Giving time.
Thomas Merton wrote,  “If we really want prayer, we’ll have to give it time.  We must slow down to a human tempo … The reason why we don’t take time is a feeling that we have to keep moving.  This is a real sickness.  Today, time is a commodity, and for each one of us time is mortgaged … we must approach the whole idea of time in a new way.”

Finding a daily pattern.   
The fact is, like all practices, prayer needs us to be intentional, and a regular habit is part of ‘training, not trying’. By praying regularly, I become a praying person. Brother Lawrence wrote: "I worshipped him as often as I could, keeping my mind in his holy presence and recalling it back to God as often as I found it had wandered from him … by often repeating these acts they become habitual and the presence of God becomes something that comes naturally to us."

With a daily routine, it’s important that prayer doesn’t become a transaction with God, but about connection with God. Nevertheless, Jesus taught His disciples to pray for their “daily bread” – anticipating that they would pray every day. Daniel prayed three times a day. In Psalm 119:164 the writer prays seven times a day. The early Christians met for prayer at the Temple regularly at ‘the hour of prayer’. (Acts 3:1) 

While some find the mornings difficult, making prayer the first part of the day enables us to have fewer distractions, sets our hearts and minds on God at the beginning, and is also psychologically good for us – the first thing you think about has an impact on the rest of the day.

Jesus often got up early in the morning to pray. A church in Australia encourages its members to #wintheday in prayer. In other words, before looking at any screens, phones, messages, news, emails to begin the day by praying.

Four key practices: silence, solitude, fasting, meditation.  
We will be exploring these in more detail in later modules, but being silent, being alone (Being with God session 7), reminding ourselves of our dependence on God through fasting (Joining in with the Spirit session 5), and meditating on God and His word (Being with God session 6) can all help create the environment in which we can grow in being with God in prayer.

Praying with others.  
As covenant-partners, we are always called as a people, as a community. As we have seen, God is a community, and always calls people together.

Throughout the Bible people prayed together – the people of Israel often prayed together, the Psalms are prayers and songs mostly to be used by groups of people. Jesus often prayed in front of others – that’s why we have some of His prayers written down, and why His disciples were prompted to ask, “Teach us to pray.”

Most profoundly, when Jesus gave them His prayer, He began it with the words “Our Father”. It’s a prayer for a community. The early church met together to pray every day, they would often pray together at times of challenge. Praying with others is the best way of learning to pray – God does not intend that we should grow on our own.

Praying with others can increase our awareness of God’s presence. “Where two or three are gathered together, there I am in the midst of them.” (Matthew 18:20). It can help us because prayer is modelled to us – we learn by doing, and we can model it for others.


What different ways are there to help me pray?

Using our own words to be with God.  
While there are many tools in this section, it’s probably most helpful to think of them as scaffolding to help you pray from the heart.  No one else has your personality, your experience, and precisely your relationship with God.  

God desires to connect with each of us as we are.  Therefore the more these tools can help you be confident in expressing your inner thoughts to God, with your words, the more useful they will be.  Some people find writing their prayers a good way of being able to do this.  

Some people find firing off short and regular prayers throughout the day helpful.  These are sometimes referred to as “arrow” prayers – short, one line prayers which just cry out to God.  One writer says there are three prayers she needs, “Thank you.  Sorry.  And Help!”

Using other people’s words to be with God.  
Because of the unique relationship God wants with us, some people find the idea of using other written prayers, even as ‘scaffolding’, unhelpful.  But, perhaps particularly for Anglican Christians, written prayers have become a resource which forms our identity in significant ways.  Here are four types of written prayers which are a gift to us:  

The Psalms  
Jesus prayed the psalms, most significantly using the words, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Psalm 22) on the cross. They are the most quoted book in the Gospels and Acts. The word probably means ‘a collection of songs’. They were written for particular situations, but can be used by anyone. They are the work of more than one person (including King David), and while they began as separate collections, they were put together as the 150 psalms in the Old Testament, divided into five sections. There are many different kinds:

Psalms in praise of God, about Him, to God from individuals, prayers in times of trouble for individuals or the whole nation.

Psalms for people going up to worship on pilgrimage, psalms about how to live well before God, psalms about the King.

They focussed on themes like God’s concern for the poor, God’s law and God’s grace, the difference between a righteous and a foolish life.

They described God as creator, the way He delivered His people, how it felt to be in exile, and expressed hope for the future.

They express every emotion from joy to despair and doubt, from love to hatred.

One Jewish poet wrote, “We are born with this book in our bellies. It is not a long book: 150 poems, 150 steps between death and life; 150 reflections of our rebellions and our fidelity, our agonies and our resurrections.  This is more than a book; it is a living being who speaks, who speaks to you, who suffers and cries out and dies, who is raised again and who sings, on the threshold of eternity.”

Getting to know and use the psalms can give us a vocabulary for prayer, helping us to bring the range of our emotion and experience to God. This is why in a lot of Anglican worship, the psalms continue to be prayed each week or each day.

Liturgy.  
As we have seen, prayers written by others which give a structure to prayer and worship are “the work of the people”.

Liturgy can be formal or informal, simple or complicated. Some find it liberating, some find it dead. Sometimes the words of liturgy can be seen in opposition to the life of God’s Spirit. Of course, any written, repetitive prayer can become lifeless.

But at its best liturgy gives a framework for the Spirit; and the Spirit gives life to liturgy.  In his Spirituality Workbook’ David Runcorn unpacks how liturgy gives resource that 

is not dependent on our various moods,
can broaden our prayer vocabulary,
can free us from the constant need to be making it up,
can give us a good way of praying with the Bible,
can helps us memorise Scripture,
can provide beautiful language and ideas,
and can keep us praying in ordinary life.

Runcorn says liturgy can work with the way people tick - children thrive with repetition which gives space for play, and adults are creatures of routine.  He points out how in “heaven” worship is a bit liturgical, with God receiving praise through the words, “‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty,’ who was, and is, and is to come.” (Revelation 4:8)

Liturgy that leads to living prayer, he says, is like jazz music. Liturgy gives the basic melody upon which we can improvise.

There are all kinds of daily structures which can help – there are various phone apps which can help you pray each day.

Jesus Prayer.  
This is a very simple prayer which can be used repetitively to help us ‘pray at all times’, and to practise God’s presence. 

The Lord’s Prayer.  
When His disciples asked Him to teach them to pray, Jesus gave them the attitude of prayer (see above) but He also gave them the words of prayer.  The Lord’s Prayer is not a mantra to be prayed mechanically but a journey of prayer which helps us to approach God with love and reverence, and to pray all that needs to be prayed.  As a daily way of praying it provides a perfect route, and there is a logic in how it starts and develops.  

Four other ways into praying.  

Icons and pictures.  
The Greek word ‘eikon’ means image.  In a very visual culture, pictures or icons can help us visualise the reality of God’s presence.  From the beginning pictures of Christ, the apostles, or saints have been used for public and private prayer.   Commonly painted in a Byzantine style, every part of the icon — colours, figures, clothing, hand gestures, objects, and lettering — has a specific meaning.  

They are often called ‘windows into Heaven’ and are designed with that goal in mind. The artist does not want the Christian to admire the icon as a beautiful piece of artwork, but to use it to be drawn into prayer, raising the mind and heart to God. This is why icons are not signed by the artist. 

Speaking in tongues.  
The gift of tongues is a heavenly prayer language, given by the Holy Spirit, praying through us in words we cannot understand (though sometimes they can be interpreted as a message if used publicly).  When you speak in tongues you surrender control of your prayer to God, praying with your spirit, instead of your mind.  

Not everyone has this gift (it is not a status symbol), but Paul desired that everyone should be able to have it.  In terms of ‘Being with God’ the gift of tongues can be a wonderful way of praying when we don’t have the words to express how we feel.  We will explore it more in Module 3 – Joining in with the Spirit.

Singing  
“...speak to each other with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs; sing and make music to the Lord in your hearts…”  Ephesians 5:19.  Singing, or listening to songs, can unlock prayer whether on our own, or with others.  

At the end of the day:  Using the Examen.  
The idea of being with God as being attentive to God and responding to Him is expressed well in the simple practice called the examen, which can be used at the end of the day to recognise where God has been present, and been at work.  


