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Lent 5

See the unseen Christ…

and you will experience the privilege of authentic prayer

Introduction

Why do we go to college?

We want to improve our “skill set” 

and become more competitive in the labor market, right?

If that doesn’t happen, we’ve wasted both time and money.

Why do we go to ball games?

We enjoy not only a diversion from our regular routine,

but also the excitement of competition.

If the game turns out to be boring, we feel cheated.

Why do we go to church?

If surveys are accurate, we want to encounter the supernatural;


we want to be in the presence of something – or should I say, someone –



who is bigger and better than we are.

During our 50-day spiritual journey,


we’ve been trying to see the unseen Christ in our midst…



and discover how his presence can transform our lives.

What has the adventure done for you, my friend?

Has an awareness of Jesus with you in your everyday life started to transform your life?

Has his presence prompted you


to worship and serve him more enthusiastically?



to lavish his love on others?

This morning, Jesus has returned to this house…

his house…a building that he likes to call a “house of prayer”.

And it is this subject of prayer that tops our agenda today.

Some have said that prayer is more caught than taught.

In sub-Saharan Africa, people learn to sing and dance during prayers.

In south Asia, people have a habit of punctuating prayers with cries of “Jyu-ah!” – “Yes, Lord!”

In North America – the home of Heinz and 57 varieties –


we have many different prayer habits;



but the one that has caught the attention of the world is our “just” prayers:




“we just want to praise you, Lord”





“we just want to ask you, Lord”

It does seem, then, that prayer is more caught than taught.

Yet what we often “catch” is what one sociologist calls the “habits of our hearts” –


the customs of our own culture.

We take our own cultural practices and use them when we pray.

There’s nothing wrong with that, of course


-- it happens all over the world --



as long as we remember 

that what we do neither makes or breaks the prayers we offer.

It’s good – isn’t it? – that Jesus is here with us again today.

We can ask him – as his disciples of old did –


we can ask him: “Lord, teach us to pray”.

Lord, teach us to pray

And he responds now as he did then.

In less than 10 verses, he cuts through all the clutter of our cultures,


and shares the essentials of authentic prayer –



principles that his people can follow in every time and place.

Jesus uses the K-I-S-S method – he keeps it short and simple –


as he teaches us how to pray and what to say.

Let’s listen to what he says…

1)  How to pray

“When you pray,” says Jesus,


don’t try to “get face”…don’t try to make yourself look good.

“When you pray…do not keep on babbling…” [Matthew 6:7]

-- you don’t need to adopt the practices of pagan cultures…

you also don’t need to use lofty words or long prayers --




in other words, you don’t need to impress God.

In addition, he goes on to say,


“do not be like the hypocrites (who) …pray …to be seen.” [Matthew 6:5]
You don’t need to “strut your stuff” when you pray…


you don’t need to impress others…

Don’t even try to play mind games when you pray…


don’t even think of what others think.

“When you pray,” says Jesus,


don’t try to “get face”…



just pray “face-to-face”

When you pray, visualize yourself all alone with God.

Just the two of you.

If you need help in picturing yourself with God,


Jesus says to “go into your room, close the door and pray.” [Matthew 6:6]
When you pray, says Jesus,


visualize yourself all alone with God…



and call him “Daddy”…speak to him as your Father. [Matthew 6:9]
Go to a Christian bookstore today;


look on the shelves



and you’ll find scores of books written to help us learn how to pray.

But go to Jesus;


listen to what he says



and you’ll discover he reveals the secret of prayer in a few short paragraphs.

Thank you, Jesus, for K-I-S-Sing us…for keeping it short and simple.

Thank you, Jesus, for showing us


that prayer is nothing more – and certainly nothing less –



that a face-to-face, heart-to-heart talk with “Daddy”.

It doesn’t matter if we stand, sit, kneel or even lie down when we pray.

Our prayers can be read or they can be said.

The phrases can be simple or they can be complex.

We can sing and dance…

we can cry “Yes, Lord! …

we can even use the word “just” over and over again.

That’s not what prayers are made of.

Prayer, after all, is as simple as this:


a face-to-face, heart-to-heart talk with “Daddy”.

If you and I can see prayer as the unseen Christ sees it…


if we can visualize ourselves all alone with “Daddy”,



telling him all that is on our hearts,




we are enjoying what 

David Mains calls the “privilege of authentic prayer” –


in other words, the “real deal”.

Picture this:

all alone with your Father in heaven…just the two of you.

Is there anything you won’t tell him?

Is there anything he won’t do for you?

It happened one night shortly after Carmen came to live with us.

I went into the room where she was sleeping,


looked long and hard at her face…



and gave her my heart.

In that moment, I decided that – as her father –


I would do everything in my power to help her become all that she is meant to be.

I suspect that most of you who are parents have done something similar, right?

As I left her room, though, 

God prompted me to remember these words of Jesus:

“If you, then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give…” [Luke 11:13]
I returned to my room, crawled into bed


and felt – not like a father – but like a child…



the child of a heavenly father…




a heavenly father who loves me more than I can imagine…





a heavenly father who can do for me more than I can imagine.

Picture this:


yourself as a child…all alone with “Daddy”



a “Daddy” who loves you as no other




a “Daddy” who will do whatever it takes 

to help you become all you were meant to be.

Again I ask:

Is there anything you won’t tell him?

Is there anything he won’t do for you?

As Lutherans, we are not known for praying boldly.

A friend of mine – from the Assemblies of God –

once remarked that we are “meek and mild mumblers”

We have – it seems – abandoned one tradition of our fore-fathers.

This week, while preparing this message, 


I discovered how the very first Lutheran prayed.

In 1540, Martin Luther’s good friend, Friedrich Myconius, became very ill.

He was not expected to live.

He wrote a brief farewell letter to Luther.

This is Luther’s reply:

“I command you in the name of God to live because I still need you in the work of reforming the church.  The Lord will never let me hear that you are dead, but will permit you to live longer than me.  For this I am praying.  This is my will, and may my will be done, because I seek only to glorify the name of God.”

What happened as a result of that prayer?

Myconius recovered and lived six more years.

He died two months after Luther did.

“Let us…” – and every other non-Lutheran child of the Father in heaven –


“Let us…”   -- as the writer of that letter to the Hebrews put it –



“Let us … approach the throne of grace with confidence” [Hebrews 4:16]
That’s the invitation to all of God’s children.

Now listen to the promise:


we will “receive mercy”…

we will “find grace to help us in our time of need.” [Hebrews 4:16]
I hope you’re not surprised.

After all, what else would you expect from a Father who loves you so? 

Jesus teaches us how to pray.

It’s so simple, he seems to be saying.

Just picture yourself having a face-to-face, heart-to-heart talk with your “Daddy”.

2) What to say

Jesus, however, not only teaches us how to pray;


he also teaches us what to say.

“This,” he tells us, “is how you should pray.” [Matthew 6:9]

He then goes on to teach us a short and simple prayer.

We call it the “Lord’s prayer”.

A more fitting name might be the “family prayer”.

After all, it’s not he, but we – we, the kids – who are to use it.

And it almost is a “kiddie” prayer:

a simple prayer based on two simple facts of life.

Simple fact number 1:

we live in Daddy’s world.


We already know that, don’t we?  

After all, don’t we sing: “This is my father’s world”?

“This, then, is how you should pray,” says Jesus:

remember: you’re living in Daddy’s world.

so what do you say?




“hallowed be your name;




your kingdom come,




your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” [Matthew 6:9-10]
That makes sense, doesn’t it?

If we live in Daddy’s world,


and things don’t go well for Daddy,



what do you think is going to happen to the kids?

Why, then, do we seldom pray for Daddy?

Why, then, have we chosen to amend the simple prayer Jesus gave us?

Why are we more inclined to pray:


“Our Father in heaven,


help me to make a name for myself;


let my kingdom – my family, my work, my leisure – prosper;


let my will be done in heaven as it is on earth.”?

This morning, Jesus is trying to get through to us.

“Get it straight, kids,” he seems to be telling us.

“You’re living in Daddy’s world.

Pray for Daddy.

If his name isn’t honored in the world

if his business doesn’t prosper

if he doesn’t get his way




life – your life – is going to get very tough.”

The first half of the family prayer is based on the simple fact 

that we live in our Father’s world.

The second half is based on the fact


that Daddy wants you and me to grow up…and become just like him.

Like father, like son…and daughter.

“This, then, is how you should pray:”


remember: Daddy wants you to be just like he is.



so what do you say?




“Forgive our sins as we forgive those who sin against us;




lead us not into temptation;




deliver us from evil.” [Matthew 6:12-13]
This also makes sense, doesn’t it?

Our Father values forgiveness –


it cost him dearly to forgive us.

It also cost him dearly to free us from the power of the devil.

Yet he made the ultimate sacrifice –


he so loved you and me that he gave his Son.

Why? so that you and I could become all that he designed us to be.

Why, then, do we so seldom stop to think of that when we pray?

Why do we so seldom stop to think

of what it might take for us – and others – to be like Daddy?

Let me tell you the story of Roger…


actually, the story of Roger’s house.

Roger was a member of a Lutheran congregation.

When he lost his job, he also stood to lose his house.

He immediately asked people in his church to pray for him.

And the people immediately began to pray…

pray that God save Roger’s house.

But would saving Roger’s house on earth make Roger more like his Father in heaven?

I don’t know if you and I have the insights to answer that question.

But we need to think about this:

Roger worshipped the Lord rather infrequently –



about once a month.

He never felt much like going to church on Sunday


because of the wild parties he held at his house every weekend.

The question again – after we have stopped to think:


would saving Roger’s house on earth make Roger more like his Father in heaven?

Little children tend to be short-sighted.

But our Father wants us to grow up and see the big picture;

he wants us to grow up and become just like him.

And that is what Jesus is trying to tell us this morning.

“Get it straight, kids.

Daddy wants you to be just like him.

He even offers to help you mature.

So, go ahead and ask him –


ask him to help you



learn to forgive,




overcome temptation, and





see how even something bad – something evil –

 can become something good.”

Someone may remember a fast-food commercial from years gone by…

someone may ask “Where’s the beef?”

“Where’s the beef” in the prayer that teaches us?

It’s sandwiched in the middle.

Jesus reduces all that we – as kiddies – like to ask for in our “gimme” prayers

-- he reduces all those requests  --

to one simple sentence


and squeezes it in the middle.

This, too, is how you should pray, says Jesus:


after you pray for Daddy’s world



and before you ask Daddy to help you grow big and strong like him,




say this simple sentence:





not “give me the beef”





 
but “Give us today our daily bread” [Matthew 6:11]
Give us what we need, Daddy – no more, no less –


and give it to us one day at a time.

Conclusion

When Jesus teaches his followers to pray,


he keeps it simple…



so simple that even a child can understand how to pray and what to say.

But simply knowing how to pray and what to say is not enough.

Even children such as you and I need to practice what we learn.

But do we?

Do we have a heart-to-heart talk with our Daddy everyday?

We will, I submit, if we realize the value of such conversation.

And that leads me a final story about prayer.

In 1985, Alexander Ogorodnikov was rotting in Soviet prison.

He was allowed to communicate with only one person: his mother.

In one of his letters to her,


he tells of the horrors he experienced 

during 176 days in torture chambers and isolation cells.

He concludes his letter with these words:

“Your letters are withheld from me because you, Mother, include prayers in them.  The censor has demanded that I forbid you to pray for me.”

Isn’t that interesting?

A censor who did not believe in God refused to let a woman pray.

Why was the censor so afraid of prayer?

Did he know something that we don’t know?

Or do you and I have heart-to-heart talks with Daddy everyday?
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