 Pentecost 6A 2011
(Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52)

Romans: 8:26-39

In speaking with a person recently, he informed me of a wonderful job offer he had. He was to have his interview soon. And then he did an odd thing. He looked around as if searching for something and apparently not finding it he then made a knocking gesture with his fist on his head and said, “Knock on wood all will go well.” If I were an alien from another planet, I would have been confused. What a strange thing to say and to do! 
Do all you know the derivation of the phrase “knock on wood?” It is a very popular phrase, and I am sure that at one time or another all of us here today have used it. Thus, do you know from whence it comes? There are a few theories; however, the one I espouse is that it comes from touching the cross of Christ. Touching the cross of Christ was a way of warding off evil. The knocking sound was a way of keeping the Devil from hearing your comments or fears and calling upon the Holy Spirit to come to your aid. I guess it is sort of like saying, “Hello! God? Can you pay attention? I need some help here!” 
In pre-Christian pantheistic times (meaning when spirits dwelled in everything on earth), it is said that people believed spirits dwelled in trees. Thus, when you were in trouble, one would knock on a tree to invoke the good spirit of the tree to come to your aid. And subsequently, Christians re-interpreted this ancient belief changing it from a tree and its spirit to the cross and the Holy Spirit which comes to one’s aid. Actually, it doesn’t matter which one of these definitions one adopts. What matters is that one is calling upon something beyond creation for assistance. 
Now, most of the time when we knock on wood, we don’t really believe it is going to protect us. But my point is not to debate if knocking on wood actually works. My point is that all of us do something like this…….and quite frequently. We call upon the Force, deceased relatives, the wind, amulets, God or Burning Man. This makes me think that our ‘calling’ upon a higher power is innate and primal to human beings. Thus, prayer (communication with God or a higher power or entity) lies in the ground of our being whether one considers oneself religious or not. We are constituted by nature or divine gift with an impulse to pray which is addressed in word, movement, or silence toward God, the saints, heavenly powers, earthly spirits or the divine spark within. This longing or calling upon or that which is commonly referred to as prayer is primordial and universal to human consciousness.
As an example, various Native Americans in the American Southwest used to have rainmaking rituals. To ensure an annual harvest, each year the people would gather communally to sing down the rain. Nowadays, we might think this a bit archaic, but was it really so different than the story about General Patton in December of 1944? The U.S. Army was surging toward the Rhine. But drenching rain with no sign of let up was threatening the success of the campaign. As a result, Patton called Chaplain O’Neill of the Third Army into his office. The following conversation ensued:

Patton: Chaplain, I want you to publish a prayer for good weather. I’m tired of these soldiers having to fight mud and floods as well as Germans. See if we can’t get God to work on our side.


O’Neill: Yes, sir. But may I say, General, that it usually isn’t a customary thing among men of my profession to pray for clear weather to kill fellow men.


Patton: Chaplain, are you teaching me theology or are you the Chaplain of the Third Army? I want a prayer.


O’Neill: Yes, sir.
The following prayer was printed and distributed to every soldier in the U.S. Third Army:


Almighty and most merciful Father, we humbly beseech Thee, of Thy great goodness, to restrain these immoderate rains with which we have had to contend. Grant us fair weather for Battle. Graciously hearken to us as soldiers who call upon Thee that, armed with Thy power, we may advance from victory to victory, and crush the oppression and wickedness of our enemies, and establish Thy justice among men and nations. Amen.
The skies cleared within twenty-four hours. A week of perfect weather ensued, allowing the Allies to advance toward the Rhine. Summoning Chaplain O’Neill to his office, Patton gave the Chaplain a Bronze Star.

Patton made his prayer to the biblical God, while the Native Americans of the Southwest called upon the powers of Nature. Is there really any difference? Do you believe that early humans’ prayer for rain really affected the climate? Probably not. Do you believe the Third Army’s prayer to stop rain really worked? Is there really any difference?
I want to talk about prayer this morning because Paul, in writing to the congregation in Rome, states, “we do not know how to pray as we ought.” I just don’t think this is true. There is no ideal prayer. It doesn’t matter if your prayer is short or long. The author of the famous contemplative classic The Cloud of Unknowing recommends only a one syllable exclamation for prayer. And that is simply: God. Nothing else is needed. 
In some instances, prayers can be long stretching for days only interrupted by essential needs of the body. Or they can be a brief guttural. Prayer can take place while one is alone or in a vast fellowship or on one’s deathbed or in a wedding chapel. One may be seized by prayer as happened to the apostles on Pentecost or said unthinkingly in an all too familiar Sunday liturgy or resisted with all one’s might and yet said with all one’s might. Prayer may lead one to God or it may convince one of God’s absence. Prayer can bless or prayer can bite. Oscar Wilde once said, “When the gods wish to punish us they answer our prayers.” The famed theologian Soren Kierkegaard was quoted as saying, “Prayer does not change God, but it changes him who prays.” And it is here that I want to comment. None of us has a problem with the varied types of prayer like confession or contemplation or thankfulness or simply “Good morning God, Earth Mother, Allah or one’s deceased grandmother.” A problem occurs when it comes to intercessory prayer----that is petitionary prayer----asking God for something beyond what seems our ability as a human being to bring about.

Let me tell you that if you are praying to win the lottery or a new car or cash or for there to be no traffic on the 405, I don’t think you will receive that for which you ask. This is more wishful thinking than honest prayer. I always get a big kick out watching college sporting events where a St. John’s is playing say a Baylor and the camera spans the crowd showing fans with their hands in the praying position as if God is going to side with the Catholics or Baptists. I have been on church softball teams where we open with a prayer and the other team has prayed to win. This makes me want to do harmful things to them. That is just a stupid prayer. In seminary, I knew people who used to pray moments before taking a final exam. How about next time studying more?

These types of intercessory (or petition) prayers are useless except in that they make us feel good which is fine so long as we are aware of it. Spill salt on the table? Fine. Throw it over your shoulder if it makes you feel better. However, praying for others in intercessory prayer is a different matter. 

Again, I like what Kierkegaard says, ““Prayer does not change God, but it changes him who prays.” I simply don’t believe that our petitioning God makes God do anything. This is nothing more than a child attempting to get a parent to do what they want. My God doesn’t decide to save one person’s life from cancer because of thousands of people’s prayers, and yet some poor person in the inner city for whom no one prays for is allowed to die. However, I do believe that prayer changes me AND changes a situation. 
We are all connected in creation. And I think that when I pray for someone that my love, care, spirit and energy is transmitted to that other person. It is not that what I prayed for will happen as much as through our connectedness my love enters the other person and helps them in whatever way. That to me is the power in prayer. And I think the Ultimate Power (God) facilitates this like some giant internet server in ways that we simply can’t understand. When someone tells me that they have prayed for me, I like it. It makes me feel loved and cared for. And that helps me whether that from which I am suffering or hurting ever dissipates or not. Prayers don’t keep us alive. Love keeps people alive whether they are dying or living.
And I think the greatest benefit in praying for another is that it gets us out of ourselves if only momentarily. Thinking about another from a place of care in your heart keeps us from thinking about ourselves. It helps motivate us to then do something for another. And this is a good thing. During our ritualized praying for others in our weekly Prayers of the People during our service, if only for but a few brief moments, we are reaching out in concern for others and not thinking about ourselves. Again, this is a good thing. So, keep on doing it.
If you want a definition, prayer is communication with God in all forms, shapes, sizes, positions and places. Controversial theologian Matthew Fox offers a definition which may be more appealing. Fox defines prayer as “a radical response to the mysteries of life.” So, thus, prayer is ‘knocking on wood,’ bowing to Mecca five times a day, and wishing a fellow worker good health. Prayer is the active recognition that there is a sacred core in every person that must not be violated. Prayer is the facing of life’s necessities, which involves us all in the realization that we live subject to a wide array of circumstances over which we have no control. Prayer can be a call OUT of childish dependency into spiritual maturity. And it is to this which I want to make a few more comments.
It has been my observation that as we mature in our faith God becomes less of a superhuman theistic being, a being among beings, who judges and imposes motivating rewards and punishments on the basis of that judgment. God is not a traditional divine worker of miracles and magic, the dispenser of rewards, punishments, blessings and curses. Nor is God a heavenly superparent who fixes some situations but not others. I think as we mature God because less of a person and more, like the insights of the mystics, a mystical presence in which all personhood and all creation flourishes. This God is not an external, personal force that can be invoked but rather an internal reality that, when confronted, open us to the meaning of life itself. Thus, God is the inescapable depth, and center of all that is. God is the Ground of Being itself. And all flows from this ground. God is not apart from us but is the essence of all existence. God is a power that calls being forth in all creatures. The task of the Church, then, becomes less that of indoctrinating or relating people to a personal external being and more that of providing opportunities for people to touch the infinite center of all things and to grow into all that one is destined to be. 
I understand that this perspective of God is not a comfortable one for everyone. The fear is that God is being downgraded…..that God is then impersonal….and who can pray to a power or force? This raises questions of the existential radical aloneness of living in a godless world. But it also raises other questions. Can we worship the Source of Life in any other way than what we have always done? Is there anything more personal than calling each of us into being, into living and into loving? Wouldn’t a life like that reflect qualities of God that is within a person? Is it possible that we bear God’s image because we are part of who God is? Essence and existence?
Recently, our son had a heart to heart talk with me. He said that he doesn’t want me to be his parent any longer. Do you hear what he is saying? You see, he still wants me to be his dad, and also he wants to move into a deeper friendship relationship. He is saying that he is no longer afraid of the world and thus doesn’t need a parental protector anymore. In addition, he is saying that he acknowledges that I can’t protect him as if I ever really could. I see that which he said as a sign of maturity. He wants a deeper, more sharing of the reality of life relationship than someone who will fix all of his problems.
I think such is similar when it comes to our relating to God. There is a deeper relationship available if we can shake the God as superparent protector in the sky and the grantor of our wishes.

I think most of us are ready for this step. I think misunderstanding intercessory prayer is one huge roadblock to taking this step. The very first line in his book The Road Less Traveled Scott Peck writes, “Life is difficult.” Oh and that it is! He says it all. Life is also unfair, unjust and down right painful. Our God calls us into being through love but not out of life itself painful and unjust as it may be. We live and move and have our being in a God of love. This is the only antidote to life and at the same time elixir for life. And it is in the long run far healthier than praying for a new car, more money or for the pain in your back to be removed. I pray for all of us to seek this deeper relationship with the Essence of all existence. Knock on wood!
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