Prayer
At the heart of our readings today about the Transfiguration is a miracle, Jesus
with Moses and Elijah, who predate him by hundreds of years, and witnessed by
3 of His disciples. Miracles ay….. But, As you will know from previous week’s pew
leaflets, the Ministry Team has decided that, after the desire expressed during
Growing Our Church last year to learn more about prayer, we are preaching on
‘practical prayer’ all this month. This week the lot falls to me, and I wonder what
you think of when you hear that term, ‘practical prayer’. It may be that you will
think of it in terms of what do I do, and how do I do it, and rightly so too since
there are many ways. You may remember thatI spoke of one when I introduced
‘Prayer triplets’ a couple of months ago. Roger, by way of a pre-cursor spoke
movingly last week about the need for intimacy with God in our prayer life,
knowing and loving Him as He loves us. I am not going to speak about that today
though, instead I am going to get us thinking about what practical use our prayer
might be, what effect, what difference does it make, to us, to others for whom
we pray, or to the world? Massive questions then and I am sure that I can sort
that all out in the next 7 to 10 minutes!!
So I am going to be a bit more particular, narrow it down a bit. What about
when you have been praying hard for someone who has been suffering from
some life threatening illness to be healed, cured, and they have died. Is that
because you and others didn’t use the right words, or were not fervent enough
in prayer – was it your fault? Or is it that God doesn’t hear prayer, or can’t or
doesn’t want to do something about it, doesn’t want to send a miracle. Go on,
be honest, you have wondered about that haven’t you? I hope so. I have; after
all for 4 years I was the Bishop’s adviser on the ministry of healing, you would
expect me to wouldn’t you. Have I got all the answers – no, of course not – but
I think I understand more than I once did.
But we all know times when prayers seem to have been unanswered and as I
was thinking of what I might use as an example this week, I couldn’t help thinking
about Charlie Gard whose life support was turned off last week and died. Now,
I don’t know whether his parents were Xn or not, whether they prayed to God
or not, but they certainly did everything in their power to do something about
returning Charlie to health, whatever you may think of them that is true, and I
personally hope that God is a presence in their lives and that even now that
Charlie has died, that they can still feel loved and supported by Him. But Charlie
did die didn’t he. Prayers that were said for him did not bring about a cure for
him. Sometimes bad things do happen to good people.
All of us will know that issues surrounding Xn healing in terms of what we
understand about the nature of prayer can seem problematic; what we should

be asking God for; how and where and in what way might we expect an answer
to prayers; what do we think about and how do we come to terms with
situations where despite perhaps many years of prayer, a cure for a particular
person or situation is not forthcoming. And that is not to even mention different
understandings of what healing itself actually means, and whether one can be
healed, made whole before God, and yet be broken/uncured in body, mind
and/or spirit. These are deep issues and are very much in the hearts and minds
of those of our congregation who are in the Prayer Ministry Team as they offer
prayers for people Sunday by Sunday in our Communion services.
So sadly, no answers for you I’m afraid but helpful reflections for you, I hope,
which may help you to continue to pray. But, don’t we live with a level of
uncertainty, doubt and questioning in many areas of our Christian life? Does
that mean that our faith counts for nothing when we don’t have the answers
ready, like almost at the press of a button?
Well I think not, my faith and yours too I suspect flies in the face of what the
world might think to be possible and reasonable, which is why I guess that the
doors aren’t being bashed down with people desperate to get into our
church. So, what I think is that God calls us on, ‘in faith’. Faith it always seems
to me rests on their being an unknownness, a mystery at the heart of it all. How
can God be born in a human likeness, that is a miracle isn’t it? What are miracles,
why did Jesus have to die, how does His death redeem me, and everyone else
for that matter, how can I know the presence of Him, of God in my life? We
don’t/can’t answer those questions with absolute certainty can we? We
believe, we have faith, we trust God, because we have known something of His
blessed touch in our lives. We have faith that in Him all things may be, perhaps
are, possible. Thanks be to God. And praise be to God all of us will know
someone whose life has been fundamentally made better, perhaps by or
through or as a consequence of prayer. Believing in God acting in our world is a
miracle isn’t it and calls us on in faith. So, we are called to be faithful, that is all,
the rest is up to God, praise be to Him. Let’s put that into the context pf prayer…
So, our prayer may not be answered, apparently, or it may, but in ways that were
not expected or seen. So, the faith that underlies our prayer for ourselves and
others, our intercessions, is not simply faith that there will be a miracle, but faith
that God is in charge. He may not intend a change in our circumstances, or in
those for whom we have prayed, but in ourselves. Jesus took infinite care that
people should not focus on His ministry and often said to those whom he healed,
keep this to yourself. He didn’t want the wrong sort of publicity which would
mislead people about the nature of God. God must be honoured above all for
His goodness. We too must be very sure that when we intercede before God for
others, that we do not offer a desperate ‘world magic’ instead of love. For, if we

take it seriously, intercession is costly for us too. We cannot use it as a means
of avoiding having to do anything ourselves. Eveleyn Underhill once wrote, ‘The
prayer that is mere request without self-offering is not prayer in ‘Christ’s name’,
and is not worth the time it takes to say’.
When we intercede then, we are putting ourselves at risk, we are placing
ourselves at God’s disposal and we cannot tell in advance what will be asked of
us. Inevitably then as well as our prayer perhaps bringing some good, some
healing, some result in someone, somewhere, or perhaps even and more
especially when it doesn’t; making it changes things, changes us for good, helps
us to be instruments of God’s love and isn’t that just about the most wonderful
result of prayer.
Jesus prayed for his disciples, and for us, but He also gave His life. Give us grace,
in this as in all else, to follow your example, Lord, and help us to keep praying.

