WORDS FOR A JOINT SERVICE OF PRAYER

Mark 1:35 Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed. 36Simon and his companions went to look for him, 37and when they found him, they exclaimed: "Everyone is looking for you!" 38Jesus replied, "Let us go somewhere else—to the nearby villages—so I can preach there also. That is why I have come." 39So he traveled throughout Galilee, preaching in their synagogues and driving out demons.

John 17: 13"I am coming to you now, but I say these things while I am still in the world, so that they may have the full measure of my joy within them. 14I have given them your word and the world has hated them, for they are not of the world any more than I am of the world. 15My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one. 16They are not of the world, even as I am not of it. 17Sanctify[b] them by the truth; your word is truth. 18As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world. 19For them I sanctify myself, that they too may be truly sanctified.  20"My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, 21that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 22 I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: 23 I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me. 24"Father, I want those you have given me to be with me where I am, and to see my glory, the glory you have given me because you loved me before the creation of the world. 25"Righteous Father, though the world does not know you, I know you, and they know that you have sent me. 26I have made you known to them, and will continue to make you known in order that the love you have for me may be in them and that I myself may be in them."


You have probably noticed that this service of worship has already been full of more prayers than what we usually do on a Sunday morning. There are more prayers to come. So, in light of the wonderful sharing and music of our friends from Hmong Mennonite Church, and to make time for more prayers, my words will be shorter this morning.



To underscore just how important prayer is, consider the fact that all of us are here this morning, as followers of Christ or as people considering Christ's call, as a result of the very prayers of Jesus which we heard, or which we heard about, in this morning's Gospel readings. We are the answer to those prayers of Jesus, and we would not be here this morning had he not been praying as he had been praying, and had he not been praying what he had been praying. This is true not only for ourselves in this sanctuary. Two thousand years of history spanning the lives of millions of churches and millions more of Christ's followers are the living, ongoing answers to Christ's ministry of prayer. 


Very quickly in his gospel, Mark introduces Jesus to us not only as preacher, teacher, healer and exorcist, but also as a regular worshiper in the sabbath synagogue services, and as a man of prayer. Peter seemed so surprised that he should find Jesus alone, at dawn one morning praying in a deserted place. But it shouldn't have come as a surprise for any devout Jew of the time. It should be surprising instead that Peter would be out looking for Jesus when he too could have been praying.  It was traditional then, and now, for devout Jews to pray at least three times a day--morning, noon or afternoon, and in the evening-- prayers that are rote and memorized, and prayers that are spontaneous and personal. 



Among these rote and memorized prayers would have been the Shema, the first Hebrew word in the grand confession of faith given by Moses: "Shemo o Yisrael" or "Hear, O Israel, the Lord your God is one, and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, your mind, your soul and your strength...." That may sound more like an affirmation of faith than what we think of as a prayer. But the Hebrew mind did not make such hard and fast distinctions between praying our words to God and praying God's word to us. Please join me in praying these words as they are printed in our blue worship books, reading number 808.


Then there may have been entire Psalms, or passages of the Psalms, to recite according to the season or the situation. Much as many of us have memorized at least Psalm 23, "The Lord is My Shepherd...." Then, at least once a day, one recited the first three of the Eighteen Benedictions, called the Amidak, which is Hebrew for "Standing." Because they were recited while standing. By Jesus' time, very likely the first six benedictions were prayed regularly in the temple and the synagogues. The others may have come later.  I'll pray them now, and as you listen, please do so prayerfully to, in effect, pray them with me:

O Lord, open thou my lips,
And my mouth shall declare thy praise.
I-- Blessed art thou, O Lord our God and God of our fathers,
God of Abraham, God of Isaac, and God of Jacob,
The great, the mighty, the revered God, the most high God,
Who bestowest loving-kindnesses, and possessest all things;
Who rememberest the pious deeds of the patriarchs,
And in love wilt bring a redeemer to their children?s children for thy name's sake.
O King, Helper, Saviour, and Shield.
Blessed art thou, O Lord, the Shield of Abraham.
II--Thou, O Lord, art mighty for ever,
Thou quickenest the dead,
Thou art mighty to save.
Thou sustainest the living with loving-kindness,
Quickenest the dead with great mercy,
Supportest the falling, healest the sick, loosest the bound,
And keepest thy faith with them that sleep in the dust.
Who is like unto thee, Lord of mighty acts,
And who resembleth thee, O King,
Who killest and quickenest,
And causest salvation to spring forth?
Yea, faithful art thou to quicken the dead.
Blessed art thou, O Lord, who quickenest the dead.

III --Thou art holy,
And thy name is holy,
And holy beings praise thee daily. (Selah.)
Blessed art thou, O Lord, the holy God. 

Give us understanding, O Lord our God, to know thy ways; circumcise our hearts to fear thee, and forgive us so that we may be redeemed. Keep us far from sorrow; satiate us on the pastures of thy land, and gather our scattered ones from the Four Corners of the earth. Let them that go astray be judged according to thy will, and wave thy hand over the wicked. Let the righteous rejoice in the rebuilding of they city, and in the establishment of thy temple, and in the flourishing of the horn of David thy servant, and in the clear-shining light of the son of Jesse, thine anointed. Even before we call, do thou answer. Blessed art thou, O Lord, who hearkenest unto prayer.  Amen.


I know that in this day, prayers written and prayed by people long dead, which are memorized and prayed by rote by the living, are not much in fashion. We don't often think of them as being as sincere as prayers prayed spontaneously and in our own words. But if your experience is anything like mine, then you may sometimes find yourself at a loss for words in prayer, getting distracted, with thoughts wandering, and feeling as though your words are going nowhere, in spite of all their prettiness. Or am I the only one?


Over time I have found that memorized prayers, either from the Bible or from other saints, do sometimes take on more meaning over time, not less, that they help me focus in prayer, and that from them I can then pray more earnestly and faithfully other, more spontaneous prayers according to my own need and situation. And now that I am in my fifties, I am discovering what some of you who are ahead of me in the aging process have long known: that sleep can become shorter and more often interrupted at night, with some long stretches lying awake in the wee hours, waiting to hear the first birdsong before sunrise. At first, I would get so agitated about that, which only made it harder to get back to sleep. But now I tell God, "if it wasn't you waking me up for prayer, you're going to hear from me anyway." So, as an exercise in calming down and praying, so that the time is not wasted in regrets or anxiety, I'll recite, mentally, the Lord's prayer, Psalm 23 or the Jesus Prayer--"Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner," over and over either until I start praying about other things, or until I fall back to sleep. With that I've got a start on the day's prayers, at least. I know I'm getting close to drifting back to sleep when I start praying nonsense things like, "Your rod and reel, they comfort me," or "Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of the sheep, I will comfort me....."


So its not a question of whether we do formal, rote and memorized prayers versus spontaneous, personal prayers. The gospels show us evidence of both kinds of prayer disciplines in Jesus' life and ministry.  Just when you think that Jesus' life is a non-stop chain of healing and deliverance and teaching and preaching, Mark breaks this chain with this scene of solitary prayer at sunrise, probably to underscore that prayer was also part of the regular rhythm of Jesus' life, along with his work, and with his worship with others in the synagogue every week. 


Indeed, the ministry and miracles of Jesus would never have happened without prayer built into the rhythm of  his life, probably three times daily. Jesus' first words in Mark's Gospel are, "The kingdom of God has drawn near...." The kingdom of God is breaking into the world in response to the prayers long prayed from the Psalms, "May the nations rejoice and be glad"...."may all humanity know of your mighty acts and the glorious splendor of your kingdom." The kingdom, prayed for unceasingly in the Psalms, is now breaking into the world through the prayers of Jesus, the king.


So we only need to know something about the Old Testament and ancient Jewish tradition to have an idea about what ritual and traditional prayers Jesus was praying every day. But in the passage from John's gospel, it is as though a curtain parts and we hear Jesus' most personal and intimate prayers, prayers which reflect his faith and upbringing as a Jew, but which also come directly from his heart, in his own most personal language. In John 17 we hear the prayer of Jesus, our high priest, praying for the people for whom a costly sacrifice is about to be offered. And as the Lamb of God, he is that sacrifice, to be offered the very next day at Calvary.


In that part of his high priestly prayer which we just heard read, Jesus prays for the following four things for his friends and disciples: 1) joy; 2) protection, not by being taken out of the world but by being protected from the works and the wiles of Satan; 3) sanctification, or holiness;  and 4) unity, not only for his disciples there, but for all who would believe through their testimony, including us. He says, "I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you." That's us whom he's praying for. And everyone else who comes into the fold in every place and time to come. That's why, again, I can say that we are the answer to Jesus' prayer. 


Not only does Jesus pray for unity among believers, but for our unity or union with God, a unity such as what Jesus knew and enjoyed with his heavenly Father. Of these four things he prayed for on our behalf, the most important is the last: our union, or unity, with God. For we know these other gifts only to the extent that we are nearest to God. All these other gifts depend upon our closeness and communion with God.


Jesus prayed for us to have joy. Not that we can always know joy, but any joy sought outside of God's will, or apart from knowing God, will be passing and shallow, at best. Jesus prayed for our protection from the evil one, even while Judas was hosting the evil one in his heart. Not that we will always be secure from any loss or harm or temptation. But we stand no chance against the devil's wiles whenever we wander away from God or neglect God's presence in our lives. Jesus also prayed for our sanctification, that is, that we would be set apart for his service, consecrated to his will, made useful for his work in this world by having our wills and character conform increasingly to his will and character. Which is not to say that we should expect perfection of ourselves or of anyone in this life. Certainly not freedom from temptation. But again, there is no growth in Christlike character without communing with God in prayer, and over a life time. 


And this is what Jesus is praying for when he says, "May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me."  That from our faithful practices of communion with God would come forth forged in us a purity and unity and transparency of character that reflects Christ in our speech, our conduct and our relationships. That's how most people who believe come to believe, when they find our witness believable because of an essential harmony between our words and our walk. Not perfection again, just harmony.


All of these things Jesus prayed for, especially that we might taste and share in his unity with God the Father. His prayers for us should give us some idea of how to pray for ourselves and each other, and others. Yes, we can and must pray for other things, such as for healing and health, for help, for jobs for the jobless, for guidance.  But a look into the prayer life of Jesus tells us that praise and affirmations of faith were also a big part of his prayer life, and that whenever he prayed for his disciples, he prayed for things that don't always come first to mind for us, world-bound creatures that we are. Instead of praying for the world's kinds of prosperity and power and possessions, he prayed for power and possessions that the world neither gives nor can it take away: joy, safety from Satan, Christian character, and union, with God and with each other. We would do well to remember and pray for such things whenever we pray for ourselves, for each other, for this church, and for all our partners in God's kingdom. 


For that is how Jesus prayed for us. And not only him. Many prayers went into the very starting and forming of Emmanuel Mennonite Church nearly twelve years ago, and look at how those prayers are being answered today. Those of us who have been praying for Shalom Mennonite Church in Wisconsin can take comfort from the reports we hear of new attendees and worshipers, and of significant steps of progress. Prayer was at the heart of forming churches within the Hmong community, and here we are fellowshiping and worshiping together the fastest growing Mennonite church in the Twin Cities. I know that Pastor Chue and Hmong Mennonite Church are also praying for other churches and believers, especially in the Hmong community, both here and in southeast Asia. So the very fact that worshipers of Emmanuel and Hmong Mennonite Churches are here together this morning is an answer to many, many prayers in the past, going all the way back to the prayers which Jesus prayed for us, at least three times a day.  And he was often praying the prayers of the Psalms, for the gathering of God's people among the nations.


Jesus is still praying for us today. For we are told in Romans 8 that the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Jesus, is ever and always interceding for us to God the Father. In the union and communion of love that is the One Triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, the Son is ever and always holding us up before the Father through the communion of the Holy Spirit. Whenever then we pray for each other, and with each other, we are not only praying in the name of Christ, we are effectively praying with Christ. 


If prayer is important to Christ, it should be important to us. If it sustained his life and ministry, how much more so do we need it in ours? Yes, the kingdom of God is breaking into this world through our witness, our works, and our worship. And worship includes our prayers, so that, at the very least, we may never forget that this is God's reign and rule, God's kingdom, not ours, for which we pray, whenever we pray, "Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven."
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