A Praying Church
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Reading: Acts 1: 1 – 14; Luke 24:44-53; Psalm 47 
RCL: Easter 7
Prayer changes things, especially when we do it in community.
What do you do after witnessing a miracle?


Do you pick up the phone or jump onto Facebook to tell all your friends? Do you sit down and take detailed notes on the experience, to be able to study the new phenomenon? Or, do you contact the National Enquirer or some reality TV show and ask them to make you an exclusive offer for the rights to your story?


If you’re one of the apostles of Jesus Christ, what you do is start praying. That’s what we read in Acts 1:14: “All these were constantly devoting themselves to prayer ....”


These people have just witnessed the ascension of Jesus. Imagine what a wonder that must have been! Jesus had been hinting to them all along that things were going to end in some spectacular way, but they had no idea it was going to be like this.


We don’t know exactly what it is those early believers witnessed at the Ascension. They described it as their Lord rising up into the air on His way to heaven. It’s an understanding of the universe that locates heaven somewhere “up there,” above the clouds, quite different from our own, “out there” understanding of outer space. More likely, what they experienced was something so wondrous, it can’t fully be put into words. They described it the best way they knew how.


From a spiritual point of view, we can still imagine what a thrill it must have been to see their Lord and Master — whom they’d already seen miraculously return from the grave — enter into heaven before their very eyes.


Their old uncertainties and doubts seemed swept away. They had seen it! They knew that heaven exists and that, by the grace of God in Jesus Christ, life is without limits!


So, what do they do? They pray.

Think about it. They’ve just been entrusted with a personal experience the whole world would be eager to share, and what do they do? They gather in community and start praying. They know they’ve been entrusted with a gift precious beyond all calculation. Now, they just have to try to figure out what the Lord wants them to do with it.


Not everyone in our culture would say they made the right decision. Not everyone looks on prayer as an activity that accomplishes much of anything. “Oh, sure,” say these common-sense, realist types, “go ahead and pray if it makes you feel good. But, not me. I’m a person of action!”


This begs the obvious question: What’s prayer good for? What does it accomplish? Does prayer really change things?


When a call goes out to pray for someone who’s sick, does it make any kind of difference? Do our communities grow a little healthier during a week when the church’s Sunday-morning list of prayer concerns is long? Do the casualty counts in Afghanistan take an unexplained drop? For that matter, on a school day when the possibility of snow is forecast, is a day of sledding more likely with all those heartfelt petitions going up, with all those pairs of pajamas being worn inside out? Or, are intercessory prayers little more than random bursts of flying beach sand, carried along by a persistent offshore wind?


When asked if she thought prayer changed anything, a wise old believer once said, “I don’t know if prayer changes much about the things I pray for. But, I am certain of one thing: Prayer changes me!”


That’s the heart of it. Prayer is transformative. Prayer changes us.

The more we pray, the more we become attuned to the ways of God. We put our desires and requests into God’s hands, but we also understand God may have in mind a very different solution to the problem than anything we can envision. Surely, those gathered disciples, praying fervently in the wake of the Ascension, could scarcely imagine God wasn’t finished dispensing signs and wonders and was about to show them the miracle of Pentecost. All they knew was that their call from God, in that particular place and time, was to start praying.


Prayer is conversation. Prayer is relationship. Prayer is moving ourselves Godward. We dare to undertake this conversation because Jesus invites us to do so, because He has promised to be our mediator, our friend.


Here’s a true story of prayers that did change something — or, rather, someone. 
The testimony of how got healed me of a rapid growth cancer. ….


Such is the power of prayer. Even more to the point, such is the power of God’s love. Such love has power to penetrate and heal even the hardest soul. It did so for Larry Trapp. It did so for Saul of Tarsus, that persecutor of Christians. It did so for all manner of other people, who cried out their hostility to God until one day when the Holy Spirit melted their cold hearts.


Prayer can do so for you and me as well — acting even on those dark and secret corners of our souls, regions of our interior landscape where even we ourselves are reluctant to go, let alone allow the Spirit of the Lord to enter in.


Dare to become a praying man, a praying woman. Dare to trust the Holy Spirit to bring about real change in your life, and in the lives of those you love. Dare to believe that, as we come together in community and are so bold as to ask, “Lord, hear our prayers,” that we are touching the very heart of this God-created universe, and that this heart is love!

Invocation: Exalted Lord, you reign in the high and holy place, but for your royal throne you choose people of humble heart. We need not gaze into heaven to follow you, for you pledge to abide with all who live in your name. Grant us grace to recognize your presence in the brothers and sisters with whom we live and worship. At the last, permit us to know you face to face in glory. Amen. 
Pastoral Prayer: Most holy God: We praise you for creating the world we know, along with a myriad of other worlds we do not know, and for placing us on just the right planet revolving around just the right warming, life-giving star. We thank you for stamping your image upon us, for endowing us with minds to ponder your will and hearts that are restless until they find rest in loving obedience to you.
We give you thanks for providing for all our real needs, material and spiritual, and above all, for granting us, in your divine Son, a model of a life lived with you and for you and a Friend who sticks closer than a brother. For our creation, preservation and salvation we are thankful to you, O God, far beyond the power of words.
Around this table, spread with mementos of his presence with the disciples and of his continuing presence with us, we have gathered to recall and to celebrate his life. We remember his touchingly humble birth, his youthful wisdom, his loyalty to his family, his devotion to his disciples, his compassion for all of them, even for Judas. We remember the brilliance of his teachings, his calm in crisis, his generosity toward his enemies. We remember with sorrow and awe his courage before his judges, his forgiveness extended even to his executioners and the victory with which you rewarded him when you raised him from death on the third day.
We pray now for the gift of your Spirit to empower us in the celebration of the sacrament of his presence -- then, now, and at his return in glory. Let this common bread and this fruit of the lowly vine become for us reminders of his broken body and spilled blood. If we are asked, "Were you there when they crucified my Lord?" let us have the integrity to answer, "Yes, we were -- and we were of no more use or help than the disciples." So let us approach his table that we may experience his mercy and his deathless love. We pray in his gracious name. Amen. 



