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It would seem a strange request. “Master, teach us to pray...” It would seem strange in some 
senses certainly. These were devout Jews, raised and rooted in a rich praying tradition. But, 
maybe prayer was still somehow problematic, you know the words to use, what to ask for, and 
the nagging doubts about its effectiveness. Or maybe those questions, though still present, were 
more or less in the background and the real crux had to do with the second half of their request. 
You know, they said, “teach us to pray just as John taught his disciples.” It was that every rabbi 
sort of had their own particular instruction for their disciples. And Jesus' disciples hadn't gotten 
that kind of thing from him. And they knew that that's something that disciples do, they learn to 
pray like their Master.  
 
The other questions, like I said, were still there in the background, their request was just more 
focused. You know, are there particular words to use, particular things we should be asking for 
to enable prayer to be effective? “Teach us your formula, Jesus.” “Teach us to pray like you 
pray.” Well, we all use formulas in our praying. From the time when you first learn to pray as a 
child and you have set memorized prayers perhaps. You know, like “God is great, God is good, 
now we thank Him for our food..” Or, “Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to 
keep...” Up to our adult prayers, which usually also have a familiar cadence that becomes ours, 
a familiar way of beginning and ending perhaps, a familiar way of addressing God. 
 
That's fine, I think, as long as we are actually thinking about what we're saying, and not just 
saying empty words. That is, as long as we're actually praying! And that gets at what prayer 
really is, doesn't it? It gets at what all the formula prayers are trying in their own way to lead us 
to as well, and that is that prayer is a relationship with God, and a relationship with life. Prayer 
only becomes problematic when we forget that. Because, we tend to think of prayer as 
problematic for all those same reasons, don't we? Is it really effective? Are we doing it right, to 
make it effective? The problem is we tend to measure effectiveness in terms of did I get what I 
asked for. And that assumes that prayer is some sort of magic, or some sort of superstition, 
which of course, makes Jesus the ultimate witch-doctor, or God into some kind of cosmic 
computer. Either way, it's like you feed in the right data to get back what you want. 
 
If prayer is a relationship, what makes a relationship effective? How do you measure the 
effectiveness of a relationship? If it's simply getting what you want out of it, it’s not much of a 
relationship is it? Rather, it's about how spending time together deepens your own soul, 
deepens your understanding and caring for the other, deepens your communication, and 
ultimately leads you to love the other and feel loved by the other more. That's a good, effective 
relationship, isn't it? So, when we have these nagging doubts about prayer's effectiveness, 
maybe we need to stop and remember what prayer really is. 
 
Jesus indeed, of course, did teach his disciples how to pray. The Lord's Prayer truly is Jesus' 
way of praying. He told them how to pray, what to say, but I think it's a lot less of a formula 
than you might think. I want to share with you how New Testament scholar, Bruce Chilton, 
translates the Lord's Prayer into Aramaic, which of course was Jesus' native spoken language. It 
goes like this: Abba, Your Name will be sanctified, your Kingdom will come, give me today 
the bread that is coming and release me my debts. What you notice immediately is that the verb 
tenses are changed and that that makes a world of difference!  This way of “praying” that Jesus 
teaches his disciples is a lot less about a series of petitions and a lot more about a series of 
affirmations! These are Jesus' core beliefs and therefore in turn describe how he lives his life!  
 
He believes that who God really is will be seen and understood to be holy... your Name will be 
sanctified. He believes that God's kingdom will come, even as he tells parables that are pictures 



of where he sees it coming already. He believes God will give us all the good gifts we need 
today. He believes God releases us from the relationship of debt, or never quite hitting the 
mark, and that therefore we can do the same for each other. And if you understand that in what 
he teaches about prayer, then what follows in these short parables he tells makes a lot more 
sense, doesn't it? 
 
He tells this story about a man who has a friend show up unexpectedly, and he has no food on 
hand in order to be hospitable. So, he goes and knocks on the another friend's door in the 
middle of the night telling him through the door the whole story and what he needs for the sake 
of hospitality and relationship, for full life together with another (that's important, he's not 
asking for a winning lottery ticket!). The friend, however, yells out, “go away, I'm in bed trying 
to sleep!” And Jesus says, “even if he won't get up because he's a friend, if you keep raising a 
ruckus and waking all the neighbors, he'll get up and give you what you need.” Now, let's be 
clear, Jesus isn't saying that God has to be shamed and roused! In fact, Jesus makes that clear 
just a few verses on when he says, if even you and I as lousy as we can be sometimes, know 
how to give good gifts to our children, how much more will God give the Holy Spirit! 
 
He's just saying know and be boldly confident in who God is. Rather, the friend who doesn't 
want to get out of bed is essentially in the same boat as the disciples who want Jesus to teach 
them how to pray. Neither of them has gotten clear who God is and how God is in life and what 
God is concerned about! One thinks they don't have something they need, (teach us how to 
pray, so we can get what we need) and the other doesn't want to give what he has! Jesus is 
saying prayer is about a relationship with God, which means you have to know and affirm who 
God really is. The parable is saying if you're sure about and confident in that, you'll get, or 
you'll discover that you already have what you need for fullness of life together. The fruits of 
the Spirit: wisdom, understanding, trust, joy, faith, hope, love. So, you see, Jesus indeed, is 
teaching his disciples how to pray, and how to live like he does, which, as they knew, is what 
disciples are supposed to do.  
 
So, friends, we know how it is that we are supposed to pray. The problem is it's just too easy 
for us to slip back into a superstitious idea of prayer. The Lord's Prayer, the way we are to pray 
is for those who have chosen a faith journey with Jesus, and so it is for those who comprehend 
the boundless, indiscriminate love of the One he called Abba. It is for those who believe and 
deeply affirm that God feeds, that God gives them all that they need for life, each day. This 
way of praying, which begins and ends with these basic, deep affirmations about who God is, is 
itself the soil of life in which we are rooted. 
 
That's the only way that what St. Paul said about praying ceaselessly makes any sense! He 
obviously didn't mean going around always saying words of a prayer aloud or under your 
breath! You wouldn't be able to have any other conversations! Bishop Will Willimon has noted 
how too often the prayers we pray for others become what they used to call in the Army, “Sick 
Call.” You know that the only things expressed are concerns about various health crises, 
instead of praying for the Kingdom to come on earth, instead of praying for the needs, physical 
and spiritual, of the day, instead of praying for forgiveness of our trespasses, instead of praying 
for the power to forgive others. 
 
As we've said, to be a Christian, is to pray like Jesus. Jesus, of course, was most notable for 
teaching that we pray, not for recent gall bladder surgery, but for our enemies. But, having said 
that, it would seem to me that this teaching of Jesus says that all prayer is about affirming the 
soil in which we already stand. It is about affirming the air we already breathe. It's about 
affirming who God really is and being in relationship with our Abba, so that as we come to 
understand the depth of compassion of this God, our own souls, our own compassion, our own 
caring would be deepened. 
 



But, that happens only through a life of affirming who God is, through practice.... practice... 
meditating on the beauty and wonder of creation, practice ... worshiping, serving, studying the 
bible. It doesn't happen through grocery list praying, or hit and miss praying. So, may Jesus 
teach us how to pray as he does...ceaselessly affirming our Abba, whose name will be 
recognized as holy, whose kingdom is always coming and will continue to come, who gives us 
each day, just what we need, who releases us from our debt of missing the mark, who gives us 
the grace to do the same. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


