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	This morning we inaugurate a new sermon series designed to help us understand better not only WHAT prayer is but HOW we are to pray.  Over the next few weeks, we are going to look at some of the most famous prayers in the Bible, including prayers offered up by Abraham and Moses and Jeremiah and Hannah and Jesus among others.  May it not only clear up some of the confusion we have about this all-important subject but may it inspire us to pray much more and pray much more deeply than we tend to do.  Only in this way can our church as well as the church universal grow and become stronger in the way God intends us to be.
	It has been said that you never REALLY know what a person is about or believes in unless you have a sense of his or her “heart.”  The “heart” as a metaphor for the seat of the soul--the place from which our nature and character, our feelings and will resides--not only runs throughout the Bible but is common to almost all religious literature.  When we speak about matters of faith or hope or our deepest desires, we are REALLY speaking about the human heart and what proceeds from out of it.  In the scriptures, the heart is viewed as the seat of human emotion such as when it says in Psalm 33, “For our heart shall rejoice in him, because we have trusted in his holy name,” the center of our moral impulses as when the psalmist declares, “Create in me a clean heart, O God,” and the place where the will is located such as when God hardens Pharaoh’s heart.  The Bible says that the Lord does not look upon the outward appearance but on the heart (1 Samuel 16:7); the Israelites are exhorted to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deuteronomy 6:5); Jeremiah declares that “the heart is deceitful above all things…who can understand it?” while Luke says “Mary kept all these things, pondering them in her heart” (Luke 2:19).  Thus, for the biblical writers, the heart is not only where our will and emotions are based but where our conscience is located and moral decisions are made.  The scriptures teach us that a hardened heart does not pray, a broken heart cries its prayer, while a heart aflame is impassioned toward God.
	It is through prayer that the heart is unlocked and speaks to God with a language all its own.  It has been called the highest purpose to which speech can be used- the heart carrying on a dialogue and holding communion with God.  But as we know, words ALONE do not make a prayer.  In fact, Jesus warned his followers that they were not to heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do who think they will be heard for their many words.  We are not to be like them because God, our Heavenly Father, ALREADY knows what we need before we ask him.  Thus, when we read prayers, such as we do together each week in our Prayer of Confession, or recite prayers, as when we pray the Lord’s Prayer together at the end of the pastor’s prayer, they don’t become REAL prayers nor does REAL communication with God take place unless the heart is ALSO engaged, unless there is real vulnerability and honesty involved, unless it includes what the psalmist describes as a “deep calling unto deep.”  When we pray, we must become “wholly present” to God in that moment, and what that means is that we give ourselves completely over to God.  We allow our hearts to become fully open and receptive to him so that as God speaks to us, we may hear God and so live in submission to his will.  
	Thus, you might say that REAL prayer is a form of “practicing the presence of God.”  That might mean taking a few moments to center yourself, to rid yourself of any and all unnecessary distractions so that in the quiet of your room you can concentrate all your attention on God.  I know that for MYSELF, I get up a little after five every morning so I can spend the first few hours of each day without interruption, praying and reading scripture and preparing myself for the rest of the day.  But simply reading about or meditating on God such as we might do in preparing for a sermon or Bible Study- that is not the same as engaging God in prayer.  Nor is it necessarily prayer when we try to generate or manufacture a certain feeling which then serves as proof that God is present such as some of my Pentecostal and Charismatic friends will often do.  Prayer is never just an intellectual exercise where we find ourselves THINKING about God, nor is it ever purely an emotional experience where we hope to FEEL the presence of God.  Rather, it is an existential encounter; it is the person with his whole heart engaging God in complete openness and honesty knowing that God is not just offering a sympathetic ear but someone who intensely loves him and is completely devoted to him in their intercourse together.
	Above all, prayer must be an act of faith and trust.  There is risk involved when we approach God to speak to him.  Hebrews 11:6 tells us that “without faith it is impossible to please him: for whosoever comes to God must believe that God is, and that he is a rewarder of them that diligently seek him.”  We must have the confidence that even though we CAN’T see God with our eyes or hear God with our ears or smell God with our nose or taste God with our tongue or feel God with our fingers, God is there all the same.  And what’s more, we have to believe that such a God does INDEED hear us and that he cares about us and that he will respond in some positive way to our entreaties, whatever they might be.  Jesus had such confidence and that is why he told his followers in Matthew 21:22, “And all things, whatsoever ye shall ask in prayer, believing, ye shall receive.”  This is why prayer remains so difficult for us.  Anyone can mouth a prayer or just spout words into the open air, but not everyone can enter into the kind of faith and trust that TRUE prayer demands.  
	And then after we get past whatever reservations we might have as to whether God is real and can hear us or not, and what’s more, that such a God is even interested in what it is we have to say, then we have to go the ADDED step of allowing ourselves to become open and vulnerable to him in a way we never can with anyone else, knowing that such vulnerability never comes easy.  It means telling God things we would never even dare to confess to our wives or husbands or closest friends.  Believe me when I say we can talk to God about ANYTHING and he will never reject us or turn an ear from us.  Besides, as God ALREADY knows us better than we do ourselves, we never have to fear that God might discover something about ourselves we DON’T want God to know.  
	This point can never be stressed enough, that faith and trust form the keynote and foundation of all prayer.  And it is not merely trust in the Word of God or his promises in scripture but rather trust in the PERSON of God, trust in the One who speaks through his Word and who makes those promises come to fruition.  We must believe that we are addressing God PERSONALLY, that the One who created the heavens and the earth, he who formed us while we were yet in our mother’s womb, is not an abstract idea as the philosophers might treat him or some kind of impersonal energy as Einstein thought of him but that God is uniquely “personal,” a “subject” who loves us dearly, One who gladly receives us when we come to him with our every need or concern.  Like Jane Vennard says in the book When You Pray:
I believe that prayer is all about our relationship with a God who loves us.  Prayer is the way we connect and stay connected to God.  We enter into this relationship at the urging of God.  God wants an ongoing, vibrant, loving relationship with all of us.  God desires us not because we are good or holy or set apart in any way; God calls all of us, just as we are, into relationship and offers us the possibility of intimacy.
	Our scripture lesson this morning gives us some insight on how it is we are to pray.  St. Paul is writing from a prison to Rome to the Christian church in Philippi.  He has a special love for this church for he not only founded that congregation but the church has sent an emissary by the name of Epaphroditus to be with him to act as his personal servant.  Here in the fourth chapter, Paul is offering the Philippians his encouragement when you would think that stuck in a prison cell, it would be PAUL who would need all the encouragement.  He begins by exhorting them to be anxious in nothing, that they were not to fret or worry about ANYTHING.  Not only does fretting or worrying not change anything--a point Jesus had made when he asked which of his followers, by feeling anxious, could add an additional year to his life span--but it drains one’s energy and depletes one’s faith.  At its most basic, anxiety or worry is a form of distrust and unbelief.  Certainly, God expects us to do what we can for ourselves, but what we CAN’T do, we must leave the rest in GOD’S hands.  What he HAS promised to do for us is never to leave nor forsake us, promised to save unto the uttermost all who come to him through Jesus Christ, and promised that all things shall work together for good to them that love him- THAT is what we can trust.
	Continuing, in everything, by prayer and supplication, we are to let our requests be made known to God.  A distinction has to be made here between the words “prayer” and “supplication” in our text.  Prayer is a more general term which expresses one’s needs and desires to God without going into specifics such as when we pray “God help us,” or “God forgive us,” or “God bless us.”  Supplication, on the other hand, looks to specific petitions.  It looks to God for some definite and specific need such as if we were to ask God for bread for our table or request a specific healing.  We are never to be afraid to ask God for ANYTHING.  In his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said: 
Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you. 8For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. 9Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for bread, will give a stone? 10Or if the child asks for a fish, will give a snake? 11If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good things to those who ask him!
And it was James, the brother of our Lord, who told the early church, “You have not because you ASK not.”  Thus, we are encouraged to make our requests known to God, regardless how large or small, whether emotional, material, or spiritual, with the understanding that God will never turn a deaf ear to any of our petitions or entreaties and who will answer them in his OWN way.  
	But probably the most IMPORTANT element of our prayers is the attitude in which we offer them, that they are to be made with “thanksgiving” in our heart.  We are to pray as though they were ALREADY answered, regardless of what the answer might be.  If you are acquainted with Paul, you then know that it was his habit to be grateful for EVERYTHING, REGARDLESS how small.  Throughout his writings, you will find him saying: “In everything give thanks; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus to you.”  “Giving thanks always for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even the Father.”  “Abounding in thanksgiving.”  “Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which also you were called in one body; and be thankful.”  “Continue steadfastly in prayer, watching therein with thanksgiving.”  You could sum up his philosophy with the words of another early 20th preacher whose credo was, “Be careful for nothing.  Be prayerful for everything.  Be thankful for anything.”  
Finally, with v.7, we see the result or benefit of such deep, faithful, and thankful prayers: “And the peace of God, which passes all understanding, will keep your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”  This is what comes from taking our anxieties to God, and in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, making our requests known unto him.  We enter into the peace of which God is the author- a peace which transcends our deepest thoughts and highest feelings.  This is not some psychological peace that can be manufactured by merely thinking positive, or a medicated peace produced by drugs or alcohol, or a military peace imposed by force of arms.  This was not some vague spiritual peace but a REAL peace, a concrete act of God in human history and in all relations.  It didn't mean peace in heaven after you and I have died but rather peace RIGHT NOW, a peace that begins in our souls and eventually works its way in and through all our relationships.  It means reconciliation right now between persons on the basis of God's reconciliation with us.  Jesus became God's peace with us, through whom all sin is cast away, and all rebellion and distrust against him forgotten.  Jesus was the proof of God's love and reconciliation with us, and he becomes the peace in our relation with all fellow human beings- Arab and Jew, Black and White, American and Iraqi.
This weekend, we are not only inaugurating a new sermon series on prayer, but we also celebrate the birth of the great Civil Rights leader, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  He knew that the two most potent weapons they possessed in their struggle were the power of God through prayer and a sense of the justness of their cause.  His wife, Coretta Scott King, once spoke of how important prayer was to their cause, that without it, they had NO hope of success.  To quote her:
Prayer was a wellspring of strength and inspiration during the Civil Rights Movement.  Throughout the movement, we prayed for greater human understanding.  We prayed for the safety of our compatriots in the freedom struggle.  We prayed for victory in our nonviolent protests, for brotherhood and sisterhood among people of all races, for reconciliation and the fulfillment of the Beloved Community.
 	For my husband, Martin Luther King, Jr., prayer was a daily source of courage and strength that gave him the ability to carry on in even the darkest hours of our struggle.  I remember one very difficult day when he came home bone-weary from the stress that came with his leadership of the Montgomery Bus Boycott.  In the middle of that night, he was awakened by a threatening and abusive phone call, one of many we received throughout the movement.  On this particular occasion, however, Martin had had enough.
	After the call, he got up from bed and made himself some coffee.  He began to worry about his family, and all of the burdens that came with our movement weighed heavily on his soul.  With his head in his hands, Martin bowed over the kitchen table and prayed aloud to God: “Lord, I am taking a stand for what I believe is right.  The people are looking to me for leadership, and if I stand before them without strength and courage, they will falter.  I am at the end of my powers.  I have nothing left.  I have nothing left.  I have come to the point where I can’t face it alone.
	Later he told me, “At that moment, I experienced the presence of the Divine as I had never experienced Him before.  It seemed as though I could hear a voice saying: ‘Stand up for righteousness; stand up for truth; and God will be at our side forever.’”  When Martin stood up from the table, he was imbued with a new sense of confidence, and he was ready to face anything.
	My friends, we are going to learn in the weeks ahead that there are many different kinds of prayers just as there are a myriad of reasons you or I might come to God in the first place.  Regardless of why, as long as we seek God with a humility in our heart and not merely for selfish reasons, and so long as we possess the confidence that God loves us and will never turn a deaf ear to us, we can be assured that our needs, our concerns, our joys, and our hopes will never be in greater hands.  So let us draw near to God.  May we look to him as our FIRST resort and not merely our LAST.  And may we trust those wonderful words of God as spoken by the prophet Jeremiah, “Call to me and I will answer you, and will tell you great and hidden things which you have not known.”(33:3)  Let us pray…
Heavenly Father, teach us to pray with prayers that are deep and honest and from the heart.  Develop in us such a love for you that we would never consider prayer an intrusion upon our time but rather abiding with you as our highest honor and greatest joy.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
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