Spiritual Formation

Lecture 9 Study Notes – October 27, 2008


1. Prayer – According to Richard Foster, “Prayer catapults us unto the frontier of the spiritual life.”  (Celebration of Discipline page 32)  Of all the Spiritual Disciplines, prayer is the most central because it ushers us into a perpetual communion with God.
 

2.  Prayer is a vast subject, a lot more complex and comprehensive than our small time here allows.  Look at the table of contents on prayer in “The Spiritual Disciplines Handbook.”  In addition, there are so many books, readings, and thoughts about prayer that we could occupy ourselves for a life-time studying prayer. 

3. What is it?  “Talking to God” is probably the simplest, and maybe the most naïve understanding of prayer.   I think most people in our churches just believe that prayer is sending God a “divine S.O.S.”  I also think it is one reason why our lives are in such turmoil, and our churches are in such a spiritual mess.  We don’t understand what prayer truly is, in other words, prayer is only something we use when we get in trouble or when we need a “divine favor” from the “Big Man upstairs.”  (I despise that kind of reference to God()

4.  However, look at Genesis 28:12 for this interesting understanding about the two-way going and coming between heaven and earth.  Our people understand that prayer is talking to God, but they don’t really understand prayer as listening to God.  

5.  Therefore, before we can teach our people to pray we need to teach them what prayer is!  Because prayer is a learned discipline, we need to spend time in teaching them what it is that they are seeking.

6.  Richard Foster has a good analogy about the nature of prayer. He says that prayer is the key to the heart of God.  Or, like a window into the heart of God, see “Pray as You Can” by Jean Gill. Read page 1 of Foster’s book on Prayer: “Finding the Heart’s True Home.”  

7. Another analogy of prayer is the power switch of one’s spiritual life.  It allows the grace of God to flow from the creator to his creation.  Just like electricity flows throughout our house, the power of God flows through our lives as we pray.  Either way, prayer is the key to the heart of God.  And if you want to follow the analogy further, you might say that the door is Jesus.  God provides a key into his very heart.  He knows that we are blind, stubborn, and stupid so He provides us a way into His heart. 

8.  However, it is real important to realize that prayer comes not from gritting our teeth with determination (even though determination is at times important to have)—it is about falling in love with God and seeking our lover.  Therefore, great literature on prayer is very erotic (see Foster’s book on Prayer page 3).  

9. Another author writing on prayer and love says: “Prayer is essentially…a love affair with God, not schemes or techniques or ways or methods of prayer, but the most direct, open approach of each one of us as a person to God our creator, redeemer, and sanctifier…we are seeking God himself, not thoughts about him, nor about ourselves in relation to him.”
 

10. Love (both our love of God and the love of our hearts concern) is the true language of prayer.   Prayer is a beam of love aimed at the heart of God.  I will never turn down anyone praying for me, but I would rather have a handful of people praying for me who love me, than three or four times the number praying for me that don’t really care that much about me.

11. Douglas Steere defines prayer as man’s “dominant desire,” his ruling passion, and therefore seeing the whole of man’s desires as his prayer whether he acknowledges it as such or not.” (page 67, Dimensions of Prayer, by Douglas Steere)  For the Christian at least, think about the prayer implications for Romans 8:26-27 if Steere’s observations are true.  

12. What does prayer do?  One word, “everything!”  Paul tells the Philippians not to be anxious about anything, “but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God.”(Philippians 4:6) James tells us that the “effective prayers of a righteous man can accomplish much.” (James 5:16)  Why? Because prayer brings us into a “chamber of loving scrutiny” created by cross.  (Steere, Dimensions of Prayer, page 44)

13.  John Wesley wrote:  “God does nothing but in answer to prayer.”  Wesley would spend every morning in prayer.  When asked about his busy schedule and finding time to pray.  He wrote:  “I have so much business that I cannot get on without spending three hours in prayer.” (Foster, page 34) 

14.  Richard Foster says:  “We could change the whole nation...if thousands of us would constantly throw a cloak of prayer around everyone in circle of nearness.” (p. 45) 

15.  E.M. Bounds says: “units of prayer combined, like drops of water, make an ocean which defies resistance.” ( E.M. Bounds quoted by R. Foster, p45)  Bounds also writes about the Preacher and his sermon by saying:  “Prayer, with its manifold and many-sided forces, helps the mouth to utter the truth in its fullness and freedom.  The preacher is to be prayed for, the preacher is made by prayer.  The preacher’s mouth is to be prayed for, his mouth is to be opened and filled by prayer.  A holy mouth is made by praying, by much praying; a brave mouth is made by praying, by much praying.  The church and the world, God and heaven, owe much to Paul’s mouth; Paul’s mouth owed its power to prayer.”  (The Complete works of E. M. Bounds on Prayer, page 471)   He continues by writing: “Praying makes the preacher a heart preacher. Prayer puts the preacher’s heart into the preacher’s sermon; prayer put the preacher’s sermon into the preacher’s heart…. A prepared heart is much better than a prepared sermon.  A prepared heart will make a prepared sermon.” (page 471)  Prayer is the power switch of the preacher’s life and ministry.  It is the power switch of the Christian’s spiritual life.

16. Prayer is also an act of self-surrender.  Steere writes: “To come near God is to change.  If my prayer is real…I must decrease and he must increase in me.  I dare not stay as I am and come near to such a love as His.”

17.   My favorite quote about prayer and coincidences is by William Temple—Archbishop of Canterbury. “When I pray, coincidences happen, when I do not, they don’t.”

18.   What are different varieties of prayer?    

a.  Intercessory Prayer—praying for others, reaches its highest goal when it is intended to bring in the Kingdom of God or accomplish God’s will.  In fact, accomplishing God’s will is the purpose of prayer.
Christ is our best example of intercessory prayer.  The work he began on earth He continues for all time.  (Heb 9:24 and Heb. 7:25; also see Romans 8:33-34 “who also intercedes for us.” Life-changing Power of Prayer by T.W Hunt pg. 58) However, believers are also taught to pray for one another.   (Jas. 5:16; p.59)
Two results of our prayer of intercession.  

          One, it places the intercessor in the position of Christ Himself.   In prayer as we pray for one another, we come to know the mind of Christ.  Persistence pays off, and slowly we begin to know the will of God.  

          Second, it helps secure the will of God.  God could do His work without us, but He chooses not to.  It leads us to identify with God’s purpose and then to identify with God himself.

Hunts guidelines for prayers of intercession. 

1. Ask in the Spirit.

2. Ask according to his will

3. Ask with the mind.

4. Ask in Jesus name.

5. Ask while abiding in Christ.

6. Ask in faith.

7. Ask in humility.

8. Ask in sincerity.

9. Ask in perseverance.

b. Breath Prayer—it is a form of contemplative prayer that links prayer to the act of breathing.  The theology of the breath prayer is that it reminds each of us that each breath is a breath that God has given us, and God’s Spirit is nearer to us than our own breath.  The Jesus Prayer is a prime example of this.  It combines “Son of David, have mercy on me” (Luke 18:39) with “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” (Luke 18:13)  Breathing in, you pray, “Jesus, son of David,” breathing out you pray, “have mercy on me a sinner.”

Another way of doing this is breathing in the spiritually good things of God and breath out the sinful things of our hearts.  Make a list of good and bad things.  To me, it’s also a way of centering my thoughts.

c. Contemplative Prayer—represents a restful receptivity to the Trinity that enables me to always be with God just as I am.  It is a receptive openness to God that is a way of waiting with a heart awake to God’s presence and love.  It is the kind of prayer that trusts and rests in the presence of the Holy Spirit deep in our own spirit (see handout from Handbook of Christian Disciplines, page 211).  It is simply a wordless, openness, to the presence of God.  Psalms 131 is a wonderful scripture to illustrate this concept.  It is also an invitation to come and “abide with Christ.” Look at Colossians 1:26-27, Paul writes: 

          (1) of the saving gospel to those without Christ, and 
          (2) the “mystery of the gospel” to the saints, which is “Christ in you, the hope of glory.” 

Contemplation puts you more in a position to understand what it means to have “Christ in you.”  

Contemplation prayer is container discipline that includes a number of ways of being with Jesus in prayer: centering prayer and breath prayer just to name a few.   (Adele Calhoun, page 212)    Calhoun says it is not so much a mystical presence but a restful experience of Christ in me.
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