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How Does God Make Prayers Come True?

| want to begin by asking you to pause and reflect for a moment...If you were taught to pray
as a child, who taught you? What did they teach you? I’'m not sure | can remember the moment
when, but | have vague memories of one parent or the other at my bedside giving me a script of
sorts, teaching me words that are familiar to at least some of you: “Now | lay me down to sleep...”
At some point someone taught me to say “God is great. God is good...”before supper. | don’t
remember many conversations about prayer itself. | don’t know that | ever asked why we pray, but
if 1 did, I imagine | was told something along the lines of, “It’s just what we do.” And yet, praying
what we pray and doing what we do taught me so much more than my parents likely realized,
more than | probably realized, too.

Our scripture passage for this morning comes from the gospel of Matthew, in the middle of
Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. On the heels of his time in the wilderness, Jesus has begun his
ministry healing and teaching throughout the region. More and more people are following along
to see what he will do next. Jesus heads up a mountain and sits down. His disciples gather around
him and he begins to teach. This teaching, this sermon spans three chapters of Matthew’s gospel
and includes the beatitudes and a host of other proverb-like nuggets of wisdom. [Read Matthew

6:5-15]



Unlike the gospel of Luke, no one explicitly asks Jesus to teach them to pray in Matthew’s
telling, but Jesus instructs them, nonetheless. Before he launches into the familiar words we pray
every week, he makes a point of telling them what NOT to do, how NOT to pray:

Do not make a spectacle of yourselves when you pray SO THAT you make yourself the focus—it
isn’t about us or how eloquent our prayers are, after all. He also tells us not to “heap up empty
phrases.” Prayers are not magic spells, nor is God looking to be persuaded by flattery or pretty
prose, because here’s the piece | think we may forget, God already “knows what [we] need.”
Before he gives us the prayer we know as the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus says “Pray then in this way.” If
God already knows what we need, why are we praying? Scholar Stanley Saunders suggests, “The
focus here is not on divine omniscience, but on God’s trustworthiness and closeness with those
who pray with simplicity and honesty.”?

| think that is one of the most striking things about the questions our curious kids have
asked and keep asking: their honesty. If we take nothing else away from this series of sermons, |
hope we continue to encourage our children and each other to be honest about our questions and
our wonderings about God and faith. In an age when militant certainty and stridency saturate the
airwaves, | pray we keep making room for honest questions, wonder, and even doubt.

This week’s question is “How does God make prayers come true?” Someone has already
instilled something deeply important in the one asking the question. Before we get to the “make
prayers come true” part, | think it’s crucial to sit a moment with what the child asking the question
already believes. She has put God at the center of the question. She doesn’t worry that she needs

the right words or gets on the most prayer lists. She trusts God and she trusts God with her
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prayers. Maybe she was born believing this, but | suspect someone taught her not just to pray but
also something crucial about the one she lifts her prayers to. Someone has made it clear to her
that God can be trusted to hear what she prays AND that it’s not about magic words or cajoling
God into granting her wish. What | hope she knows and never forgets is that God loves hearing
from her, that God treasures her and being in conversation with her.

When Jesus speaks to those gathered around him, he knows that they are already people
who pray, not because Jesus has special insight but because prayer is something people tend to
do. Jesus did not invent praying, of course. We read about God’s people calling out to God from
early in Genesis. And it makes sense. From the beginning God longs for relationship with those of
us created in God’s own image, and talking and listening are crucial to any relationship that has a
chance of lasting. As a species, we haven’t always been all that great at talking to or more
significantly listening to God. To God’s credit, God has been determined to stay in relationship with
us even when we shop for better options or decide we’re better off left to our own devices. Which
may be why Jesus feels compelled to help his disciples know how and what to pray.

So he offers those gathered around him the words we pray every Sunday, words we begin to
know by heart, words that have a way of shaping hearts, minds, and lives, too.

Our Father in heaven, may your name be revered as holy reminds us that God is God and we
are not and that God’s name is something holy, set apart, not something to be flung about or
invoked for our particular biases or petty whims. Saunders explains that addressing God as Father
is less about God being constricted by our human understanding of gender and more about “God’s

immediate presence and care for...God’s family, not a distant god or a god who needs to be



appeased.”? In other words, Jesus wants his disciples to understand that this God who is holy and
different from us is also present with us in a concerned and intimate way.

May your kingdom come. May your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Jesus teaches us
to long for God’s kingdom to come, for the world to be made right in God’s eyes, on God’s terms.
May your will be done on earth, here in our own backyard not simply in the heavenly realm. This is
a plea for God’s way, God’s will to be made real here and now—not my will, not my preference. On
my good days praying these words makes me wonder a bit more about what God’s will is exactly
and about whether | am paying attention to what God wants. And | think that’s at least part of the
point.

Give us today our daily bread. Pointing us back to Jesus’ insistence that God already knows
what we need, when | pray for daily bread, enough to sustain me for today, | start to wonder how
much | really need. One scholar noted that this prayer sounds different coming a more-than-
comfortable person with a full refrigerator and an overflowing pantry than it does on the lips of a
mom who is working three jobs to feed her family. We’re both dependent on God for what we
need. She is probably more aware of that dependence than | am, and perhaps more willing to
acknowledge it, too. And maybe praying for daily bread helps me think not just about what | need,
but what others need, as well.

And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. Some versions of the prayer
use trespasses. Others use sin. Yes, there is an entire conversation around which word is the right
one, and why, but every version of the prayer has some way of asking that God forgive us as we

have forgiven others. Have forgiven? Past tense? Like it’s a done deal? | am indebted to God for
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abundant grace and mercy undeserved, and | am called—expected even—to be gracious and
merciful to others as a result. Praying these words reminds me of God’s grace and reminds me that
| still have some forgiveness work to do.

And do not bring us to the time of trial, but rescue us from the evil one. Simply put, evil and
danger are real, and we cannot save ourselves. We need rescuing, repeatedly, and God is the only
one we can trust to save us in the end. Our salvation is not and will not be found in riches,
achievements, or in any other human being. God is the one who saves me. Period.

The part where we say, “For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory forever” is
added later by the early church faithfully reminding us that the whole shebang is God’s after all.

Jesus never says this is the only way we should pray or that our other prayers are wrong. In
one of her books, writer Anne Lamott insists that the three essential prayers are help, thanks, and
wow, and | think God might agree. There are times when God knows | need help, when | am at
rock bottom and when | need to confess the ways | fall short of all that God calls me to do and be
in his name. God knows | need to pray for dear ones who are hurting because | cannot carry their
pain alone nor do | have the power to lessen that pain or take it away. There are other times when
| need to say thank you, when | cannot contain my gratitude for blessings that come my way. And
there are times | need to say wow, when | am overcome with the beauty of a wildflower or a
baby’s fist wrapped around my finger or the exquisite joy of this congregation singing one of my
favorite hymns. And when | have no words, God’s Spirit prays with me, lifting the sighs and the
sorrows | cannot bear to name. God knows | need to pray lots of different prayers. And God is
eager to hear them, because God adores me beyond measure, and the same is true for you and

for everyone.



| haven’t forgotten the how part of our curious kid’s question. In many ways, how prayer
works is a mystery beyond my understanding. | don’t think God is persuaded by fancy words or
perfect prayers. | do not believe God is holding a divine tally card waiting for a certain number of
prayers to be prayed before God will act. | do not believe God has a favorite nation or people or
pet project or team—even if the sky is Carolina blue. | do not claim to know how or why some
prayers are answered in the way we hope, while others are not. | don’t know how God’s mind
works exactly, although the Lord’s prayer gives me a few clues. That prayer shows me that God
wants what is best not just for a few but for all of creation. | believe God’s heart breaks when a
dear one dies too soon, when communities are devastated by disasters of every kind, when the
human family keeps finding new ways to be hateful to one another. | believe that God longs for
every last one of us to have what we need, enough bread, enough forgiveness, enough rest,
enough joy, enough. | believe that God wants us to pray, because God wants to hear from us at
bedtime, in the car, on the playground, in the grocery store, at our desk, and on the golf course
(even if God is not all that concerned about whether the next putt goes in). God wants us to hear
from us when we’re joyful, when we’re angry, when we’re lost, when we’re confused, when we’re
grateful and every moment in between. And when we don’t quite know where to begin, we can
keep praying as Jesus taught, remembering that God is God and we are not, paying attention to
what God’s will looks like and feels like and acts like in Jesus, asking for enough for today for us
and for all, and being a bit more generous with the grace poured out on us. And by the grace of
God, God might just use us to help make the Lord’s Prayer come true.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.



