Trinity 12

I take as my text today, the collect for the 12* Sunday after
Trinity:

Almighty and everlasting God, who art always
more ready to hear than we to pray, and art wont to
give more than either we desire or deserve; Pour
down upon us the abundance of thy mercy;
forgiving us those things whereof our conscience is
afraid, and giving us those good things which we
are not worthy to ask, but through the merits and
mediation of Jesus Christ, thy Son, our Lord.

Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be alway
acceptable in Thy Sight, O Lord, my Strength and my Redeemer.

If we go back to last week’s lesson for Morning Prayer from the
8" chapter of St. Paul’s letter to the Church at Rome, the
subject of last week’s sermon, especially if we look at the 26
verse and the 10 following, we can see a connection to this
week’s Collect, and a tenuous connection between the
Epistle and Gospel. Maybe this should have been your

homework assignment from last Sunday!

To quote the 26™ verse of Paul’s Letter to the Church at Rome:

Likewise the Spirit also helpeth our infirmities: for
we know not what we should pray for as we ought:
but the Spirit itself maketh intercession for us with
groanings that cannot be uttered.
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St. Paul is pretty good at putting things in perspective and, in
the passage from his Letter to the Romans, we find two aspects
of our relationship with God that directly relate to our Collect
for today: first, that because of our human frailty, we really
don’t know what to ask for when we pray and second, that

nothing can separate us from the love of God.

How wondertul it is to know that nothing in this world can ever
separate us from God’s love: nothing, not even death, for dying
in Christ only brings us closer to him; just as he is risen, so we
also rise with him.

As long as Christ dwells in us and we in him, we have nothing to

fear.

Despite our shortcomings, human frailties and weaknesses of
body and spirit, we have a Helper in the Holy Spirit. In

Paul’s words:

Likewise the Spirit also helpeth our inﬁrmities:
for we know not what we should pray for as we
ought....

Yet, we should pray. Indeed, prayer is a centerpiece of our
practice of religion; it is an essential part of the conduct of our
personal spiritual life, as well as our corporate worship. It is our
line of communication with God. It is an absolute necessity in

our lives. At the same time, it is also very much misunderstood.
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So, what do we mean by prayer is misunderstood? Well, there
is a simple explanation — the presumption that prayer is
basically all about us telling God what we want or need — then,
of course, there is the broader explanation that examines all the

complexities and mechanics of prayer.

In reality, prayer is a two-way communication between God and
us in which we realize a deeper relationship with God and a
better understanding of not only what we think we want and
need but also in the process establish a spiritual connection with

God that awakens in us his plan for us.

Today’s Collect, when we take a closer look at it, brings this
concept of prayer into better focus, giving us a better idea of just

how instrumental prayer is in our relationship with God.

The Collect is a beautiful prayer dating back to about the 8th
century, the original ending in the 1549 Prayer Book wording
was closer to the Latin: and giving unto us that our prayer
dare not presume to ask — a bit awkward, but the 1662
revision was much smoother and is reflected in our 1928 Book

of Common Prayer.

This collect was also found in an earlier form in the 7th century:

O God of the heavenly powers, who bestowest
more than we desire or deserve; grant, we beseech
thee, that by thy mercy that may be conferred
upon us which we have not the confidence in our
merits to ask.



Now, you may wonder, why such detail and background of

today’s Collect.

Simply because this collect, in its evolution, consistently stresses
three aspects of our relationship to God through prayer:

First, a sense of unworthiness which often deters us from prayer;
Second, that God is always more ready to hear us than we are to pray;

And third, that God, all knowing, is ready, in response to our
prayers, not only to forgive us our sins, but also to pour down
upon us an abundance of mercy far exceeding our imagination.

The Collect, in addressing our sense of unworthiness, certainly
strikes at the core of our humanity in our relationship with God.
We are unworthy, indeed, and we confirm this unworthiness in
many ways, perhaps most notably during each Celebration of the
Eucharist, in the Prayer of Consecration, with the words, and
although we are unworthy, through our manifold sins, to
offer unto thee any sacrifice...

In the Prayer of Humble Access, as we say together, We are not

Wortby so much as to gather up the crumbs under Thy
Table.



And in the Centurion's Prayer which we say just before
coming forward to receive the Communion, Lord, I am not
worthy that Thou shouldest come under my roof, but speak
the word only and my soul shall be healed.

No doubt, we are not worthy; but that sense of unworthiness
should not deter us from our obligation to pray. Indeed, not to
pray is a violation of Spiritual Law, for prayer is a faculty of
our created nature, and the means by which God releases his

power into human life.
Aside from the feeling of unworthiness, why do we not pray?

There are probably dozens of reasons. However, 1 would
venture that all the reasons could be boiled down to these three:

fear, ignorance, and laziness.

Fear! Fear that our prayers will not be answered; fear that we
will pray for the wrong things or wrong reasons; fear that our

prayers might be answered in a way we won't like;

Ignorance! that is, not knowing how to pray, for what to pray, or
when to pray. Granted, we may find it difficult to find the
words to use, but, then it may be that we simply don’t know
what to pray for; we are hindered because we cannot know what
is best for us in the sight of God.



And Laziness. We go to church on Sunday and that takes care of
all the praying for the week, except, of course, when some
momentous occasion arises. Then, perhaps, we are just so tired

in the evenings and too rushed during the day.
Okay. Let’s turn to the question, why should we pray.

Foremost, it is part of our Christian obligation or duty to worship
God and to pray, corporately and privately. Prayer is our way of
keeping in touch with God, our way of telling him our needs, as
we strive to find out his will for us. Granted, he knows our
needs far better than we do, but part of the beauty of God's
relationship with us is his desire for us to communicate to him

what we perceive our needs to be.

As we mature in our spiritual life and develop in our relationship
with God, we come to realize that the object of our prayer life is
to bring us into conformity with his Will. Not my will, but thy
Will be done.

So now, with all that, we come to the real question, what is
prayer? What is your answer? Granted, there are lots of possible

answers but here are a few that should head the list.



® Prayer is communion with God. While we enjoy communion with
God through our corporate worship, but we also need to have
communion on a personal level. That is where private prayer
comes in to play; that is where we find ourselves coming into
a closer communion with God; a two-way communication
where prayer becomes for us a means of conversation with

God as we learn to really listen to him.

® Prayer is a natural desire of the soul. In a sense, all our thoughts
and desires are a kind of prayer, even our attitude toward
God, and by focusing our thoughts and desires on God, we
can realize the power that comes from prayer.

® Prayer is submission of self to the will of God. When the disciples
asked our Lord to teach them to pray, he gave them what we
know as the Lord's Prayer, in which we ask that God's Will

be done on earth just as it is in heaven.

® Prayer is a form of discipline. It is not just something to be done
on occasion, once-in-a-while, or whenever the spirit moves
us; it is something that should be done every day, as when we
rise in the morning and retire in the evening, as well as before
meals. There are many devotional books to assist in the

discipline of prayer.



We can go on and on, but, in the final analysis, prayer is an act
of love. It is our responding to God's reconciling love for us
and participating in a relationship with him as we open our
hearts and minds to him — a relationship based on love in which
we respond to and return the love so freely given to us.

God is ever ready to give us more than we want or deserve; to
pour upon us the abundance of his mercy; to forgive us; to

bestow his blessings upon us regardless of our worthiness.

Here we are today, joining together as members of God's Holy
Church, as members of a Family in Christ, in communion one
with another, and in communion with God, offering not only
praise and thanksgiving, but also intercession and confession.

As social creatures, we come together in corporate worship in
his Church fulfilling God's design for us, obedient to our innate

duty as creatures of God.

We come together confident in the promise of our Lord Jesus
Christ that where two or three are gathered together in his
Name, he will be there also to grant their requests.



