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I am asking on their behalf; I am not asking on behalf of the world, but on behalf of those whom you 
gave me, because they are yours.  

Prayer - we all do it at some stage. We do it sometimes deliberately and carefully, other times it just 
seems to pop out. We all want to do it, after all, it is one of the true marks of being a good Christian. 
Jesus prayer, and we should pray. We want to do it, and we want to do it properly, whatever that might 
mean. 

But in our praying both private and public we tend to make a number of assumptions, about the pur-
pose of prayer, about the nature of God and about what happens with us. 

Let me put the question this way. Is prayer about what happens in God when we pray, or what happens 
in us when we pray? Is it about how we move God or how we are moved? 

As we explore this question, I want to be clear about where I am coming from. The language of prayer 
at its deepest is language not of the mind or the heart but of the soul. It is better likened to poetry. Its 
concern is not with exact description like that of much that is written, its concern is with reality itself 
and with the power to evoke our spiritual resources.  

Under the strain of difficult conditions, or in severe loss or bereavement, or when emotionally moved by 
a scene of natural beauty, there is something within us that cries out for expression. This is natural to us. 
This is the beginning of prayer. And then prayer carries on where other words and thoughts finish; it 
has to do with what is least known and yet most deeply felt. 

In these moments we have found God, or the sacred, in the midst of ordinary life and in the natural 
world. And we understand we have come upon something more than ourselves, something in which we 
‘live and move and have our being’ and which in various ways, calls us and the world, on the edge of 
time, to move beyond our present states of existence. So prayer is vitally important to our soul-being if 
we are acknowledge this aspect of our living. That is why it seems important to do prayer properly. 

However we have also inherited an understanding and language of prayer from the time when kings 
and queens ruled the earth. As people made supplication, obeisance and offerings to these authorities, 
prayer became an identical ritual. Now, though, this leaves us with an unworkable picture of God: a 
God who is moved by popularity, is indiscriminate, and often appears impotent or immoral. For a God 
who allows thousands of innocent children to suffer despite their prayers and cries for help, and yet 
helps me find my car keys or a parking space in the city, or “steers” me to a shop to buy something I've 
been wanting all year, because of my prayer, to my mind, is a capricious and mindless deity at best. 

It is part of the idea that prayer is speaking to God, not unlike a celestial answer-phone. We stack up 
our requests and God will get round to them in God’s good time, not unlike the slightly mocking “God 
give me patience and give it to me now!” Or that all we have to do in return is listen to the divine mo-
bile and God will whisper in our soul’s ear what we are to do next. Neither of these ideas advance our 
thinking about prayer beyond manipulating God to do something for us, or for those we pray for. 

Today’s gospel story from John, is a very small part of the tradition which was circulating about Jesus’ 
prayers or prayer life. The tone of this rather long-winded prayer is very personal. Jesus addresses God as 
someone whom he knows very intimately indeed, and as someone whom he trusts implicitly. And in 



this prayer John has Jesus weaving together the past, the present, and the future, into a kind of timeless-
ness which he suggests is available for all. 

Yet this particular prayer is very different from the ‘Lord’s Prayer’ or ‘Our Father’ . That is made up of a 
number of short petitions, but this, this is much more of a conversation with God. It is a conversation 
that has deep implications for Jesus, and for anyone who follows this pattern. Here the words of the 
Danish philosopher and mystic Søren Kierkegaard seem to point the way when he wrote: “"The func-
tion of prayer is not to influence God, but rather to change the nature of the one who prays."  

This is what Jesus is doing, preparing his disciples, his friends for the trials about to happen, and he  
does this with the language of prayer. It is similar to Helder Camara, a Roman Catholic bishop in 
Brazil who has inspired many around the world. He died over 15 years ago, but his work of solidarity 
on behalf of the poor and exploited, still influences the church there and will long be remembered. He 
wrote some words on prayer to the people of his diocese at a time when they were enduring horrific 
suffering, where he said that prayer was “putting our ear to the ground in order to hear the Divine 
voice... to recognise that God always is by our side, even when in our agony we are silenced and unable 
to think at all.” He went on: “Put your ear to the ground and listen, hurried, worried footsteps, bitter-
ness, rebellion. Hope hasn’t yet begun. Listen again. Put out your feelers. The Lord is there.” 

Peter Millar, from the Iona Community, that Church of Scotland prayer-driven community, offers this 
perspective on Camara’s prayer: “Is this not the essence of prayer – to see the One who is always near, 
and who is constantly inviting us, in gentle compassion, to come back to our inheritance as a human 
being made in the divine image?”  

So, when we pray, why do we put the ball in God’s court? Take this grace for example - “For what we 
are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful” Either we are thankful or we are not. We 
have free choice. Let’s use it. Prayer properly understood helps us, transforms us, galvanises us, awakens 
us. It is a very powerful thing, but not for how it moves God, but for how it moves you and me.  

That’s why I pray. It enables me to focus, see possibilities, envision solutions, and then act. Prayer and 
action are not supposed to be two ideas that sometimes complement each other; they need to be one 
and the same thing. Prayer without action is wishful thinking, daydreaming, a passive expectation that 
someone else or something else will achieve my desire. 

Prayer ‘works’, not because of a so-called all powerful, supernatural being who just happens to be listen-
ing, waiting for our orders. It ‘works’ because our lives and our world are made open to new and creative 
re-imagined possibilities. Prayer ‘works’ by the re-creation that happens in the one who prays. Prayer 
‘works’ on our souls, calming us enough to hear our own wisdom, to change habits and habitual re-
sponses, to help us adjust to and find good in all that we can not change, and to see the light of Christ 
in each person, in our lives, no matter how difficult they are. 

Now, all this has been words on prayer. But words on prayer should also share in a prayer. Powell Davies 
writing in 1956 penned just such a prayer: a short prayer on prayer: 'Help us, O God, lest we make our 
prayers a substitute for what we should do with our lives; what our prayers begin, may our lives contin-
ue'. 

Religion, with wisdom gleaned from centuries of experience, tells us that qualities of heart and soul, 
rather than physical blessings, should be a major concern in our prayer life; that we should pray not for 
more of the good things of life, but for more awareness of life; not for more recognition and love from 
those around us, but for more capacity to give love and recognition. These are the things which are truly 
worth praying for, and they are all within the range of possibility for everyone of us. 

The Word of Jesus is among us.   Hear that Word.


