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 Several years ago, I was in a Bible 

Study with a group of mothers of young 

children.  At the end of one of the meetings, 

we were placed into small groups of five or 

six to pray for one another.  We took turns 

going around the circle sharing our 

concerns.  The leader of that small group 

said that we would then go around the circle, 

and each of us would pray for those 

concerns.  I thought that was a brave 

assumption that everyone would be 

comfortable praying out loud in a group, but 

I went with it.  The leader was a wonderful, 

elaborate pray-er and covered all the 

mentioned concerns beautifully.  Next, it 

was my turn, and since I felt she covered 

them all, I prayed for people in general 

terms, in my own way, for God’s presence 

to be known and felt in these trials.  When I 

finished, another woman in the group in a 

very snippy tone said, “You didn’t pray for 

our specific needs.”  I was so taken aback by 

her tone, and her “calling me out” for not 

following the “rules” of that prayer time.   

 I felt that if I just repeated what the 

other woman said, it would not be sincere.  

It would be better if I prayed in my own 

way, with my own words.  The woman’s 

view on prayer was different from mine.  

She came from a very liturgical background, 

so structured prayers were very important to 

her.  I like liturgical prayers too, but there is 

a time for liturgical prayers, and there’s a 

time for personal prayers.  Is one better than 

the other?  Let’s look at that. 

 John Wesley preferred liturgical 

prayers.  He prayed them in worship 

services and even in private.  He often used 

The Book of Common Prayer and felt that if 

we pray the liturgical prayers “day after day 

over the course of our lives, the written 

                                                 
1 Steve Harper, Five Marks of a Methodist, 39. 
2 Ibid. 

prayers become living prayers.”1  Over time, 

the pattern of the written words become 

ingrained in our hearts and minds.  

Liturgical prayers teach us how to stay 

“rooted in scripture and to be open to ideas 

and intercessions that aren’t limited to our 

own experiences.”2   

 I shared with the Sunday School 

class a few weeks ago that when my dad 

was in the early stages of dementia, he came 

out for a visit.  He wanted to go to church 

with us because attending church was 

always important to him.  I wasn’t sure how 

he was going to handle a new place, and I 

wasn’t sure if he would be able to follow 

along in worship because he no longer could  

read.  But, when we said The Lord’s Prayer, 

he recited every word.  Words had lost their 

meaning on paper, but this liturgical prayer 

was still in his heart.  It was a living prayer 

to him. 

 There are times though when we still 

need to express our own personal needs in 

our own words.  These are the spontaneous 

prayers that come from our hearts and are 

inspired by the Holy Spirit.  Sometimes they 

are short; sometimes they are long.  They 

come in the morning or in the middle of the 

night.  When we’re in crisis, and when we’re 

not.  Anne Lamott wrote a book about 

prayer in 2012 that talked about three 

essential prayers that she prays constantly: 

Help, Thanks, and Wow.  She asks for help, 

she thanks God for the help, and she is in 

awe of how God helped her.  These three 

prayers are essential for her in her faith 

journey and come from her heart. 

 It’s not how we pray that is most 

important; it’s the why.  Why do we pray?   

C.S. Lewis wrote: “I pray because I can’t 

help myself.  I pray because I’m helpless. I 
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pray because the need flows out of me all 

the time, waking and sleeping.  It doesn’t 

change God.  It changes me.”3  When we 

think our prayers aren’t making any 

difference, remember that they are making a 

difference in us.   

 We pray because we are seeking to 

be in relationship with God.  Luke 11:9-10 

tells us to “Ask, Seek, and Knock.”  Our 

prayers are the way we knock on the door to 

God.  We knock because we are seeking 

God’s presence, God’s help.  Scripture tells 

us that if we ask, we will receive.  The door 

to God opens when we ask.  That is a truth 

that I experience in my life over and over.  If 

I struggle with something or I’m trying to 

work out a problem or my own belief on a 

theological topic, if I seek God’s help, if I 

pray for answers, if I knock, God opens the 

door to his presence and wisdom.   

 God doesn’t hide behind the door, 

peeking through the peep hole, saying, 

“Nope, don’t know who that is…Not going 

to answer.”  God doesn’t pretend that he 

didn’t hear the knock, he doesn’t ignore the 

doorbell.  We may think God would do 

these things because we do these things 

when we don’t want to be bothered.  God 

wants to be bothered.  God is just waiting on 

the other side of the door for us to knock, for 

us to ask.  He waits eagerly to open the door, 

to be in communion with us.  God wants to 

give us the gift of his presence.  God wants 

to be in two-way communication with us.  

God wants us to pray constantly. 

 We know this because scripture tells 

us that Jesus constantly prayed: “There are 

seventeen references in the Gospels to 

Christ’s active prayer life.”4  In Luke alone, 

Jesus prayed on the mountaintops, he prayed 

in the wilderness, he prayed in the Garden of 

                                                 
3 Quoted in Anne Lamott, Help, Thanks, Wow, 100. 
4 James G.S.S. Thomson, The Praying Christ, Quoted in 

Tell it Slant by Eugene Peterson, 164. 

Gethsemane, he prayed for the disciples, he 

prayed on the way to the cross and on the 

cross.   His last words, according to Luke, 

were a prayer: “Father, into your hands I 

commend my spirit.” Jesus prayed 

constantly.  It is no wonder that when the 

disciples saw Jesus praying one time, they 

asked, “Lord, teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1). 

 The model that Jesus provided, The 

Lord’s Prayer, is very simple compared to 

the long prayers in the Jewish tradition.  

Jesus taught that the style and the length of 

the prayer, how we pray, is not the most 

important thing about prayer.  “There is no 

one-size-fits-all.”5  It’s the why we pray that 

is important, that we are seeking and asking 

to be in communion with God.   

 We never see the disciples pray in 

the Bible, but we know they prayed.  They 

loved Jesus and devoted their lives to 

following him, so we know they were 

seeking to continue their relationship with 

him through prayer.  Perhaps we don’t have 

their prayers because God wanted to give us 

the freedom to pray however we want: 

“Silent prayer is as holy as spoken prayer.  

Praying a prayer from a prayer book is as 

sacred as praying in an unknown tongue.”6   

 Jesus prayed constantly.  The 

disciples prayed constantly.  John Wesley 

prayed constantly.  Steve Harper writes: 

“John Wesley prayed with words and in 

silence.  He prayed alone and with others.  

He prayed when he felt like it and when he 

felt as if his prayers were making no 

difference.  He prayed with the inspiration 

and guidance of the Bible and with the 

instruction of tradition.  He prayed with the 

full range of emotions.”7  Because a 

Methodist prays constantly.  How about 

you?  Do you pray constantly?   

5 Steve Harper, 43. 
6 Ibid., 
7 Steve Harper, 40. 


