
 
  
  
 What does it take to become a great-souled person, or, as Jesus says, to live by the 
light of the kingdom of God? Practice, practice, practice. 
 

When George Marshall went to VMI, he was going to a place with an ethos that 
said great individuals “were made, not born, and that they are made through training. 
Change happens from the outside in. It is through the exercise of a drill that a person 
becomes self-regulating. It is through the expression of a courtesy that a person becomes 
polite. It is through the resistance to fear that a person develops courage…The act 
precedes the virtue.”1 Marshall, who would become one of the great generals of World 
War II, was soaked in this ethos. 
 
 The late Presbyterian theologian Shirley Guthrie, being a solidly Reformed thinker, 
acknowledged that human beings cannot control or manipulate the grace of God. Grace is 
freely given, unearned, completely bestowed. But, Guthrie said, you can put yourself in 
the place where grace has been known to show up.  
 
 In today’s text, Jesus is coming to the end of the Sermon on the Mount. It is a 
sermon that in many ways is about practicing the kingdom of God. Jesus urges his 
followers to live by the light of the kingdom – to practice forgiveness until we become a 
forgiving people, to practice peace until we become a peaceful people, to practice prayer 
until we become a prayerful people. We do this in community, as a community. We come 
here, to this place, Sunday after Sunday, a place where grace has been known to happen, 
where we strive, however imperfectly, to practice walking in the light. 
 
 Practicing is not always fun. Ask many elite athletes, and they will tell you that the 
difference between elite and everybody else is ten thousand hours. Ten thousand hours of 
practice, drilling, repetition. Neurologist Daniel Leviton says, “In study after study, of 
composers, basketball players, fiction writers, ice skaters, concert pianists, master 
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criminals, and what have you, this number, 10,000 hours, comes up time and time 
again.”2 
 

Developing a deepened spiritual life, living by the light of the kingdom, becoming 
an authentic human being, becoming great-souled, involves practice as well. In this 
practice is the path that leads to life, authentic life. And, Jesus says, it is narrow. 
 
 For my fiftieth birthday, my mom gave me a Fitbit. For those who may not know, 
the Fitbit is a device you wear like a watch, it syncs up to an App on your smartphone, 
and it keeps track of how many steps you take in a given day, your heartrate, even your 
sleep at night. It was one of those gifts that, when you receive it, you wonder if there’s 
some hidden message (“Look honey, it’s our 30th anniversary. I got you a treadmill and a 
diet book).  
 
 You are apparently supposed to get at least 250 steps an hour, nine hours out of the 
day. At ten till the hour, if you have not gotten the requisite steps, it buzzes and you look 
down to find a message: “Let’s move!” “Come on, you can do it, only 123 more to go!” 
“Take me for a walk!” “Wanna stroll?” It was kind of cute…at first. Then it became 
annoying, because, given my nature, if the thing says walk, I feel like it’s a challenge and 
I’m up for it. I get up, go outside, or if it is 120 degrees, to the sanctuary, and walk. When 
I get to the 250, it buzzes again, saying things like: “Way to go!” “You owned it!” 
“Mission accomplished!” And I return to the office and eat a bag of chips. 
 
 By now, it’s gotten to the place where I was sitting at home in my recliner, and it 
buzzed and said, I kid you not, “Feed me 205 steps,” and I said, out loud, “I’m about to 
feed you to the garbage disposal.” That’s when Kim said, “You know you can just go into 
settings and turn that feature off.” She showed me how. 
 
 But I haven’t turned it off. Here’s why. I need to practice. I need to become the 
type of person who moves 250 steps every hour, and the only way I’m going to be that 
person is to move 250 steps every hour on the hour, develop the rhythm of a person who 
moves. And I need help to do that.  
 
 Jesus knows his followers are going to need help cultivating these practices, so he 
turns the sermon toward the source of that help, the spring of the Christian life – prayer.  
 
 “Ask, and it shall be given to you. Seek, and you shall find. Knock, and the door 
shall be opened to you.” Ask, seek, knock – the steady beats of a drum, drumming out the 
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rhythms of a Christian life. Ask, seek, knock…The practices of being in the presence of 
God do not bend God to our will, but bend us into God’s will, into the shape of a people 
living by the light of the kingdom.  
 
 I appreciate Tom Long’s reflections on these three phrases, which he says outline 
three attitudes we bring to the practice of communion with God, to the practice of prayer. 
“Sometimes,” he says, “we know what we need – or, at least, we think we know – and we 
name our needs to God in prayer.” We ask. We need not try to hide this need. We need 
not try to figure out if it is something we should or should not be asking for. We simply 
pray the need, we lay our hearts out before God, trusting that God knows what we need 
before we even say a word. 
 
 Long says that “on other occasions our praying is not nearly so focused or direct. 
We simply reach out to God, thoughts tumbling out randomly, our prayer words sighing 
and seeking a center.” We search, we seek, with prayer being a “movement toward 
discovery.” I have a friend who was in college preparing to go into one vocation, but still 
struggling with his direction, and at a young adult retreat at NaCoMe, was praying by the 
creek. He said, “When I got up from the prayer time, I knew as surely as I knew my name 
that I was going to change my major.” Prayer as movement toward discovery; seek, and 
you will find. 
 
 And on other occasions, Long says, “Prayer assumes a desperate voice, a cry for 
help, a shout of rage and pain. We knock, beggars rapping urgently on the doorway of 
God’s mercy.” It is not unlike Paul’s reflection that when we do not know how to pray, 
the Spirit intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words. This wordless knocking, 
crying, pleading…this is prayer as well, this is communion with God too.  
 
 What Jesus is pushing us toward here at the conclusion of this great sermon is the 
practice of prayer – bold prayer, vulnerable prayer, authentic prayer. After all, we are not 
praying to some vindictive God who wants bad things for us. We, even though we are not 
God, would not exchange a stone for bread or a snake for a fish. How much more will 
God, who loves us with a love beyond all telling, care for us? We are not in control 
anyway. The content or form of our prayers will not manipulate God. But they may well 
change us, as we commune with the one who calls us beloved. As Long says, we pray 
“like a child curled up in the lap of a parent, pouring out fears, dreams, desires, needs, 
and wishes.”3 
 

                                                           
3 Thomas G. Long, Matthew: Westminster Bible Companion, pp. 79-80. 



 Jesus says to us, if you want to become a praying people, then pray. Practice. Ask, 
seek, knock. 
 
 I have been blessed many times by the words of poet Mary Oliver in a poem 
entitled, “Prayer:” 
 
 It doesn’t have to be 
 the blue iris, it could be 
 weeds in a vacant lot, or a few 
 small stones; just 
 pay attention, then patch 
 
 a few words together and don’t try 
 to make them elaborate, this isn’t 
 a contest but the doorway 
 
 into thanks, and a silence in which 
 another voice may speak. 
 
 Cultivating the practice of prayer ushers us into gratitude, and gratitude opens out 
into a silence, a communion with God, and lives that bear fruit – joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, generosity. Cultivating the practice of prayer, doing the will of the Father, is 
not in the end so we can get God to do what we want God to do, but so that we can be in 
relationship with God, so that we can know Christ and Christ know us.  
 
 Practicing the kingdom is like building your house on a rock, Jesus says. You build 
an inner house strong enough, so that when the winds blow, the house will stand.  
 
 I’ve been thinking a lot this week about the time I spent on Sabbatical at Holy 
Cross monastery in upstate New York, particularly the daily prayers. Five times a day, 
we walked to the chapel at the tolling of the bell. And there, each day, with words and 
silence, bread and wine, chanting the psalms and sitting in silence for twenty minutes. 
Day after day, we practiced. Some days, it was uncomfortable, irritating even. Some days 
it was boring. Sometimes I didn’t understand what was happening. But in the doing of it, 
no matter how I felt, I sensed I was being formed, being built.  
 
 One day a woman came in and sat next to me on the pew. She was a guest on 
retreat she said. She had always come once a year, but since a diagnosis which had 
frightened her, she comes now, from Michigan, three times a year, to pray. Not long after 
the brothers came in, including one who was on oxygen, and rolled his tank in to take his 



place up front. Throughout every service, you could hear his oxygen tank, pumping air. I 
admit I found it a little distracting. But as the service began, the woman leaned over and 
said, “When I hear the sound of Brother ____ oxygen, I know I’m home.” 
 
 Here is a wise woman, practicing, building, like the rhythm of breath – 
ask…seek…knock…ask…seek…knock…When the winds come, as they did, she stands.  
 
 May we each find a way this week to practice, practice, practice. Amen. 


