
 
  
  
 We really need to pray for our President…and for the Speaker of the House…and 
the Senate Majority Leader…and our Governor…the Prime Minister of Britain…your 
friends…your enemies…You get the idea, right? 
 
 But there’s more. I know that there are some in this room, for example, who are all 
too happy to pray prayers of intercession for the President, that God would intercede him 
right on out of the White House; and I know there are still others in here who just as 
fervently pray the same for the Speaker of the House to become the minority leader once 
again. Paul also writes to a young church that is living in a time of sharp divisions – 
political, economic, and religious. Even so, he calls on the church to pray all kinds of 
prayers for all people, including prayers of thanksgiving. 
 
 These prayers are for everyone, but Paul names one group: kings and all who are in 
high positions. It is not likely that Paul or the church he tried to lead were all of one mind 
about how to handle the government, but in this letter written in part as a way of 
encouraging a young pastor named Timothy in how to lead the church he pastors, Paul 
urges that the posture of the church begin in prayer – prayers for all, all kinds of prayer. 
 
 To what end? Why are they admonished to pray for all? So that we may “lead a 
quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and dignity.” But it is not just so that the church 
will be left alone. No, it is for God’s purposes of saving everyone. A church that is able 
to be a light of God’s love to the world is a church that prays for all and engages the 
world around it with a quiet dignity. 
 
 I was at a gathering in the aftermath of an election years ago. It was an election in 
which I was disappointed in the outcome, and the people in this worship gathering were 
all disappointed in the outcome. The worship leader, aware of his audience, called us to 
prayer. The prayer was a long discourse beseeching God to right this incredible electoral 
wrong, to usher back into power a more righteous person, to enact justice out of this 
injustice, and so on. It was everything but a prayer for this newly-elected official – it was 
a prayer about this official to be sure, but not for him.  
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 I understand that there is sometimes a need for prayers of lament and calls for 
justice, but in this setting, it felt as though everyone present was of the same mind, and 
that mind was not inclined to pray for someone we did not like. 
 
 Paul suggests that the church has a higher calling than the kind of partisan politics 
on display in that space on that day. The church is a communion of prayer, living quiet 
and peaceable lives in godliness and dignity. It is a place where prayers are made to the 
sovereign God that God’s will of salvation might come to pass among all. All.   
 

Such prayers emerge from a people who understand themselves in a particular 
way, who understand that God holds the world in providential love, and that we do not 
know much about the mysteries of God, but we do know that when we engage in love 
with the world around us, we are close to God’s beating heart. Frederick Buechner writes, 
“The power that is in Jesus, and before which all other powers on earth and in heaven 
give way, the power that holds all things in existence from the sparrow's eye to the 
farthest star, is above all else a loving power. That means we are loved even in our 
lostness." 

 
All other powers in heaven and on earth give way to the power of God in Jesus 

Christ, which is the power of love, which gave itself for all of us. All. When we pray, we 
are calling upon that power, in that spirit, and therefore hate and partisan division can 
have no place in such prayers.  

 
Note that this is quite different from passivity. We know that Paul was not passive, 

that he had a point of view and was unrelenting in advocating for it. Paul doesn’t call for 
a kind of squishy moderation that never risks engagement. Rather, he calls for a firm and 
unmovable stand in the place of love, which is always a place of vulnerable being with 
others who may not think or look like us for the sake of calling us all to openness to the 
grace of God for the world.  

 
The same man, Martin Luther King, Jr., said “I have decided to stick with love. 

Hate is too great a burden to bear,” and also said, “If a person has not discovered 
something they will die for, they aren’t fit to live.” That is what radical love looks like, a 
deep commitment to love for which we are willing to give all.” 

 
So, no, Paul is not calling us to pretend like there are no differences. But he is 

calling us to live peaceably and with dignity and prayerfully in the midst of differences 
and to submit all our differences to the test of love.  

 



Prayer is not a passive exercise. It is throwing ourselves boldly into the arms of 
love, even and especially in those moments when we are at the end of our own efforts. It 
is David wailing at the loss of his son; it is Jesus crying out to God, drops of blood falling 
like sweat from his brow. It is Elijah straining to hear the still small voice; it is the 
disciples gathered behind locked doors in fear after Jesus’ death. Prayer is not passive. It 
dares to imagine that God can take our words and tears and sighs and absorb them into 
God’s providential love, where in the mystery of grace a way emerges out of no way.  

 
I remember being in a worship service at Beth-el Farmworker Ministries and Beth-

el Presbyterian Church in the Tampa, Florida area among people who work in the hot 
Florida fields every day for pennies on the dollar. They are often abused, many of them 
living in hot trailers without air conditioning and paying lots of money in rent to the 
landowners. If ever there was a group that had every right to be angry, to go home at 
night and disengage, it was this group. But instead, they came to worship, lifting hands 
and voices in authentic worship filled with the love of God not just for themselves, but 
for all, including those who oppressed them. It was warm and life-giving and dignified. 

 
And it was a source of power and strength. From this house of worship emerged 

initiatives to engage with the community, to lift up the plight of the farm workers, to 
lobby the legislature, to demand justice. The one did not preclude the other. They were a 
living example of the possibilities of loving and engaging, of extending mercy and crying 
for justice.  

 
We pray, all of us, because we know that God is still at work. We pray, knowing 

that God speaks through our prayers and leads us into truth. We pray because we do not 
yet see perfectly. Even Paul, in the very next verses in this text, says he permits no 
woman to teach or have authority over a man, instructing her to keep silent, because 
Adam was formed first, and then Eve. You may have caught that at the end of our 
reading, where Paul says in every place the men should pray. He meant that, literally.  

 
And even though there are many churches today who still hold to that teaching, our 

denomination years ago believed the weight of other scriptural texts, along with our 
growing awareness – formed through prayer – that God also calls women to lift their 
voices as elders and ministers, called us to ordain women.  

 
This is one of many examples of times when the church, through prayer and 

discernment, changed the ways it lived out its witness in the world, taking seriously 
Paul’s insight that God is the God of all, desires to save all, and loves all equally. 

 



Which brings us to this Sunday, in this place, this house of prayer. Today we are 
celebrating twenty-five years in this sanctuary on this property. First Presbyterian 
Church, in September of 1994, crossed the Jordan – I mean the Harpeth – from 
downtown Franklin to at the time a rather isolated green space with a pristine view of 
Roper’s Knob, and one neighbor in a large white farmhouse across the street.  

 
Twenty-five years ago, this house of prayer became occupied by praying 

Presbyterians – women and men, young and old, Democratic and Republican, gay and 
straight, full-throated affirmers of the Apostle’s Creed and those that have some 
questions but keep coming. Seminary professors have stood in this pulpit and mission co-
workers, a female Jewish professor of New Testament and a priest who started a 
homeless ministry, a Muslim imam gave us an interfaith award here and a Presbyterian 
historian put us in touch with the Reformation.  

 
In those twenty-five years, much has changed about our community. Fewer and 

fewer church sanctuaries look like ours, fewer pastors wear robes, fewer pipe organs 
play…we have become odder and odder, less the majority and more the minority.  

 
I was asked to do a service not long ago, and I inquired about the dress for 

worship. The pastor responded, “Oh, we want you to be comfortable.” I brought my robe. 
When he saw it, he said, “I told you to wear something comfortable.” I said, “I’m 
Presbyterian. This is comfortable.” 

 
Twenty-five years of lifting this unique, often odd-looking, just a little out of step, 

Reformed witness in Williamson County. Twenty-five years of prayer in this place that 
dares to imagine God is bigger than we are, that God’s love and grace is magnificent and 
mysterious and therefore calls us to be bold and humble, to lead lives of peaceableness 
and dignity before God, to pray and welcome all. All. Twenty-five years. We are just 
getting started.  

 
So, let’s raise a glass, eat some cake, pray some prayers for everyone, lean into the 

radical love of God still moving in the world through the living Christ, and step into 
God’s future for us in peace and with boldness, to the glory of God. Amen. 


