
 
  
  
 Those of us of a certain age will remember a bit that comedian Flip Wilson used to 
do, getting up from his chair and announcing on his way out of the room, “I’m about to 
pray. Anyone need anything?” 
 
 As with all good comedy, it is funny because of the bit of truth it contains. Many of 
us, when we think of prayer, tend to think of it as a transaction of sorts. I need something 
– a good grade on a test, a benign diagnosis, relief from pain, a new job, clarity about a 
decision, for this pandemic to end – and God has the power and can in providential 
sovereignty, give me what I need. So, prayer is asking God to give it to me.  
 
 There’s nothing wrong with this kind of prayer. These intercessions rise to God 
from people who believe rightly that God is generous and loving and that God longs to 
give good gifts. And yet, if our life of prayer remains at that level, with us telling God 
what we need and then determining prayer’s efficacy based on whether or not we get it, 
then we miss the wonder, the adventure even, of the kind of prayer that Jesus taught us to 
pray. 
 
 It is a wonder and adventure rooted in our baptismal identity as beloved children of 
God. Rowan Williams says growing in prayer is allowing Jesus’ prayer to happen in us, 
the prayer of “Abba, Father!” Abba is the most intimate word that could be used for that 
relationship, like saying, “Papa.” That intimacy is, according to Williams, the heart of 
true prayer. It reveals that Jesus talked to God in a new way, not as a remote deity far off 
and untouchable, but as near as our next breath. And so Jesus says to pray, “Our 
Father…” 
 
 When we pray this way, we do not so much put ourselves in the presence of God 
as we put ourselves in the place of Jesus. We use the term “Father” because that is what 
Jesus used, but it seems less about gender than it does relationship. We could as easily 
pray, “Our Mother,” or “Our Friend.” My professor at Vanderbilt, the late Sallie 
McFague, taught us that Jesus modeled a relationship to God as “Mother, Lover, and 
Friend,” and that these and so many more do not diminish the word “Father,” but give it 
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even more power as we locate ourselves in the place of Christ, who spoke to God with a 
shocking intimacy that he invites from us. 
 
 One year I walked into the Spirituality Center that we have each Lent here at FPC, 
and found a young child with her mom in the space. The child was at the fountain, where 
she was putting a rock she had selected, letting it get wet. She kept saying to her mother 
that she was baptizing the rock because God loves everything, God loves this rock, and 
so the rock should be baptized. The child was engaged in prayer, remembering that 
baptism is all about God’s love and claiming that love for a rock, for herself. It is the 
fount of all prayer, the fount of Jesus’ prayer in us, “Our Father…” 
 
 Once we are in that intimate space, our words begin to fade, and Christ’s words in 
us emerge. We listen more than speak. We allow spaces of silence to deepen our sense of 
oneness with God, and the next part of the prayer becomes our longing, that God’s 
kingdom, God’s realm, God’s way, may come and create here what resides already in the 
heart of God. “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” 
Williams puts it like this: “Bathed in the light of that relationship, we catch a vision of a 
world transparent to God…may what God wants shine through in this world and shape 
the kind of world it is going to be.” 
 
 This is the prayer Christ prays in the garden, “Not my will, but thy will be done,” 
uttered as sweat fell like drops of blood on the ground. 
 
 Surely our resilience is bound up with this way of praying, where our will gives 
way to God’s, where our often selfish “ideals and hopes are gradually aligned with God’s 
eternal action.”  
 
 We are living in a time of great disruption. The coronavirus has caused us to adjust 
the way we live. We have watched in dismay as deaths now exceed 150,000 people, and 
many of us know people who have died and others who have been horribly ill. While this 
has happened, we were once again reminded of the ongoing racial work that remains to 
be done as the nation erupted in protest over the killing of George Floyd. These twin 
crises have revealed the fractures in our society between right and left, leaving us all to 
often at one another’s throats, less interested in listening than in making our points. So 
much of this year has felt like a reckoning, a collective Garden of Gethsemane. 
 
 Perhaps what is most needed is for us to pray as Jesus taught us, which is to say to 
place our ego and will to the side, to go deeper into our baptismal identity, to allow Jesus 
to pray in us, to say, “not my will, but your will be done, O God,” even if that means my 
world is turned upside down, even if all my securities are shaken, even if my 



vulnerabilities are exposed, because I trust that your will is the way of love and the way 
of justice and the hope of the world. 
 
 Let us pray that the world will be sustained with daily bread, let us pray that God’s 
mercy will prevail, let us pray that forgiveness and reconciliation will happen between us 
all, that we will know ourselves as one people, forgiven sinners, beloved children of God. 
When we allow Jesus to pray in us, our prayers may well be the healing balm we all so 
desperately seek.  
 
 Lord, teach us to pray, every day, every hour, for the sake of the world, to your 
glory alone. Amen. 
 
 


