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The story goes that a pious old man prayed five times day, while 

his neighbor seldom prayed at all.  The pious old man said one day 

in prayer, “Oh God you know that since my youth I have never 

failed to pray, never missed a day, never made a single move in 

life without calling on you.  

How is it that I am still poor while my neighbor is rich?  He drinks, 

he gambles, he consorts with women of questionable character, he 

never prays and yet he is wealthy!  Why does he prosper?  Why do 

you not answer my prayers?”  And God replied.  “Because my son, 

you are a monumental bore!” 

My topic today is prayer, and I’m going to come at it from a 

different angle, from the negative perspective, if you will. Or, to 

put it another way, I want to share, through reflection and story 

five things, I think, prayer is not.  That may help us at one time or 

another discover what prayer is. 

The first is that prayer is not just “saying” prayers.  That means 

that prayer without a context of justice and charity is false.  Jesus 

reserved some his harshest words for people who just said prayers. 

“Beware of the scribes.  These are the ones who swallow up the 

property of widows while making a show of lengthy prayers. 

When you pray do not imitate such hypocrites.”   
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So therefore, prayer is not a matter of saying prayers.  Rather, 

prayer is primarily a lived setting in which our prayers are finally 

said.  

For example, I distinctly remember that a day or two after the 

horrible 9/11 terrorist attack televangelist and part time politician 

Pat Robertson announced to the nation that the ACLU pagans, and 

the abortionist and the feminist and the gays and the lesbians 

helped the terror attack happen. It was their fault – God was 

punishing a sinful nation.  

Meanwhile police men and women. EMT’s and firefighters were 

risking their lives to find the survivors and recover the remains of 

those who were so senselessly injured and killed.  

The next morning two people got up to pray. One was a tired, 

hungry yet determined rescue worker.  The other was the Rev. Pat 

Robertson sitting on the nice, comfortable television set of his 700 

club making a spectacle of himself.  Who just said a prayer and 

who really prayed?   

Prayer is not just saying prayers.  Prayer flows out of and is a part 

of how we live our lives. What we say and what we do to others.  

Again, Jesus was very clear on this.   
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“If you are on your way to church to offer your gift at the altar and 

remember that someone has something against you leave your gift 

at the altar and go be reconciled and then come back and make 

your offering.”  So prayer is not just SAYING prayers.  That’s’ the 

first point.  

Second, prayer, contrary to popular opinion, is not a matter of 

withdrawing from the society around us.  We have a kind of 

heritage of that in our Church.  If we want to pray, or be a genuine 

“pray-er” or be a great man or woman of prayer, then we think we 

need to leave the world behind and go off into the desert for about 

forty or fifty years – that is REALLY prayer.  

And I think the reason for that is because that our idealized image 

of prayer is the monastic life.  And our vision of really praying is 

to do it like the monks of old did who went out into the hinterlands 

and into the monasteries, and spent all day in prayer.  

The historical reality is quite the opposite.  The monks were 

involved in every aspect of life.  In medieval times the monks were 

in the thick of political power – they were at the center of 

economic power.  They were at the heart of education. They were 

the hub of artistic creativity, as the marvelous manuscripts and the 

wonderful stained-glass windows show us.  
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So what I’m saying here is that the reason the monks were such 

good pray-er’s is not because they withdrew from society – on the 

contrary- they were such good prayers, because they were deeply 

ingrained in society.   

And therefore our own ideal of prayer doesn’t fit the historical 

reality.  Prayer is not withdrawing from life, from society, from 

culture.  It is Our Father, our life, our society, our culture, our time 

our place and it is in our community that we can be the best pray-

ers.  

Third, prayer is not causing God to change by our requests and 

petitions.  That’s a hard one to think about.  Our prayer is not 

designed to change God’s mind.  A child lives in the world of 

petitions:  “I want, I need and you provide.”   But for adults prayer 

is rather calling on the presence of God, and opening ourselves to 

that. We are not out to change God’s mind - WE are out to be 

changed.  

A mother of several young children was having a very difficult 

time dealing with one of her sons who was really being treated 

rather badly at school.  She agonized for days over what she might 

do about the problem.  Should she step in?  Or maybe it would be 

best if she kept her hands off and let the kid work it out by himself.  
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She decided on the second option, but the problem haunted her for 

days and she couldn’t sleep. 

Finally, one day she got into her car and she just drove out into the 

country.  She pulled off to the side of the road, and she laid her 

head on the steering wheel and she cried, and she cried, and she 

cried.   

And when she was all cried out, she lifted her head and looked out 

in wonder at the great golden wheat field beside the road where she 

had parked. At first she was overcome by the sheer beauty of the 

scene – the color and the wheat waving and dancing in the wind. 

Then suddenly she realized there was something more to it, and 

she said (and I quote her) “I knew what God was saying to me in 

that wheat field.  And so I dried my eyes and I let its glories pour 

into me.  I began to experience God’s love.  God didn’t send me an 

easy solution to my problem, just the assurance of his knowing and 

caring, and that was enough because I knew that the same love 

would reach down and touch my hurting child. 

So prayer is not a matter of trying to change God’s mind.  Prayer is 

primarily a matter of opening ourselves to a God who’s there 

loving us and caring for us all the time, - we just don’t know it 

sometimes. 
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The fourth thing I would say about prayer is that it is not mostly 

about talking to God.  It reminds me of the story of the little boy 

and his brother who went to visit their grandmother.  As the little 

boy said his prayers before bedtime he was shouting at the top of 

his voice. “Please God, send me a bicycle, a blue one, giving me 

the coolest one in town and on and on.    

And his brother said, “Not so loud for heavens sake, Gods isn’t 

deaf.” 

And he said, “Yeah, I know, but grandma is.” 

Prayer isn’t like that.  Prayer is rather trying to feel – to discern – 

to perceive God’s presence. Otherwise, you get people saying 

things like the man in my first story.  “Well, you know I prayed for 

hours and hours and God didn’t answer me.”  

But as a matter of fact, God has put his answers in history and in 

life and in the world and in the people around us - we just have to 

be attuned to where they are.   

Prayer is not talking to God.  That’s not a good definition.  Prayer 

is listening to and for God. We have to quiet down, and we have to 

be silent, and then we’ll hear what God is saying.  
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Fifth and finally, prayer, contrary to what many think is not an 

exceptional experience – a mystical experience for the elite – for 

the saints of this world.   

Now, some people do, in fact, have mystical experiences but that’s 

not the whole of prayer.  That’s like saying NBA Basketball IS 

sports.  Yes, NBA Basketball is part of sports, but it’s not all 

sports.   

So mystical experiences and exceptional experiences are not prayer 

– if you believe that they are – then you make prayer an experience 

for the few and you come to feel that if you have not been slain by 

the Spirit, or heard voices, or seen visions, then prayer must not be 

for you and you are simply out of luck.   

Prayer is for everyone.  It’s not a “special” thing for some.  

The mother mouse knew that sooner or later she’d have to 

introduce her little mice to the real world, so the day came when 

she announced, “Children, come with me, we’re venturing 

outside.” 

So they all gathered around Mamma Mouse, and they poked their 

little mouse heads out the little mouse hole and walked outside.  

And low and behold, right there in front of them was a big black 

sleeping cat.   
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Mamma Mouse’s heart was beating profusely, but she decided 

these kids had to learn about life sooner or later, so she tiptoed 

with her brood around the sleeping cat.   

Suddenly the cat opened one eye and raised his paw.   Mamma 

Mouse arched her back, let out two great big barks, and the cat 

went scampering out of the room as fast as his legs could take him.   

She turned to her little mouse children and said, “Children, I want 

you to know that when you get into a tight spot, it always helps to 

know a second language.” 

Well, that is what I am attempting to say here – people feel that 

prayer is a second language for the clever, for the holy, for the few 

who have actually studied prayer as a second language.   

But my contention is that prayer is not an exceptional experience 

for the clever, for the holy, for the few – prayer is an ordinary 

experience for the likes of you and me.  

And that about sums up my thoughts on prayer for now: 

I hope I did not insult anyone by stating that: 

Prayer is not just saying prayers – its living a prayer - living a life 

of justice, charity and love.  
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Prayer is not withdrawing from the world.  It’s includes all the 

things that make up your life and mine. 

Prayer is not trying to change God’s mind.  Rather, prayer causes 

us to change. 

Prayer is not talking to God, but listening – trying to listen to 

God’s voice wherever life leads us. 

And prayer is not an exceptional experience for the few - it is for 

all of us. Boy and girl, woman and man, young and old, big and 

small.  

So…hopefully these five points that I have shared with you today 

clears up some of the ground for what prayer is not. And knowing 

what it is not, we may all be ready for the glory and the wonder - 

the beauty and the splendor of what prayer really is.             


