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May the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart

be pleasing to God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. AMEN  

We begin today a two part series of sermons on Prayer, 
a topic which is rich and vast; on which much has been written and said 
throughout the history of the Christian faith. And for good reasons: 
Prayer is a key ingredient for the Christian life, 

a gift God grants us 

so that we can stay connected to Him,

so we can develop and nurture a relationship with Him

and so that we can communicate with Him. 
A gift of great value, come to think of it.

There aren't so many people, nor Gods, out there

who are so passionately interested in all the endeavors of the human heart, whether big or small, 

(not unless perhaps you pay them big money! 
And certainly not out of generosity)

So, prayer is a generous gift; yet it is also a task, a discipline of heart and mind, which we ought to learn to do more and better.
Consider for a moment the content and form of your own prayers
on a day to day basis, particularly those you utter in 'emergency' or crisis situations.

Here are a few examples, which come to mind, as I think about my life experience:
During my first few years of living in America, I would faithfully pray that God take away my Italian accent, any time I had to speak publicly (sort of like today). I was very self-conscious about not being understood, and to me that was a legitimate prayer. As you can see (or hear), it is not a prayer God chose to answer! 
As a seminary professor, I often get to guess what my students' prayers may be (and to know which ones have been answered): that I might get sick and miss at least one class during the semester! Or that I may forget to collect an assignment on their due date.
In my ministry as a pastoral counselor, I have been often struck by the energy some of my clients put into praying that God change their husband or wife, their mother-in-law, their children, their noisy neighbor, the obnoxious boss, the corrupt government and so on. In other words, they asked God to change anything or anybody to alleviate their suffering; except, asking God to help them change themselves...
Teaching Sunday school to little ones, I have collected quite a reservoir of memorable petitions, on behalf of hurting dolls, and missing pets, and bullying older brothers, and misbehaving little sisters, as well as extra snow days, to sleep in and miss school.
These are prayers which, in their simplicity, tell us a lot about what we humans do with the gift of prayer, how we use it, and what we usually expect from it: we seek comfort, reassurance, appeasement, correction of our beings, smoothing of our paths. In some ways, our prayers express who we are and where we are on the journey of Faith. The more we reflect on how we relate to our own Prayers, what and who we pray for, when, how and why we pray, the more we realize how we relate to God, and in doing so we - consciously or unconsciously - we assume what may be acceptable or reasonable for God to hear. 

Right prayers? Wrong prayers? Reasonable Prayers? Selfish Prayers? 
Whatever our prayers may sound like and appear to our human ears, the good News is that God's Power of Listening is so Huge, His heart so Compassionate, His Mercy so Abundant that just about any form of prayer is acceptable for Him (confession, thanksgiving, intercession, blessing, lament, bargaining, pleading, begging, accusing). Since our God is relational, any kind of prayer ultimately keeps us connected to Him, in conversation and therefore in communion with Him. In his infinite Goodness, God never turns a deaf ear on us, no matter how narcissistic or infantile the content of our prayers might be. 

BUT: there is a caveat here, which has to do with one precise expectation God has of us, in relation to our praying and to our prayer requests. It is something we humans often find hard to accept and respect; in fact, in our resistance to honoring such expectation, we become lazy in our prayer life, we stray from our faith journey, we cease to grow spiritually, or turn away from God altogether. 

The caveat is given by God in the Scriptures, both through the mouth of the prophets of the Old Testament and in Jesus' own words about prayer in the New Testament. To the best of my understanding, in words that can speak to the limitations of our human hearing, the warning/the caveat that God formulates to us goes something like this: 

"My Child, I love you so much, I am here to hear anything you want to say to me, I will take seriously all your needs and wants and complaints and regrets and confessions and praises and laments, and thanksgiving and pleadings and all that you care to bring to me. BUT, I expect that these prayers come from a sincere and repenting heart, a heart which trusts ME more than you trust yourself, a heart which is willing to surrender to MY WILL, and most of all a heart that longs and is committed to the well being of all that I have created." 

The Jewish people had to learn this hard lesson about God’s expectation, over and over again.  At a certain point they thought God listened only to them, and not to other nations. And suddenly they found themselves astray, in a foreign land, with the tabernacle violated, the temple destroyed, their spirituality and sense of election humiliated.  On the river near Babylon, we read in Psalm 137, they suspended their harps, took a sobering look at their sense of invincibility and power over other nations, and there they sat, and rather than praying, they wept as they remembered Zion. Something about their hearts had made their prayers no longer pleasing to God.
And here came Micah, the prophet of compassion, to explain why their prayers were not heard, their rituals not accepted, their sacrificed hated by God with disgust. It must have been shocking to hear God feel so strongly and so unequivocally upset with them. 

And he was so upset because there was a major disconnect between their prayers and sacrifices and the way they lived.  The Jewish people to whom Micah spoke with anger and compassion had done everything that the Law and the liturgy demanded of them: sacrifice, ritual, fasting, observation of the Sabbath, obedience to the literal form of the Law. And yet, there comes Micah to reveal to them that everything they had done in conformity with the Law had been done out of hypocrisy rather than integrity.  They obeyed only the frivolous trifles of the Law and thought that in performing those duties they had fully been obedient to God.  They had followed the exteriority, or what the apostle Paul will call in the letter to Romans, the Letter of the Law.  However, they completely lost the Spirit of the Law: they forgot to bring a sincere heart to their rituals and sacrifice.  More than that, Micah attacks the foundation of their spiritual works. They thought that by means of performing foolish practices—this is how Micah’ God calls the whole structure of legal demands inherited from the priestly code of Leviticus—they would absolve themselves from their sins and their misdeeds.  
On the contrary, Micah tells them. The more they perform their liturgical practices, the more they turn away from God. More than the liturgical and legal foundations of Jewish practices, Micah attacks the very prayers they recite to indemnify themselves, to absolve themselves from their unjust lives. And then gives them the key to a life, which truly pleases God, and is aligned with His will: to do justice, to love kindness, to walk humbly with their God.
The spirit of Micah’s prophecy is echoed by the message of Jesus in the gospels.  In the New Testament, Jesus reminds us with similar clarity how God feels about the prayers which are filled with empty words; the prayers which do not emerge from a place of integrity; the prayers which are not backed up by the intention and plan to listen and comply with God's will. These are prayers, as we have seen in Micah, that do not connect us to God. Instead, they turn us away from Him precisely by means of our spiritual and liturgical acts. They are the true expression of a desire to stay as far away as possible from God’s will.

In the Gospel of Matthew, we see Jesus upset about his own disciples' inability to pray. That is why he needs to pull them aside, correct their devotional practices, and teach them how to pray with the words that we now call “Our Father.” That strikes me as an odd thing. We know that the disciples were able to perform miracles, to chase away demons, to heal the sick, and to sustain Jesus in his demanding ministry. How come, they did not know how to pray? Could it be that while they knew how to follow and imitate Jesus, something about their own hearts had not been completely transformed, converted, and being turned around? and for this reason, they could not yet fully comprehend and embrace Jesus' basic expectation, that they surrender and submit, like himself, to His Father's will?
No matter how hard we have tried through the centuries to rationalize, to romanticize, to contextualize, to modernize --and all the fancy things we often do to Scriptures in order to escape what may sound like a sour tone --the message of Micah and Jesus continues to confront us, in the evidence of a world, which does not seem to be moving towards wholeness and perfection, toward goodness and rightness, toward harmony and completeness, and ultimately toward justice. In other words, with the ample evidence that GOD's WILL IS NOT BEING DONE on this earth, as it will be done one day in heaven.

The crucial question to ask is: Is it because God is refusing to listen to our prayers? Or rather because our prayers, as well-meaning and good-intentioned as they are, ARE NOT yet flowing from the hearts, minds, and bodies of individuals and communities which are Committed and Ready to Act Justly, to Love Abundantly, to Walk Humbly, and to do and be God's will, on this earth, NOW - and not some day later in heaven? 
If that is the case, how, shall we go about getting these kinds of hearts? How shall we shape them and mold them after God's own compassionate and loving heart?
The simple answer is: prayer. We must begin by asking God to help us in the task. And this we can do through prayer.
"Everything begins with Prayer" writes Mother Teresa of Calcutta. "If you have learned how to pray, then I am not afraid for you. If you know how to pray, then you will love prayer - and if you love to pray, then you will pray more willingly, and your prayer will lead to love, and love will lead you to service."
In my years of teaching Spiritual practices and Mystical traditions, I have learned to think of prayer less as a vessel for perfect words to be communicated and shared, and more as a garden, a place where to cultivate depth, a sacred space where to invite God to meet us every day, and to speak to us in the eloquence of silence. 
The prayer that can truly transform our hearts is the one by which we surrender our wants and desires, and are willing to let the rich silence of God speak to us and address us from within, from the depth of our souls, in the still small voice --which is sometimes deafening and overcoming. It may seem like a weird and abstract way to think of prayer and some of us may be intimidated by new things. Yet, new things we must be willing to try, especially if the old ones are not truly working for us! A very simple, very doable, very manageable little practice - anyone can do:
1) show up - set a time for prayer

2) be quiet - ask God to speak to us in the silence 

3) ask the Spirit of God to pray for us, within us, from us
4) seek out in our daily lives an opportunity to act justly, embrace humility, and share God's mercy and acceptance with anyone who crosses our path.

This is no small feat, my friends. Transformed and transforming hearts have the power of bringing about the Kingdom of God, and that is ultimately what you and I have been commissioned to do. This is a privilege and a responsibility, to be carried out in conversation and communion with God and with one another; indeed, a feat to be handled with the help of prayer.
I would like to close today with the words of Martin Luther King, a man who knew well the privilege and the cost of living out the prayers of his heart: 
Now there is a final reason I think that Jesus says, "Love your enemies." It is this: that love has within it a redemptive power. And there is a power there that eventually transforms individuals. Just keep being friendly to that person. Just keep loving them, and they can’t stand it too long. Oh, they react in many ways in the beginning. They react with guilt feelings, and sometimes they’ll hate you a little more at that transition period, but just keep loving them. And by the power of your love they will break down under the load. That’s love, you see. It is redemptive, and this is why Jesus says love. There’s something about love that builds up and is creative. There is something about hate that tears down and is destructive. So love your enemies. (from "Loving Your Enemies")”
