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BISHOP’S DREAM: Changing lives – transforming communities

GUIDING PRINCIPLE 1:  Prayer is essential for our common life
The Bishop’s Dream

Leaflet:.  Guiding principles and strategies to realise the dream.

9 guidelines.  Will take one each week for the next 9 weeks, and explore it in relation to our parish. When Jay & I get back from our trip, visioning day for those interested.

Articulate our own dream, and how to get there.

First guideline:  Prayer is essential to our common life.

It’s not possible to cover the whole subject of prayer in a Sunday morning sermon, so today, I just want to look at one type of prayer, and that is intercession.  

Prayer is the secret weapon of the Kingdom of God. Did you know that? Author Ronald Dunn says it is a missile that can be fired towards any spot on earth, travel undetected at the speed of thought, and hit its target every time.

There was returned missionary who was visiting his home Church. During the service he was relating a story of God’s powerful intervention while he was on the Mission field.  One of this missionary’s tasks was to cycle to the nearest village once a month to pick up medical supplies.  It was a two day trip, so he would cycle all day, collect his supplies, and then make camp just outside the village for the night before returning home the next morning. He spoke of a particular date some months earlier, when he had been accosted in the village by a number of youths who demanded money from him.  When he refused, the youths had slunk away, mumbling amongst themselves.  The missionary made camp as usual that night, just outside the village, and returned home without further incident.

The next month, on his usual trip to collect supplies, the missionary was accosted by one of the same youths.  This time, the lad wanted to know who the armed men were who had surrounded the missionary’s camp, the previous time he had visited the village. He confessed that he and his friends had planned to ambush the missionary while he was asleep, kill him, and steal the supplies. The missionary was totally taken aback.  “There were no men with me,” he said to the youth.  “I traveled alone.”  But the young man insisted that there had been 20 armed men surrounding the camp.  He had counted them, and he and his friends had returned to the village in fear, abandoning their plan.

At this point in the service a man in the congregation could contain himself no longer.  He leapt to his feet (He couldn’t possibly have been an Anglican!) and excusing his interruption, spoke excitedly to the gathering.  He named the same date the missionary had quoted, and went on to explain that on that morning, he had been on the golf course when the Holy Spirit had powerfully impressed on him the need to pray for this missionary.  The impression had been so strong, so urgent, that he couldn’t continue his golf game.  He went home, rang around as many people in the congregation as he could, and asked them to join him in the church to pray for the missionary.   He paused, looked at the missionary – then at the congregation – and in an awed voice, asked all those who had responded to the call to prayer that day to stand.

The missionary held his breath as he silently counted the people who stood.  There were 20 of them!

So many of God’s people sadly underestimate the power of their prayers! 

In the Lord’s prayer we pray:

Your Kingdom come,

Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven”

After an acknowledgement of the power and holiness of God, very first petition in the Lord’s prayer is a request that His Kingdom come, and that His will be done here on earth, as it is done in Heaven. 

Jesus has told us to ask for this.  It stands to reason, that if he has told us to pray for this, it’s because he wants it to happen. He wants his kingdom to come.  He wants his will to be done on earth. It also stands to reason that if Jesus asked us to PRAY this, instead of just waiting for it to happen, that somehow, the part that our prayer plays is important.  

We are in partnership with God….

God is quite capable of bringing in His kingdom, and executing His will WITHOUT our help or involvement. He is God after all. BUT, he has chosen to work through the prayers of his people to bring about his will.  We are actually in PARTNERSHIP with God, as we pray.

Sadly, I suspect that many of God’s people pray out of a sense of duty, or desperation, rather than a realisation that their prayers actually have the power to move heaven and earth.

John Wesley said, “God does nothing on Earth, save in answer to our prayers”.

We’re told in James, that the prayers of a righteous person (that is – a person who has been forgiven and cleansed by Jesus) are powerful and effective - that our prayers actually move the hand of God.   When things happen in response to our prayers, it is not merely coincidence.  It is God working with us, through our prayers, to bring about his purposes.
When God first created people, he gave us the job of looking after the earth; of making executive decisions on his behalf.  But then Satan entered the picture, and tempted Adam & Eve away from God.  When Adam rebelled against God, he handed over the authority God had given him to the evil one – and the fallen world we live in is the result.  However, when Christ came, died on the cross for our sins, and rose from the dead, Satan was defeated. 

Our task in prayer

Our task now, through the power of the Holy Spirit who lives within us, is to enforce the victory that Christ has won for us on the cross. To take back the ground, if you like. 

Though Satan has been defeated, it’s as if we were still in the “mopping up” operation.  Nicky Gumbel describes the age in which we live as being similar to the period between D-Day in the second world war, when victory was officially won, and VE day (which stands for Victory in Europe) – which was when that victory was fully realised and all the fighting stopped.  During the period in between, there were still skirmishes. Casualties were still inflicted, and lives were still lost, even though the outcome of the war had been determined.  That is where we are in terms of the Kingdom of God.  Satan has been defeated.  The outcome is determined, but we’re still on a battleground. We’re still in the process of enforcing the victory.

This is what it means to hasten the coming of God’s kingdom and to bring about His will on earth, and it is something we do in partnership with God himself.

So it is that, we pray in the Lord’s prayer,

Your Kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.

How then, do we pray?

In practical terms then, how can we co-operate with God in prayer, and help to bring about his kingdom and his will on earth?  How do we pray?  What do we pray?  When it comes to prayer I think that sometimes we can feel a little inadequate…

A young soldier who was fighting in Italy during World War II jumped into a foxhole just ahead of some bullets. He immediately tried to deepen the hole for more protection and was frantically scraping away the dirt with his hands. He unearthed something metal and found it was a silver crucifix. A moment later another leaping figure landed beside him as the shells screamed overhead. When the soldier got a chance to look, he saw that his new companion was an army chaplain. Holding out the crucifix, the soldier gasped, "Am I glad to see you! How do you work this thing?"

So how do we pray?  If you’ve ever asked that question – remember you’re not the first disciple to do so. 
By co-operating with the Holy Spirit

Without doubt, the greatest single key to effective and powerful prayer, comes from learning to co-operate with the Holy Spirit.  

Jesus called the Holy Spirit our “helper”.  The actual Greek word is paracletos, which means one who comes alongside to aid, help, or support.

Romans 8:26-27 also tells us that the Holy Spirit helps us in our prayer lives.  It says this:

“In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.”

The spirit helps us in our weakness.  Have you ever struck that in your prayer life?  I certainly have.  At times it seems you pray and pray for something, but nothing seems to happen.

Or perhaps sometimes you want to pray for a person or situation, and you don’t know where to start?  You know there is a need, but you don’t know what you should really pray for in a given situation.  

This verse has a key to this difficulty.  It tells us that in our weakness, when we don’t know how to pray as we ought to pray, the Holy Spirit helps us. How? “the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.”

We don’t always need to use words when we pray. Sometimes, we can come to God in silence, and just offer him our raw emotion – knowing that the Holy Spirit is interceding to the Father from within us. 

The Holy Spirit also leads us as we pray – revealing things about the situation to us, or bringing scriptures to mind as we pray. He may lead us to change the way we are praying. 
The Holy Spirit is literally praying through us as we pray – and we may not always be aware that this is happening behind the scenes.  But God tells us it is happening.

As we learn to co-operate with the Holy Spirit in our prayers, we’ll begin to find that God uses us to bring his love and power to bear in all sorts of situations. Our opening story is a graphic illustration of the connection between prayer and God’s intervention in a hopeless situation. 

God will use our prayers to make inroads into the sin and hopelessness of this world. It’s a big learning curve – we won’t always be sensitive enough to the Holy Spirit to “get it right” when we pray.  But as we persevere, and work together with God, we’ll begin to see people change, situations change, and we’ll see ourselves change, as the Spirit of God is able to touch this broken world through our prayers. 
Remember Bishop Stuart’s words?  “I dream of a diocese where the love of God transforms people and communities”  Prayer is a major key.  
Our prayers really do move heaven and earth! 
Let’s pray together now…

