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A few words on prayer


Today is the Sunday of the Publican and the Pharisee which marks the beginning of the Triodion period.  That means that we are just three weeks away from Lent – a time of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving.  I thought this morning that I would offer a few words on prayer.

What is prayer?  That, as you can imagine is not an easy question to answer simply because there are so many answers.  Prayer is a topic that we could discuss for hours.  They even write books on the subject.  But this morning, let’s just go with a few simple definitions according to the Orthodox faith.  First and foremost, prayer is an absolute requirement of the Christian life.  It is an absolute necessity in our Christian lives.  Prayer is a form of communion with God.  I know a woman who makes prayer shawls for her church.  When members at that church pray, they wear the shawl as a reminder that they are surrounded and enveloped by God when they pray.  I think that is a beautiful analogy for prayer.  Prayer is communication with God.  It may involve words; it may involve just “sitting together” quietly.  Remember to allow silence in your prayer life so God can talk to you.  St. Dimitri of Rostov defines prayer by saying, “Prayer is turning the mind and thoughts toward God.  To pray means to stand before God with the mind, mentally to gaze unswervingly at Him, and to converse with Him in reverent fear and hope.”  Lastly, prayer is worship.  From the Old Testament times God has always been offered incense in worship whether in the tabernacle in the desert, the temple in Jerusalem, or in Orthodox Churches throughout the world.  Every evening at vespers, Psalm 140 is chanted and we hear, “Let my prayer arise as incense before you, and the lifting up of my hands as an evening sacrifice.”  Thus, prayer is as an offering of incense to God.  Prayer is many things.

How are we, as regular everyday Orthodox supposed to pray?  It is interesting to hear what some of the saints of the Church have to say.  Starets Makarii of Optina tells us, “Pray simply.  Do not expect to find in your heart any remarkable gift of prayer.  Consider yourself unworthy of it.  Then you will find peace.  Use the empty, cold dryness of your prayer as food for your humility.  Repeat constantly, ‘I am not worthy, Lord, I am not worthy.’  But say it calmly, without agitation.  This humble prayer will be acceptable to God.”  St. John Climacus, the author of The Ladder states, “Let your prayer be completely simple, for both the Publican and the Prodigal Son were reconciled to God by a simple phrase.”  This is something that we do not hear about often, that prayer should be simple and short.

In the Scriptures, we can find several examples of such prayer.  In Luke 15:21, the prodigal son returns home to his father and says, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.”  With that simple phrase, the Father re-clothed his son and threw a banquet in honor of his return.  In Luke 18:13, which was part of our Gospel reading this morning, the Publican says, “God be merciful to me a sinner.”  His short, humble, and honest prayer won him favor with God.  Then, there is always the example of the thief on the Cross.  In Luke 23:42 he states, “Lord, remember me when you come into your kingdom.”  Jesus’s response was “Assuredly, I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise.”  I believe that the take home message here is “Quality, not quantity.”  Further evidence for this comes from our Lord Himself.  In Matthew 6:7, Jesus states, “…when you pray, do not use vain repetitions as the heathen do.  For they think they will be heard for their many words.”  Once again, God wants quality, not quantity.

So, if we want a prayer life of quality, what prayers do we use?  First, we have the Lord’s Prayer.  We find it in Matthew 6, just after Jesus tells the disciples about how to not to pray (being a show-off and vain repetitions) he gives them the Lord’s Prayer.  One of the earliest recorded “prayer rules” in the Church was to pray the Lord’s Prayer three times a day.  So important is this prayer that in nearly every divine service of the Orthodox Church, it is used at least once.

In addition to the Lord’s Prayer, we also have the Jesus Prayer – “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner.”  The basis for this prayer is found throughout the New Testament.  In Matthew 9:27, two blind men entreat Jesus saying, “Son of David, have mercy on us.”  In Matthew 20:30, two other blind men entreat Jesus saying, “Have mercy on us, O Lord, Son of David.”  In Luke 17:13 – the ten lepers cry out, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.”  Lastly, in Matthew 15:22, the Canaanite woman, a pagan Gentile, says, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son of David!”  Jesus then heals her daughter because of her mother’s faith.  There are even more examples in the Scriptures.

What is it about this prayer that makes it so important?  For one thing, the prayer is a Trinitarian Prayer.  Jesus in the one to whom the prayer is addressed – there’s one person.  Jesus is named as the Son of God.  So God the Father is mentioned.  Then, it is the third person of the Holy Trinity, the Holy Spirit, who empowers us to say this prayer.  St. Paul states in I Corinthians 12:3, “Therefore I make known to you that no one speaking by the Spirit of God calls Jesus accursed, and no one can say that Jesus is Lord except by the Holy Spirit.”  So, by the power of the Holy Spirit, we call upon the Son of God the Father, our Lord Jesus Christ.  Then, the prayer asks for God to have mercy.  It asks God to simply be the merciful and loving God that He is.  Psalm 103:12 reads “As far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our transgressions from us.”  Verse 8 of the same psalm states, “The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in mercy.”  The prayer is a penitential prayer to a merciful and loving God.  Lastly, the prayer contains the recognition of the self as a sinner who needs to be saved.  The important concept here is the self, not your neighbor, as was the error of the Pharisee.  At every Divine Liturgy, the first pre-communion prayers we recite states, “I believe, O Lord, and I confess, that You are truly the Christ, the Son of the Living God, Who came into the world to save sinners of whom I am chief.”  The prayer contains a paraphrasing of 1 Timothy 1:15 – “This is a faithful saying and worthy of all acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief.”  Like the Publican, in today’s Gospel reading, we consider ourselves the first and foremost of sinners above and beyond everybody else.  The Jesus Prayer - so few words, yet so much depth and meaning.


As we approach Great Lent, we should evaluate our prayer life.  We must have prayer in our lives.  A life without prayer is, according to one source, “madness and horror.”  The reason being that without prayer we are not entering into that private and intimate relationship with God our creator, redeemer, and benefactor.  I would dare say that it is madness and horror because it is a form of atheism – godlessness.  We must also remember to pray simply and humbly.  Let us make sure that our daily prayers include the Lord’s prayer and the Jesus prayer as our top priorities.  In doing so, may Almighty God - Father, Son, and Holy Spirit - regard all of our prayers as an offering of spiritual incense and grant mercy on us and save us. Amen.

