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Teach us to pray.  That’s what the disciples say to the Jesus.  Teach us to pray.  I love 
that they ask this question.  I think it is a question many of us ask even though we pray 
day in and day out.  We want to know how to pray better, to pray harder or to pray more 
effectively.   
 
I always remember being surprised when the Rev. Margaret Gunther, author of the 
Practice of Prayer, admitted that she had a lot of books about how to pray on her 
bookshelf. She talked about the longing to find a book that would teach her how to pray.  
Here was a person who wrote a book on prayer also a spiritual director, saying she was 
always searching for ways to pray. I could identify.  I too have a lot of books on my 
shelves on how to pray even though I know many ways to pray.  
 
One commentator1 gave me an interesting perspective on this gospel reading. She 
writes, “Here’s the thing: the disciples were not ignorant or inexperienced when it comes 
to prayer; they were devout Jews who had most likely grown up attending Sabbath 
services, lifting their hands upward in worship, or lying prone on the ground to make 
their confessions. They knew how to pray.  What they sought was not better technique. 

So what was it?  What did they observe in Jesus when he prayed?  We can’t know for 
sure, but I’ll hazard some guesses: Intimacy. Belonging.  Trust.  Peace. A closeness 
that was transformative and nourishing.  Fresh vision, renewed perspective, greater 
strength, and deeper empathy.  “Lord, teach us to pray.”  In other words, teach us to 
attain what you have attained. Teach us to be with God as you are with God.  To 
commune as you commune.  To communicate as you communicate.”   

What do we seek as we ask Lord, Teach us to pray? Communion with God?   
closeness?  Belonging? Transformation? In my early 20’s, I remember prayer being 
very unsatisfactory. I was using my prayer practice from my childhood – Dear God bless 
mommy, daddy, Helena, grandma, auntie and granny….  and so on.  So I didn’t do it 
often - in fact hardly at all. I only prayed when I needed something – for help with an 
exam, when a hurricane was about to hit the island where my parents lived or when a 
friend was ill. And then when I was almost 30, I discovered meditative prayer which was 
completely different. In meditating on scripture, I was brought into God’s presence and 
experienced God’s presence. It was powerful.  Was this what the disciples were seeking 
when they saw Jesus pray – a transformative, restoring time which brought him into 
communication with the Father, the creator? 
 
Let’s take a closer look at Jesus’ response to the disciples’ question. First, Jesus gives 
them actual words which has become the prayer that is so familiar to us – Our Father, 
who art in heaven.  It is so familiar that at times we barely even notice the words we are 
saying.  And yet there is a power when we say these words especially when we are 
together. I have observed this as a family gathers around a bedside of the person who 

 
1 https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2287-debie-thomas-when-you-pray 



is very ill.  I may offer prayers and they may offer prayers but then when we say the 
Lord’s Prayer together, I feel God’s presence in a different way.  When the children are 
around the altar for the Holy Communion prayer and we get to the Our Father, I also 
feel God’s presence in hearing their voices say the words.   
 
Together we say ‘Our Father, hallowed be your name.  Together we say - Give us. 
Forgive us. Deliver us. This prayer gets at the heart of us crying out to God. Give us our 
daily bread.  Forgive us our trespasses. Deliver us from evil. Next time you are in a 
situation which calls for prayer in which God’s presence is needed.  Include the Lord’s 
prayer and see how this prayer can bring us into the presence of God. 
 
Then Jesus goes on to teach the disciples more about prayer. 
 
Be persistent. Be like the person who knocks at his neighbors’ door at midnight even 
though his neighbor is sleep with his children in the bed and refuses to get up.  He 
keeps knocking until his neighbor does get up.  
 
Whatever type of prayer we are doing, we must be persistent – hourly, daily, weekly 
monthly.  I thought about how Jesus made time to pray – going up on to a mountain, 
finding ways to take time away.  I thought of how he prayed in the Garden of 
Gethsemane before he was arrested. How many hours did he pray “My Father, if it be 
possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.” 
 
Jesus implores the disciples to - Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; 
knock, and the door will be opened for you. For everyone who asks receives, and 
everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. 
And this is where I paused for a long time yesterday morning as I was working on the 
sermon. Because I know many people including myself can say, I’ve been praying for X 
for so many years and it still hasn’t’ happened. And maybe that is why Jesus reminds us 
that God knows how to give us good things.  Who would give a child a snake instead of 
a fish or a scorpion instead of an egg? Trust that God knows how to give good gifts to 
his children.  
 
Then why is so much wrong with the world.  Why is there so much pain, injustice, 
sickness, cruelty and despair? It is a question none of us can truly answer, but the same 
commentator who I quoted from before pointed out that “what Jesus promises us in 
answer to our prayers is the Holy Spirit. That’s it.  That’s all.  There is no other promise 
or guarantee.” Listen again “If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to 
your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who 
ask him!”    
 
“When we pray, when we persist in prayer, when we name our longings in prayer 
without fear or compromise, God will never fail to give us God’s own, abundant, 
indwelling and overflowing self as the Answer we actually need. When we contend in 



prayer, God will not withhold God’s loving, consoling, healing, transforming, and 
empowering Spirit from us”2 
 
Maybe the presence of the Holy Spirit with Jesus is what the disciples longed for. 
Maybe that presence was especially evident when Jesus returned from prayer and so 
they said Lord teach us to pray.  I believe we too long for that Spirit to dwell in us.  I 
know I have felt it at some of the most challenging times of my life where even with the 
circumstance that surrounded me, I was calm because I felt the Spirit of the Lord with 
me holding me up.  I felt it from my prayers and for the prayers of my friends who I know 
were praying persistently. 
 
My friends – God has not promised us to come in and fix everything wrong with the 
world. God has promised us God’s Spirit. In receiving that Spirit we can do our part to 
heal the world. It all begins with us resting in God’s Spirit in prayer – allowing space for 
God’s Spirit to be with us so we can navigate the challenges of this world. That work of 
prayer requires persistence and trust in God.  It requires one another as we remind one 
another to have that persistence and trust. 
 
So as we invite God’s Holy Spirit into our lives, I ask you to return to the words Jesus 
gave us in the prayer we call the Our Father.  If you can, stand and hold the hand of 
someone near you. Try to connect hands with as many people as you can. Close your 
eyes for a moment and think about God’s Spirit which is being poured upon you and 
now let us say – Our Father, who art in heaven … etc 
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