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Learning to pray is like going to the gym for the first time. I had a friend in college who wanted me to sign up at a gym and start working out with him. I weighed about 135 lbs. soaking wet so I thought building some muscle might be a good idea. 

In our first session we started with the bench press. He put a bar on the weight bench. I quickly got under it and said, “I’m ready. Let’s do this!” He said, “Would you like me to put some weights on it first?” “No,” I replied. “I think this will be fine to start with.” I was right. Five reps and I was finished.

On the other side of the room was a group of three workout partners who had their backs to us. I noticed one was getting ready to lift. They had three 45 lb. plates on each side of the bar. I added it up. “315 lbs. counting the bar. Not bad. I’ll be there in a month” I thought. All three of them had arms as big as my legs. Their legs were as big as my waist. Hair all over their bodies. Then they turned around and we saw they were women.

I felt like a featherweight in the weight room.

I’ve felt that way about prayer too. I’ve read stories of ancient mystics who prayed for hours on end. 
· In the late third century Antony, a wealthy Egyptian who left his wealth and fled to the desert, became known as the first Christian monk. He prayed with his arms extended mimicking the shape of the cross. He would pray this way for hours and days at a time.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Marcia Ford, Traditions of the Ancients (Broadman & Holman Publishers, Nashville, 2006), p. 3.] 

· In the fifth century a man named Simon Stylites looked for solitude so he could pray without ceasing. Curious people kept coming to see him so he had to keep moving around and going deeper and deeper into the desert. He eventually started building towers to get away from the crowds. He lived there—the highest one was sixty feet—for thirty-six years.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid.] 

· In the 1500’s Teresa of Avila wanted only to spend time knowing Jesus better and better. She wrote The Interior Castle and started a home for Christian women. Once, when she was crossing an icy stream, she was swept up in the current. She said she saw Jesus and heard him say, “This is how I treat the ones who want to be my close friends.” The meaning was that his friends trust him no matter what and in their weakness he shows his strength. Teresa replied, “Ah, my Lord, then it’s no wonder you have so few.”[footnoteRef:3] (Do you pray like that?) [3:  David Hazard, Majestic is Your Name (Bethany House Publishers, Minneapolis, 1993), p. 16.] 


Some people get up at ungodly hours like 4:00 a.m. and pray. Some have their own prayer language. Some pray long, poetic prayers. Others spend weekends in prayer.

I’ve often felt like a featherweight in the prayer room. Maybe you have too. You have a desire to pray. You’re just not sure how. Endless books have been written on prayer. Just the volume of them has made you think you need to go to a school of prayer and get a degree in prayer before you can even start praying.

The disciples must have felt the same way too. They wanted to pray. They had come to know Jesus as their Master teacher and friend. He was like them. But he was unlike them. There was something about his prayers that made them think he knew something they didn’t.

So they asked, “Lord, teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1). If you’ve ever wanted to pray more or better or deeper or . . . more like Jesus did . . . then you are in good company. Apparently so did Peter, Andrew, James and John. And if they had been with him and still needed to ask for teaching on prayer, you can relax about your need to ask too.

But you do need to ask. Did you know that prayer is the only thing—at least that is recorded—that the disciples requested a “How To” sermon on? They didn’t ask how to walk on water. They didn’t wonder about making more bread. They didn’t ask about stilling storms or how to tell better stories when preaching.

But they did ask Jesus to teach them how to pray. Let’s ask the same. He’ll give us what he gave them. And to begin we first might have to go looking for him. That’s what the disciples were used to doing.  

“And rising very early in the morning, while it was still dark, he departed and went out to a desolate place, and there he prayed” (Mark 1:35).

“In these days he went out to the mountain to pray, and all night he continued in prayer to God. And when day came, he called his disciples and chose from them twelve, whom he named apostles…” (Luke 6:12-13).

“Immediately he made his disciples get into the boat and go before him to the other side, to Bethsaida, while he dismissed the crowd. And after he had taken leave of them, he went up on the mountain to pray” (Mark 6:45-46).

It seems that anytime Jesus went missing he went praying. He prayed when the demands got busy. He prayed when the decisions were important. He prayed when his energy was depleted. 

He didn’t always pray alone, but when he did he went to the desert or the mountain. He removed himself from the noise and set an example for us to pursue stillness. That’s the second rule of prayer. Prayer is conversation between God and us. To hear his voice we have to ruthlessly eliminate busyness from our lives. That’s why the Psalmist wrote: “Be still and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10). 

Have you ever tried to talk to someone that didn’t stop moving? Or kept tapping their fingers on the table? Or was always looking around the restaurant and not at you? It wasn’t much of a conversation, was it?

There are WMD’s all around us and we would be wise to get away from them. Weapons of Mass Distraction can blow up a prayer life. Jesus did not have to fight the technology we have today, but he was surrounded by crowds and people and objectives he wanted to meet in a short time. And so he retreated. He withdrew. 

If he did we will too. That’s what it means to follow. We go where the leader takes us. If Jesus had come to earth in 2014 he would not get sucked into the pace of life that many of us live. He just would not do it. He would be busy, yes. But his busyness would be purposeful and we would see him prioritizing times to be still. 

We have a personal God who wants to spend time with us. And that doesn’t happen well if we are constantly on the move. The second rule in the prayer room is Pursue stillness.

We have a personal God who also wants to converse with us. But for fear of not knowing the correct way to pray we often pray nothing. For those who hear others effortlessly talking to God and are intimidated that they can’t pray like some do, these words from Thomas Merton might help. He wrote: “We do not want to be beginners [at prayer], but let us be convinced of the fact that we will never be anything but beginners, all our life.”[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Thomas Merton, Contemplative Prayer (New York: Random House, 2009), 13.] 


When our boys were little and were just learning to talk our conversations were not deep. We didn’t discuss theology or politics or the economy. But their words were some I miss now. An excited “Daddy!” when I came home. A “let’s play!” when they wanted to interact. A simple “more” when they hadn’t had enough to eat. 

They don’t use those same words now (except maybe the “more” at the dinner table). Their words are older and more mature. But they would never have arrived at where we are now if they had never started as they did then.

Prayer is similar. Jesus set an example for his disciples to pursue stillness but then, when asked to teach them to pray, trained them to practice simplicity. That’s the third rule of prayer.  Instead of giving them a lecture on prayer he gave them of all things…a prayer.

And it wasn’t the type you hear from religious leaders. Long words. Theatrical lines. I remember in 1985 listening to one such prayer. Humphrey the Humpback Whale had made a wrong turn and wound up getting stuck in the San Francisco Bay. This prayer leader waxed elephants talking about how we, like Humphrey, get stuck and lost and are in need of rescue.

I know I should not have been judging his prayer. But I remember opening my eyes and shaking my head wondering if this is how I was to pray.  Jesus said keep it simple. 

“And he said to them, ‘When you pray, say:

	 Father, hallowed be your name.
	Your kingdom come.
	Give us each day our daily bread,
	and forgive us our sins,
		for we ourselves forgive everyone who is indebted to us.
	And lead us not into temptation.’” (Luke 11:2-4)

Paraphrased it might read; “Father, you are holy and good. We want to live in your kingdom. We need your help—give us just enough for today. We need your forgiveness. Others need it too. Keep us on the right path.”

In his book Before Amen, Max Lucado keeps it simple. He suggests that all prayers of the Bible can fit into this pattern: Father, you are good. I need help. They need help. Thank you. In Jesus’ name, amen.[footnoteRef:5] Like the model prayer Jesus gave us, this is simple and offers a framework off of which to work. [5:  Max Lucado, Before Amen (Thomas Nelson: Nashville, 2014), p. 9.] 


Prayers are heartfelt conversation and cries to our father. They don’t have to be carefully orchestrated. Just look at some of the ones found in Scripture:
· A leper’s prayer: “If you will, you can make me clean” (Mark 1:40)
· Friends bring a paralytic to Jesus. They say nothing. They only bring him before Jesus (Mark. 2:1-12).
· The ruler of the synagogue: “My little daughter is at the point of death. Come and lay your hands on her, so that she may be made well and live” (Mark 5:23).
· A woman with a flow of blood just reached out and touched Jesus thinking, “If I touch even his garments, I will be made well” (Mark 5:27-28).
· Bartimaeus cried out “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” (Mark 10:47).
· The tax collector prayed “God, be merciful to me, a sinner” (Luke 18:13).

It’s that last one that gave birth to what is called The Jesus Prayer. Philimon, a 6th century Egyptian Monk advised: “Keep watch in your heart; and with watchfulness say in your mind with awe and trembling; ‘Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy upon me.’”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Ford, 21.] 


An anonymous 19th century Russian peasant who wrote The Way of a Pilgrim used this prayer as he breathed. As he inhaled he would mentally pray “Lord Jesus Christ” and then, as he exhaled “have mercy on me.”[footnoteRef:7] Some add the words “a sinner” at the end of the line.  [7:  Ibid., 17.] 


It’s another simple prayer you might use to develop the habit of praying. Don’t be concerned with the number of words or the right words. It is better to pray short with heart than long without heart. 

That’s not my advice. It comes straight from Jesus. He taught his disciples, “And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that they will be heard for their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him” (Matthew 6:7-8).

And if he knows what you need before you ask him, what’s keeping you from asking? The first rule of prayer is this: pray. God is a personal God and he wants to hear from you.

Pray. Pursue stillness. Practice simplicity. Before you know it you’ll be lifting heavier weight in the prayer room.
