
 A few things to keep in mind – and I’m going to need you to hang 

with me for a few minutes here, don’t get upset and then shut down 

and stop listening.  

 I once knew a pastor who had cared for a family while they had 

an ill baby. The baby made it, and even years later the pastor said “we 

prayed that baby back to health.”  

 One weekend, we were at the range at Fort Custer, and my Soldier 

were qualifying with their rifles. A storm was coming – we could see 

it on the radar – and one of my company commanders asked me to 

pray that his Soldiers would qualify before it started raining; we did 

this in front of the company. During the day, a different Soldier was 

struggling to qualify, and as my chaplain had done for me 12 years 

before, I prayed that she would shoot down enough targets. Not only 

did that Soldier qualify, not only did the rain hold off until we were 

packing up to leave for the day, the storm did a weird split around Fort 

Custer. It started raining as we were packing up for the day.  

 But here’s my favorite: “Our thoughts and prayers are with the 

victims.” (Remember, don’t get upset – hang in there.)  

 First thing’s first: God commands us to pray. It’s all over 

Scripture, the Old and New Testaments. We pray because God told us 

to pray.  



 But we also pray because we love God. Prayer is lots of things, 

and one of them is communication with God. I ask you: how many of 

you have prayed that we would find a musician? I have. I sat my 

happy butt right there (point to seat) and said “God, I’m working my 

butt off to find a musician. Send us someone! Meet me halfway, or tell 

me where to look, or something!”  

  James challenges us: are we asking wrongly? Might the answer 

be “wait” or “no”? Or are we not asking at all? (That last one was my 

way saying: “help me out here.”)  

 But there’s an important caveat here: God is the one in control:  

 First, God already knows what we need before we ask him – Jesus 

reminds us of that in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:8). We 

pray, in part, to remind ourselves that we are completely reliant on 

God.  

 Second, a lot of the conversation surrounding prayer focuses on 

us. To claim that “we prayed that baby back to health” or that my 

prayer held off the rain or caused my Soldier to qualify is to leave God 

out of the picture. God could just as easily have heard my prayer and 

said “no, the people of Battle Creek need the rain.” He’s God – he can 

do that.  

 And finally, let’s talk about “thoughts and prayers.” Basically, 

everyone is wrong about this one. Yes, that’s right – I said that 



everyone’s wrong about this. Somehow, we politicized prayer, and we 

need to stop that. We should pray for people who are suffering. To say 

“thoughts and prayers” are bad is simply not in line with what 

Scripture – including Jesus – teaches. Repeatedly.  

 At the same time (and this is important), if prayer is 

communication with God, then it’s also about listening. I’m bad at 

this. Because sometimes, in our prayers, God is trying to talk to us. 

Now, I want you to know, I do wonder (and worry) about the people 

who claim to hear the voice of God. We attribute all kinds of things to 

God that make God sound an awful lot like a vending machine – or too 

much like ourselves and want we want to hear. And then there’s this: I 

won’t go into too much scary detail, but let’s just say that, when God 

speaks, it can be very startling – even frightening. You don’t 

necessarily want to hear the voice of God directly.  

And God can speak in other ways – not just directly with his 

voice. Sometimes it’s just a feeling (even if that feeling is a bit 

overwhelming). Sometimes, as I’ve said before, God speaks through 

other people. Sometimes, God can even speak through the news; I 

know the news can be depressing, but I recently heard an article in the 

newspaper that was nothing short of inspiring, that brought me to tears 

and made me think “this is what and who we should be as Americans 

and people of faith.”  



In that way, prayer can be a way that God spurs us to action. We 

take our concerns to God, and God can reply with something like 

“well, do something about it!”  

So prayer can be a scary thing, because God might well reply in 

ways we don’t expect.  

But those responses are always for our good.  

I didn’t stop the rain – maybe God did, but I didn’t. I didn’t cause 

my Soldier to shoot down enough targets to qualify – she shot down 

the targets, and maybe God helped. God, working through doctors and 

modern medicine and people’s concern and maybe some direct 

intervention, brought back that baby back to health. God wants us to 

pray, God promises to hear our prayers, and God responds – even if 

not in the way we want or expect.  

Amen.  


