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The point of last week’s sermon, if I can try to sum it up in one line, is that God is not in control of everything, and therefore, the familiar cultural belief/motto (Oprah Winfrey among many, many others) that “there is a reason for everything” is—for me—simply not true. I cannot embrace the notion that God was in control and had a reason for the two-year old girl being raped at Sea World-Orlando this past week.  I cannot embrace the notion of a God who is in control and had a reason for the yachting couple to be hijacked and murdered.  I cannot embrace these things as results of God’s control, and I certainly cannot embrace the notion of God being in control of, and having a reason for, six million people thrown into Nazi-controlled ovens.
Most of you know Ginny Wask and that Ginny’s is undergoing treatments for cancer.  During a conversation this week, Ginny assured me that she, like me, has not believed that God is in control of everything, and that, therefore, God gave her cancer for some particular reason.  Like me, she believes the cancer is simply a random, unfortunate thing that is part of this often random and broken world, a world in which there is, among many other negative things, disease. Later in the conversation, Ginny did say, “But I do wonder then, at times, what I should pray for,” and she went to talk about praying for the strength to persevere through things, and to have peace amid things.  I think she is right on target.
During the television coverage of the 2008 Olympics, the Temple of Heaven just outside Beijing was often been featured. In ancient China, the Emperor of China was regarded as the Son of Heaven, who administered earthly matters on behalf of, and representing, heavenly authority. To be seen to be showing respect to the source of his authority, in the form of sacrifices to heaven, was extremely important. The temple was built for these ceremonies, mostly comprising of prayers for good harvests.

Twice a year the Emperor and all his retinue would move from the Forbidden City through Beijing to encamp within the Temple complex, wearing special robes and abstaining from eating meat. No ordinary Chinese person was allowed to view this procession or the following ceremony. In the temple complex, the Emperor would personally pray to Heaven for good harvests. The highpoint of the ceremony was conducted by the Emperor on the Earthly Mount inside the temple. The ceremony had to be perfectly completed; it was widely held that the smallest of mistakes would result in the gods’ anger towards the whole nation in the coming year.

This view of prayer as a means to getting what we want, whether the safety of our children, the health of our loved one, or any number of lesser things, is the typical view of prayer, whether in Chinese, Jewish, Islamic, or Christian history and culture.  It has appeared to me over the years that Christians tend to think they are not superstitious like other religions.  Let me define superstitious.  By superstitious I mean thinking/believing that God will or will not do something depending on what we ask/say/do or don’t do. This is my definition of superstitious.  Webster defines superstition as an “irrational belief in or ominous significance of a particular thing (prayer?), circumstance, or occurrence.”  Where my definition differs most with Webster is the absence of the adjective “irrational.”  All human acts are on a spectrum between “rationality” and “irrationality,” so I see no need to definitively qualify superstition as either irrational or rational.

The typical view of Christian prayer, however, is “rational” because it is based on a rational understanding of the biblical texts.  From Moses interceding on behalf of the rebellious Israelites (where God changes His mind and decides not to annihilate the Israelites because Moses prays for them), to Elijah calling down fire from heaven to prove his god was the true god, to Jesus’ words, “Ask and it shall given you; seek and ye shall find; knock and it shall be opened unto you,” to countless stories of people whose prayers are granted, the typical Christian view of prayer is quite biblical and quite rational.  Many places in the Bible remind us that the prayers of a righteous person availeth much, but the prayers of the wicked are not heard. If you’re a Roman Catholic and get sick you not only pray to Jesus and God to make you better, but also to Mary and perhaps St. Jude.  If you’re a Protestant, you pray to God and Jesus, but in either case prayer is viewed in the same manner. 
I would, however, again point out that this ancient and modern view of prayer is not only the same among the average Roman Catholic and Protestant, it is no different from that of the typical Muslim, Jew, Hindu, or even the non-religious person, who, upon finding a loved in critical condition, assures the patient, “You’re in my prayers.”
Even the words of the apostle Paul in his letter to the church at Philippi endorse and encourage such a view of prayer: “Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.”  If you read such words and meditate on them and they strengthen and help you, then God be praised. Keep reading, keep meditating, and keep praying.

However, for me, this view of prayer gives rise to more concern than it does consolation. One assumption beneath this typical view of prayer is that, of course, you must believe and live right (like Elijah) in order to have God listen to you and grant fire from heaven.  So, how “right” do we have to live?  If I live “right” 80% of the time, will 80% of my prayers be answered?  And what is “right” living?  “Right” living has changed from generation to generation, culture to culture.  One Hundred years ago, it was a majority view that women wearing pants was not right living, and certainly anyone who was divorced was not living right.  And, what if 1,000 people are praying for “John” and only two people are praying for Jane?  How often have we heard sincere words of gratitude such as, “We’re so thankful for his/her recovery and know it’s the result of so many people praying for him/her?”  Is God really responding more based on numbers?  The sincerity may be unquestionable and the gratitude may be commendable, but does it not paint an unflattering portrait of God?
Even if we live and believe sufficiently, or have enough people praying for us, what about the requests made known to God that go unheeded?  The typical replies are as follows.

(1) God answered the prayer, just not in the way we had imagined or asked. That again is another very rational way of letting God off the hook, so to speak. 
(2) We did not pray with sufficient faith.  There are some Christians who believe God loves us so much, and in a way that, we are to be always healthy and wealthy, and that anything less is a matter of a lack of faith on our part.  Certain television preachers are famous and wealthy delivering this message, as they heal people on stage in front of cameras.  I find it interesting that I never see any of these preachers in the CCU at Morristown, or the Alzheimer’s Units of nursing homes.

(3) It is often said that we are to make our requests known, as Jesus did in the garden of Gethsemane when he asked that the cup of suffering be taken away, but always end our prayers as Jesus did, “nevertheless, not my will but thine be done.”  So we are encouraged to ask and pray, but like children, we can’t always get what we want because the eternal Parent, God, is in control and this God has a good reason for denying our children safety, or our loved one good health.  Like good, obedient children, we’re not to question the Eternal parent when we are told, “This is going to hurt me more than you.” 
Like children…many psychiatrists and psychologists, Christian, Jewish, and non-religious, have pointed out that religion in all its varieties more often encourages and supports psychological immaturity rather than maturity.  Religion, it is said, keeps people childish, dependent, rather than strong and independent and this is why in part there is so much conflict in religion in general and in particular places of worship: this is why churches have adults who have attended faithfully all their life, and yet, into the seventh and eight decade of life, they have never learned how to properly address their concerns and complaints in a mature way, opting instead for spreading gossip, children arguing over the toys, competing for attention, and those who are the least happy (though they are never aware this is the issue) with the “eternal Parent” are the most likely to squabble with the siblings around them, and with the “eternal Parent’s earthly representative” in particular.
Is there a way to conceive of God and prayer that fosters independence, responsibility and psychological maturity?
While at the ocean with other family members a couple of years ago, we set up our chairs and umbrellas and the children were soon digging and playing at the water’s edge.  After some adult conversation among us, my wife and the other adults went to the water’s edge with the children, and I was left alone.  We had gotten there early and had a nice quiet spot. The rhythmic sound of waves splashing onto the beach and then being pulled back to sea is always a renewing thing for me…and the peace of God that surpasses all understanding began to seep again into my soul.

I had only enjoyed the quietness a few moments before a couple of other families came and set up their chairs, umbrellas, and toys right behind me.  There were several adults and several children, and the two mothers were “loud-talkers.” Not only were they loud, they were negative: “so and so is too pretentious, who does she think she is, and I have to do all the work around the house because John thinks he has to play golf on Saturdays after I’ve been alone with the kids all week, blah, blah, blah, yadda, yadda, yadda.”  The Litany of Complaints was endless.
Before long I allowed myself to be pulled into the sea of negativity behind me, sitting there thinking badly of those two women, focused on calling down lightening bolts on their heads, or, at least hoping they might be struck mute.
 And before long I was encircled in a sea of other people who had come to enjoy the beauty of the beach, some of whom, like me, really should not be walking around without a shirt on—but  I digress. The point I wish to make is the noise outside and around me, and not just the noise, the sheer number of visible distractions—good and bad—took me away from hearing, experiencing the ocean itself. I was only faintly aware that the ocean in front of me was still there.

When that thought occurred to me—that the ocean was still there—I made a conscious choice to close my eyes, focus on its sounds, to allow the ocean to be my foreground and everything else an out-of-focus background (photography metaphor).  Prayer, for me, is more like that: the training of our bodies, minds, and souls to focus on and see what God is doing, where God is, and being reminded that I live in the ebb and flow of God’s being, rather than trying to get God to do something God would not do otherwise, or as an attempt on my part to get to God (I, we, are already there). Taking responsibility (a sign of psychological maturity) to embrace the “is” as is, rather than hoping/complaining that it isn’t, or wasn’t, or might not be what it “ought to be.”   
God is God and God is there, and here, in the noise and the quiet, in life and in death, in the here and now and in the hereafter. “In God we live and move and have our being.”  (Acts 17:28) In this view of prayer, prayer is neither a denial of the noise or negativity in the world (which is why I am not a Buddhist), or the cancer in our bodies, or the grief we feel in the loss of our loved one, and prayer is also not a means to bringing into existence something not already existing.  The noise and negativity are still there; that situation does not change; but the ocean is also still there, and conscious prayer is one way to choose the ocean over the noise, and in doing so, humbly acknowledge our own noise-making, and perhaps in doing so find new insights and new strength within with which to re-engage an often noisy, negative and distracting world, and to engage in ways that do not necessarily (or even frequently) promote our own health and safety (“take up your cross”).  What changes, for me, through prayer, is not necessarily the situation, but how I experience whatever the situation is. 
