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As a young child, I had many questions about prayer.  “How does prayer work,” I 

would ask my Sunday School teachers.  “If there are billions of people in the world and only 

God, how does God hear everyone’s prayers,” I would ask.   “Does God stay up all night,” 

I would ask my Sunday School teachers.  “What if someone is praying at midnight in 

Australia and at midnight in Mexico?  What if I pray for one thing and someone else prays 

for the exact opposite thing, how does God decide,” I would ask.   

My Sunday School teachers were pretty savvy people. They would respond by 

saying, “Those are great questions. Why don’t you ask your parents.”    

And so I would ask my parents, “How does prayer work?” And my parents were 

pretty wise theologians. They would respond by saying things like, “I don’t know.”  And 

that is a wise answer to so many questions, “I don’t know.”  

 

 Over time, my understanding of God changed. I quit seeing God as some kind of 

Ernestine the Telephone Operator character.  Do you remember the Lily Tomlin character?  

I quit seeing God as sitting by the phone waiting on me to call.  I begin to understand God 

in new ways.  God as “Mysterium Tremendum,” as the German theologian Rudolph Otto 

said, God as the Awesome Tremendous Mystery.  God as our “Ground of Being,” as Paul 



Tillich said.  Those images helped my mind move toward God, but they didn’t help me 

understand prayer any better.  How does one pray to a Mystery?  How does one have a 

conversation with the Ground of Being? 

 By the time I was a young adult, I had given up on prayer.  I could find no 

satisfactory explanation of what prayer was or how it worked. So I quit praying. 

 In my mid-twenties, I entered seminary.  I entered seminary in part because I think 

the church is the most possibility-filled community in the world. And I entered seminary 

because my mind was filled with all of these fascinating and complicated questions: Who is 

God? Who am I? What is prayer? And on and on. 

  

In seminary I had two professors who really engaged my questions about prayer. 

One was a wide-thinking education professor who talked with me about prayer and physics. 

The other was a church historian who also taught spirituality.  He helped us explore breath 

prayer, among other things.  “Find a word,” that professor said, “one word such as God or 

Love or Grace. And say that word over and over in your mind. Say your word in rhythm 

with your breathing, say it as you breathe out and as you breathe in so that prayer becomes 

a part of your body’s habitual movement.” 

I was fascinated by that idea.  And I tried. I really tried. But it didn’t work for me. I 

was intrigued by the concept.  I wanted to pray.  But I just couldn’t.  And so I graduated 

from seminary with just as many questions – maybe more questions - than when I started. 

God was still as much of a mystery.  Prayer was still as inaccessible to me. 

 



Then I went to work in a church. And some of you were members of that first church 

where I worked.  A funny thing happened when I became a professional clergy person: 

People who had never asked me to pray before began to ask me to pray—at meals or 

meetings and other places. 

It’s hardly appropriate, when asked to pray, for a pastor to say, “Well, I’m not really 

sure how to pray or to whom.” So I prayed.  I could voice the words – and I think 

something important happens when one person voices prayers for another or for a group.  I 

just always felt like a fraud. 

 

(Parenthetically, let me say: I am being very honest with you in this sermon this 

morning.  I am being honest with you, in part, because I know that some of you have these 

same doubts and questions. And I’m being honest with you, because I’ve seen and heard 

enough nonsense from TV preachers and others in my life. And I’m being honest with you 

because church must be the place where we have conversations about doubts.) 

 

So there I was, a minister – a decent, hard-working minister – with no real ability to 

make sense of prayer.   

Fast forward a few years.  I was asked to serve a church in Austin, Texas. That 

church had elders, a group of people, lay people, who among other things offered prayers at 

the communion table.  That church celebrated communion each Sunday, and the elders 

prayed the prayer of consecration.  And one year, when I had been at that church for several 

years, the newly-elected elder chair came to me and say, “You know, the elders take turns 



leading a prayer in church every week. But I don’t really know how to pray, I don’t really 

know what prayer is.”  

And I said, fairly honestly to her, “You know what, I’m not so sure that I do either.”   

The elders of that church met every month. So we agreed that we would spend some 

time each month for a year talking about prayer. We talked about different prayers in the 

Bible. We talked about prayers in different religions of the world.  And I got out my old 

notes from seminary and we talked about what my professor had taught us about breath 

prayer, about finding a word or phrase that matches your body’s rhythms.  And we 

practiced that.  Different people experimented with difference phrases. 

And a remarkable thing happened:  It worked. For me. It worked.  This was a dozen 

years into my career as a minster, this was maybe 15 years after my studies at seminary, this 

was maybe 20 or 25 years after I had given up on prayer.  When I met with this group of 

people in church, when we spent a full year talking about prayer, something in my mind or 

heart or soul clicked.  And I discovered how to pray, for me. 

 

I learned that I needed to be very still.  And very quiet.  And then I needed to take 

several deep breaths and calm my mind and center myself.  And then as I breathed in, I 

learned to say, “Thank you God for this time and for this place and for these people.”  

Those three phrases gave the framework I needed: “Thank you God for this time and for 

this place and for these people.”   

I didn’t need to define God: She could be the Mysterium Tremendum or the Ground 

of Being or Ernestine the Telephone Operator.  Or God could exist only in my mind.  For 



me to pray, I don’t need an explanation of God.  I only need the rhythm of that word in my 

body: “Thank you God for this time and for this place and for these people.”   

That outline then invites me into gratitude. 

“Thank you God for this time…” That helps me be aware of what I am doing. I may 

be at a church committee meeting or I may be just drifting off for an afternoon nap or I may 

be riding a horse in the Sierra Madres of Mexico.  “Thank you God for this time…” That 

helps me be aware of the experience of life.   

“Thank you God for this place…” That helps me be aware of my physical 

surroundings.   

And, “Thank you God for these people…” That phrase invites me to bring to mind 

the people near me or the people I’ve crossed paths with in any given day or the people I 

will see later in the day. 

“Thank you God for this time and for this place and for these people.” 

 

It took me twenty years to develop that simple sentence as a north star for me 

exploration of prayer.  It took me a year of conversation with a group of fellow church 

members for it to gel in my mind.   And it took me another five years to talk about it out 

loud.  And I have never preached about that before. 

 

I think the reason that prayer works is that is grounded in one idea: the idea of 

gratitude.  “Thank you God for this time and for this place and for these people.”  That is a 

prayer of gratitude.  That is not a prayer asking God to do anything. In my part because I 

don’t think God needs me to call Her attention to the world’s problems.  And I don’t need 



to think that I am responsible for all of the world’s problems.  I ache for conflict in Israel 

and Palestine. I grieve the gun violence we are seeing on our nation’s streets. I worry when 

a church member is sick.  But ultimately, though I have a role to play, I am not in charge of 

the world.  I am not responsible for all seven billion of us.  This simple prayer of gratitude 

does help me find my proper role in the midst of all of that: and that is to give thanks.  To 

give thanks for peacekeepers, to give thanks for those who work for justice, to give thanks 

for those who care for others with compassion. 

 

Mr. Rogers, the children’s TV host, quoted his mother to say than anytime there is a 

catastrophe or a disaster or a problem, “Always look for the helpers.  When you look for the 

helpers you will know there is hope.” 

To me, when I pray with gratitude, I know that there is hope. 

 

We sang a Christmas carol this morning to begin the service.  Doug will sing “Every 

Valley from Handel’s Messiah, in a moment.  We are singing “All Beautiful the March of 

Days” to end the service.  Those were songs were listed as favorites by some of you on our 

Music Survey.  It’s nice to think about Christmas during August.  Christmas is an 

experience of gratitude.  Gifts and celebrations. And the reminder that God dwells among 

us.  Every valley will be made exalted and every rough place will be made plain.  In the 

strangest and most wonderful of ways, God is with us. 

The psalm we read is a song of gratitude as well. 

And that all seems very fitting and very right.   



As the warm sun of summer points us toward fall. The beginning of school. Back to 

work after vacations. New relationships. New possibilities. I am filled with gratitude. 

This I pray:  “Thank God for this time and for this place and for these people.” And 

that is enough. Amen. 


