
The Practice of Being Present to God : Prayer  Lorrie Lowes 

 

Janie, a little girl from a church-going family, invited her friend Krista for a 

sleepover at her house this summer. Just before bedtime, the girls were excitedly 

planning their activities for the next day. They had decided to pack a picnic 

and take their dolls to the park for an afternoon of fun. As Janie was saying her 

prayers, Krista heard her ask God to please give them a sunny day for their 

picnic. Well, the girls woke up the next morning to the sound of rain and 

thunder. They were really disappointed! “See,” Krista said, God doesn’t really 

exist. Your prayer wasn’t answered.”  

“Of course God is there,” Janie said, “And my prayer was answered; It’s just that 

this time the answer was no.” 

 

People have been known to pray since the beginning of time, in all religious 

faiths and denominations. It makes sense, doesn’t it, that if there is a higher 

power, we definitely want to find a way to communicate with it. It’s human 

nature to communicate.  

 

In reaching out to God, sometimes that communication is a bit like bargaining –  

 

If I sacrifice my most perfect lamb, then God will keep me safe… 

 

If I promise to give one tenth of my harvest to the poor, God will make it rain so 

my crops will flourish… 

 

If you will just grant me this one request, God, I will never ask for anything else… 

 

Sometimes that communication can even seem like a test –  

 



If there is really a God, my loved one will be cured… 

 

If you hear me, God, just give me a sign… 

 

Both of these ways of communicating with the Divine seek to manipulate God in 

some way. But I don’t believe it works like that. 

 

Personally, I think God is communicating with us all the time – but sometimes we 

just don’t engage. Especially when things are going well in our lives… when we 

don’t need something – it can be easy to forget that God is with us. We want 

God to be there in the tough times, and I know I certainly feel that presence 

when things are dark for me – but God promised to always be with us so that 

means in the good times too… and the very uneventful ordinary times.  That’s 

when we sometimes take God for granted. God is present to us, but are we 

present to God? Communication, after all, works best when it flows both ways. 

 

So… how do we communicate with God? Well, the quick answer is through 

prayer.  

 

But I think we need to unpack that word “prayer”. 

 

When we think of prayer, our first instinct is to go to the formal, set prayers of our 

religion. We might think of the Lord’s Prayer, or the bedtime prayer we first 

learned as a child. There is the familiar rhythm of the prayers we use each week 

in our worship service – prayers of approach, prayers of confession, prayers for 

illumination, prayers of the people… 

 

Have you ever given much thought to the wording of those prayers we use 

each week? I can tell you that when I am given the opportunity to lead worship, 



I probably spend more time on those prayers than I do on any other part of the 

service – sometimes even more than I do on the sermon. Writing prayers is hard! 

And I can tell you that I was relieved to hear that I am not the only one who 

struggles with this.  

 

We have been using Barbara Brown Taylor’s book, “An Altar in the World” as a 

theme for this summer’s sermon series. You may remember that this author is an 

ordained Episcopalian priest, teaches at a theological seminary in the United 

States, and has written at least a dozen books about theology and theological 

practice. She is an expert in the field and yet, in her chapter on prayer, she 

confesses that she found the topic of prayer a difficult one. Let me read a bit of 

what she says: 

 

“I am a failure at prayer. When people ask me about my prayer life, I feel like a 

bulimic must feel when people ask about her favourite dish. My mind starts 

scrambling for ways to hide my problem. I start talking about other things I do 

that I hope will make me sound like a godly person. I try to say admiring things 

about prayer so there can be no doubt about how important I think it is. I ask 

the other person to tell me about her prayer life, hoping she will not notice that I 

have changed the subject. 

 

I would rather show someone my checkbook stubs than talk about my prayer 

life. I would rather confess that I am a rotten godmother, that I struggle with my 

weight, that I fear I am overly fond of Bombay Sapphire gin martinis than confess 

that I am a prayer weakling. To say I love God but I do not pray much is like 

saying I love life but I do not breathe much. The only way I have found to survive 

my shame is to come at the problem from both sides, exploring two distinct 



possibilities: 1) that prayer is more than my idea of prayer and 2) that some of 

what I actually do in my life may constitute genuine prayer.”1  

 

My first reaction to reading this is that I am relieved to know I’m not the only one 

who faces this struggle – but I was even more struck by those last two 

statements: 

 

1) that prayer is more than my idea of prayer and  

2) that some of what I actually do in my life may constitute genuine prayer 

 

My last few years have been full of soul-searching and finding ways to articulate 

my call to ministry. I have been asked over and over to explain my relationship 

with the church, the Bible, the world, - and my relationship with God. I have 

often said that I feel like I am in constant conversation with God. Throughout the 

day I have moments of gratitude, moments of joy, moments of sorrow – and I 

feel that I am sharing those thoughts and feelings with that power I refer to as 

God. I also have many moments where my head is full of questions about all of 

these things and when I turn inward to find answers, I feel that I am working 

together with God to figure it all out.  

 

I’m not sure I ever considered that all of this constituted prayer – but it certainly 

makes sense that it should. If my God knows me inside and out, then there is no 

real need for flowery words – or maybe there is often no need for words at all. 

The most important thing then is that awareness that I am not alone, and if I am 

truly not alone, then the communication flows both ways. I simply need to be 

present to God and open to hearing what God is saying to me. 

 

                                                      
1 Barbara Brown Taylor, “An Altar in the World: A Geography of Faith”. Harper Collins, NY, 2009. 
P176 



The point that Barbara Brown Taylor is making is that there is a difference 

between prayers and prayer. Prayers are important – saying set words at set 

times, like grace before meals, a prayer of gratefulness upon waking to a new 

day or before falling asleep at night, the prayers we say together in church, 

joining our voices together to praise God, to confess our corporate sin, to ask for 

intercession for those who are suffering… 

 

Prayers are important. A prayer at the start of the day helps us head into that 

day with a positive and prayerful mindset. Grace before a meal reminds us of 

the simple blessings in our life. Prayers here at church are a beautiful way to bind 

us to this community as we join our voices to connect to that Holy Mystery we 

call God. 

 

But prayer can go beyond this, says Taylor: 

 

“When I am fully alert to whatever or whoever is right in front of me; when I am 

electrically aware of the tremendous gift of being alive; when I am able to give 

myself wholly to the moment I am in, then I am in prayer. Prayer is happening 

and it is not necessarily something that I am doing. God is happening, and I am 

lucky enough to know that I am in The Midst.”2  

 

Prayer in this sense is being awake to the presence of God in all of the glorious 

moments of life. It is being aware of that presence in the beauty and wonder of 

the world around us, in the people we know and love – and in the ones we 

meet by chance – and even in the ones we don’t like very much. 

 

                                                      
2 Barbara Brown Taylor, “An Altar in the World: A Geography of Faith”. Harper Collins, NY, 2009. 
P178 
 



It is easy to find God in the positive things, isn’t it? In the beauty of a sunrise or 

the call of a loon on the lake at dusk, in the soft smell of a newborn baby or the 

hug from a grandchild. Taylor mentions that even biting into a homegrown 

tomato can be a sacrament – and I think that’s one most of us here in Ontario 

at this time of year can agree with. This week, for me, the experience was the 

rush of sweetness when I bit into a ripe Niagara peach. 

 

It’s a lot harder to carry this awareness with us in the difficult times though, when 

someone we love is suffering, when we read of war and violence close to home 

or far away, when fires are raging all over North America… Where do we find 

God then? The best answer I have ever heard to that question was from Mr. 

Rogers. Remember him? After 911, when parents were asking how to help their 

children cope with the horror of it all, he remembered some advice from his 

mother: When scary things are happening in the world, look for the helpers.  

 

I think it’s good advice for us as adults too. Look for the people who show up to 

help – the doctors and nurses, the people driving truckloads of food and 

medicines to those stranded by war, the firefighters, the people opening their 

homes to refugees… Yes, there is evil and suffering in the world but God is 

present there too if we look, and when we see and feel that presence, our 

gratitude and admiration is a form of prayer. 

 

There are many books written about prayer – a testament, I think to its 

importance to us as humans struggling to find our way in the world, our way in 

this universe. 

 

Anne Lamott has written one such book. It’s titled “Help, Thanks, Wow”. I think it 

echoes what Barbara Brown Taylor has to say. She says we pray basically in 

three ways: to ask for assistance, to appreciate the good we witness, and to 



express the feeling of awe at the world. And these three simple prayers help us 

get through the day and show us the way forward. 

 

C.S. Lewis also wrote about prayer. He said “I pray because I can’t help myself. I 

pray because I am helpless. I pray because the need flows out of me all the 

time, waking and sleeping. It doesn’t change God. It changes me.” 

 

It changes me… 

 

When we ask for help we move from shouldering all the angst and responsibility 

ourselves, to stepping back and to stop trying to be our own or others’ higher 

power. When we “let go and let God”, we are open to new possibilities. We are 

able to see new ways forward. 

 

When we give thanks, when we are aware of the gifts we are given, we are also 

changed. Ann Lamott puts it this way, “Gratitude begins in our hearts and then 

dovetails into behaviour. It almost always makes you willing to be of service, 

which is where the joy resides.3  

 

When we express that awe, that “Wow!”, we open ourselves to Truth – to life that 

is both beautiful and terrifying – and we are humbled at our small place in it. 

 

All of this makes me feel better about my own prayer life, for sure. This is 

something I can do – and something I do think I do on a regular basis… but this 

still leaves questions about prayers – those times when words are necessary or 

when words are how I feel I need to communicate with God. How do I know 

that God is listening? Do prayers work? 

                                                      
3 Anne Lamott, “Help, Thanks, Wow: The Three Essential Prayers”. Riverhead books, NY, 2012. 
P56 



 

Well, I guess that all depends on how you define “work”. In my illustration about 

Janie and Krista, each girl had a different view when they heard the rain that 

morning. What sounds like an answer to one person, sounds like silence to 

another. What seems like a miracle to one might seem to be blind luck to the 

next. Only you can say whether God answered you. 

 

Even for those who believe in the power of prayer, the question of “how does it 

work?” hangs in the air. We are a society who begs for scientific explanations, 

proofs, of everything. Tom Harpur, another well-known writer, tackles this 

question in his book “Prayer: The Hidden Fire”.  Here is his attempt: 

 

“I believe that prayer is an attempt to align oneself or one’s community with the 

cosmic will of the Supreme Intelligence; that it projects subtle information - light 

and healing energy – towards the one or the many being prayed for. Ultimately, 

all being, animate and inanimate is held and enfolded by various kinds of 

consciousness and information. Prayer, I believe, taps into that and releases it in 

our own lives and those of the ones for whom we pray.”4  

 

He then goes on to say he really doesn’t know how it works but he knows that it 

does – and that perhaps that’s all that is necessary. After all there are many 

things in the world that we can use and find effective without completely 

understanding how they work – cars and computers for example. Prayer, he tells 

us, is an experience rather than a theory. 

 

Prayer is found in every faith, from the beginning of time. It is certainly central to 

our own. The book of Psalms in our Bible is a perfect example of our attempts – 

and our need as humans - to communicate with God. There are Psalm of praise 

                                                      
4 Tom Harpur, “Prayer: The Hidden Fire”. Northstone Publishing, Kelowna B.C., 1998. p42 



and Psalms of lament, Psalms of anger and Psalms asking for help. Throughout 

the New Testament we hear of Jesus in prayer, sometimes with the crowd, 

sometimes in his intimate circle and sometimes alone in the wilderness or a 

garden. When we look around our own Christian faith we see many ways of 

being in prayer –  

heads bowed, or faces raised to the sky…  

eyes closed or wide open… 

in a church, in a quiet room, on a street corner or the edge of an ocean… 

kneeling, standing, lying prostrate, or curled in a ball… 

hands folded, or open, cupped or waving in the air… 

 

All ways to make ourselves present to God – to tune in to the presence of that 

Holy Mystery or Supreme Intelligence or whatever name we use for that power 

that surrounds us and enfolds us. 

 

Our United Church Statement of Faith, A Song of Faith, puts it this way: 

 

“Grateful for God’s loving action, 

 we cannot keep from singing. 

Creating and seeking relationship, 

 in awe and trust, 

we witness to Holy Mystery who is Wholly Love.” 

 

Help, Thanks, Wow! 

 

Amen 

 

 

 



 

 


