
“The Language of Prayer” 

May 20, 2018 
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 What do you think happens when you pray? Is prayer a focused reflection; is it a 

mechanism triggering a response; is it mostly inward or mostly outward? I think Paul is 

exploring those kinds of questions in his letter to the Roman Christians. We often assume he had 

all the answers. In his other letters he sounds pretty confident. But this one is different. These are 

folks he’s never met. Paul didn’t found the Christian community in Rome so he didn’t feel the 

same sort of obligation for them that he did for the others. He saw them as equal partners and not 

his children. 

 

 That’s why I think he felt free to explore theological and spiritual questions with them. 

And in the course of this letter he philosophizes about the nature of creation and the relationship 

between the flesh and the spirit. He suggests there is a pitched battle going on between them, but 

those who are in Christ and have the Spirit of Christ have already won. Yet it’s not complete. 

The creation is waiting for redemption, waiting for the fulfillment of God’s presence. And not 

only the creation, but we ourselves are groaning inwardly as we wait for adoption, the 

redemption of our bodies.  

 

 You see, the proof that things are not as they should be is irrefutable. Our bodies betray 

us. They don’t always work the way we like or expect. Not too long ago a friend of ours from 

another congregation, a fit, strapping man who’s always seemed in perfect health, was diagnosed 

with pancreatic cancer. We’ve all heard stories like that, or lived through them, or are living with 

them. We know all too well how far from redemption our bodies are.  

 

 For Paul that condition doesn’t disprove anything about God or God’s goodness or God’s 

love for us. And it’s certainly not the result of a lack of faith on our part. Our condition isn’t 

punishment; it’s simply our reality, though we’re created good, we aren’t created perfect. The 

question is will we live with that reality in despair or in hope. Do we allow our imperfect, 

unredeemed bodies define us or do we identify ourselves with the hope revealed in Christ?  

 

 That is our struggle. It is our struggle every day: to drown in despair or live in hope. And 

that’s where prayer comes in. The inward groaning that can drive us to despair can only be 

overcome through prayer. But as Paul says, “we don’t know how to pray as we ought.” We just 

don’t have the words to articulate the longing deep within us. So Holy Spirit intercedes for us, 

steps and takes over on our behalf, with sighs too deep for words.  

 

 This may be more apropos of next Sunday which is Trinity Sunday, but I think it’s worth 

noting that Paul probably would not have understood what we’re talking about when we describe 

the Trinity as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. I don’t think a distinction between those things would 

have meant anything to him. For Paul Abba or Father is the presence of God; Christ, too, reveals 

God’s presence; and Holy Spirit communicates God’s presence. It’s all about God’s presence, so 

why confuse things with convoluted definitions?  



 Prayer, too, is about God’s presence. Prayer awakens us to God, so words aren’t needed. 

All we need is awareness. That’s what makes the difference between despair and hope: 

awareness of God’s presence. When we live in awareness of God’s presence we live in hope. 

When we lose that awareness we fall into despair. Holy Spirit is at work in us bringing us to 

awareness; but staying awake isn’t easy. Prayer is how we are awakened, an inward experience 

with an outward expression. 

 

 If you’ve had a chance to read Emma and Kaylie’s statements of faith, you’ll find that 

they are figuring this out. Like all of us, they struggle with that inward longing for redemption. 

Yet they’re also being brought to awareness of God’s presence. For Emma that’s revealed 

through her music; it was made clear especially at her grandmother’s funeral when she sang and 

was supported by family and friends who shared her loss. For Kaylie God’s presence is revealed 

through technology that allows her to express her thoughts with others, that gives her a voice her 

body doesn’t have.  

 

 Holy Spirit is at work in the two of them, waking them to God’s presence. They’re on the 

journey with all of us. And like every one of us they struggle in their prayer, moving between 

despair and hope, always listening, yet always groaning inwardly, waiting with eager longing for 

the redemption of their bodies. They’ve learned a great deal from us; and as you can see, we 

have much to learn from them.  

 

 So today, as we move to our service of confirmation, I invite to hold Emma and Kaylie in 

prayer. Let the hope that is in them inspire you to a deeper awareness of God’s presence in your 

lives, even as they are awakened to God’s presence through you…. 


