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What about Prayer?

An East Indian evangelist described his first experience at an American prayer meeting.
He was visiting a megachurch known, even in India, for the pastor’s outstanding
preaching. He was thrilled when the pastor invited the three thousand Sunday
worshipers to the midweek prayer meeting. The pastor even shared that something was
“heavy on his heart” for prayer.

The evangelist couldn’t wait. In India, the prayer meeting was the heartbeat of the church,
where you stormed the heavens, often far into the night. The designated prayer chapel
seated only five hundred, so he arrived early to get a seat. But at the designated 7:00 p.m.
start time, he was alone. At 7:15, puzzled and still alone, he wondered if he had the wrong
location, so he went outside to check the name. Yes, it was the same chapel the pastor
mentioned on Sunday. Finally, at 7:30 a few people straggled in, chatting about sports
and weather until the leader arrived at 7:45. The leader shared a short devotional with
the seven attendees, prayed briefly, and closed the meeting.

The evangelist was stunned. No worship. No crying out to God for help. No senior pastor.
What was heavy on the pastor’s heart? What about prayer for the sick, for the lost?!

1 Ben Patterson, “Vectoring Prayer,” Christianity Today (online), June 2, 2004,
https://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors.

WWW.LIONANDLAMBAPOLOGETICS.ORG
© 2023, LION AND LAMB APOLOGETICS— 1305 CHESTER ST— CLEBURNE, TX 76033



http://www.lionandlambapologetics.org/
https://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors

Liiop apd Jaamb Hpologetics

No one in this story thought that corporate prayer is important: not the senior pastor (he
didn’t show up), the congregation (only seven came), or the prayer leader (he was forty-
five minutes late and only had one brief prayer). Prayer was a mere window dressing. If
you doubt something, you don’t think it works, so you don’t use it. No one here thought
prayer works. Unbelief is as practical as faith.

The State of Prayer in the Church

When we descend from the formal prayer meeting down to the smaller parts of a Jesus
community and into our families and friendships, we encounter the same corporate
prayerlessness that the evangelist experienced. Christians are praying, but they are doing
it by themselves. According to a recent Barna study, 94 percent of American adults who
have prayed at least once in the last three months do so by themselves. Barna’s researcher
writes:

Prayer is by far the most common spiritual practice among Americans. ... [But]
people pray mostly alone—it is a solitary activity defined primarily by the
immediate needs and concerns of the individual. Corporate prayer and corporate
needs are less compelling drivers in people’s prayer lives. ... But what would it
look like to begin to broaden the scope of those prayer lives? To consider the power
of corporate prayer —when more than one are gathered in God’s name??

The American church is functionally prayerless when it comes to corporate prayer. Of
course, a remnant does the hidden work of prayer, but in most churches corporate prayer
doesn’t function in any meaningful way. How big is that remnant? In our prayer
seminars, we ask several confidential questions about a participant’s prayer life. In
hundreds of seminars, we’ve found that about 15 percent of Christians in a typical church
have a rich prayer life. So when someone says, “I'll keep you in my prayers,” 85 percent
of the time it is just words. This isn’t a pastor problem; it’s a follower-of-Jesus problem.

The prayer meeting, which used to function at the heart of a praying church, is all but
dead. Wednesday night prayer meeting used to be the core meeting, where the most
dedicated, spiritual people attended; now for many, the prayer meeting itself is a distant
memory. At arecent A Praying Church seminar, I asked participants what they don’t like
about prayer meetings. One young man nailed it: “It's boring.” Someone else added, “It’s
depressing.” But the most poignant comment was “I don’t know where I'd go to attend
a prayer meeting.” I asked the pastor of a three-thousand-attendee church if he knew of

2 “Silent and Solo: How Americans Pray,” Barna, August 15, 2017, https:// www.barna.com.
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any prayer meetings in his church. He said, without a hint of concern, “No, I'm not aware
of any.”

How Secularism Killed the Prayer Meeting

Which brings us to the unique challenges of praying together in much of our modern
world. We are a busy, and often wealthy, people. We didn’t reach our career goals and
attain the comforts we enjoy by sitting around, and yet praying together feels like we are
sitting around. We can be so intent on building and producing that we don’t pause to
reflect on what we are building.

Behind our busyness and wealth is a philosophy called secularism, which doesn’t just
deny God’s existence but denies the existence of any spiritual world. This is strange,
because every culture in the history of humanity has openly acknowledged the spiritual
world. You ignored God or “the gods” at your own peril. Given this history, it would be
normal for every news program to open with a prayer of thanksgiving. We don’t, of
course, because secularism defines normal for us. Talking openly about God or to God
feels odd.

If you doubt something, you don’t think
it works, so you don’t use it.

It's no coincidence that the prayer meeting has declined simultaneously with the rise of
secularism, which sees the spiritual world as mere illusion, true for you, but not true for
everyone else. That comes from the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. Immanuel Kant,
the Enlightenment’s leading thinker (and regular church goer!) called prayer a
“superstitious delusion” that God has no need to hear and that therefore accomplishes
nothing.? Kant’s god is distant, nonpersonal. Ignoring God is a far more effective than
denying his existence. If you ignore him, he disappears.

Secularism remained confined largely to our universities and our elites until the rise of
mass media (radio, TV, etc.) in the mid-twentieth century. Endlessly portraying a world
without God and without meaning, it created a new normal. Modern agnostics are not
just unsure of God'’s existence; they no longer care. God is a nonissue. As one young man
who’d walked away from his faith said to me, “What difference does it make?”

3 Immanuel Kant, Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason and Other Writings, trans. and ed. Allen
Wood and George di Giovanni, Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1998), 186.
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A Distant God

When we relegate prayer to the world of feelings, prayer becomes mere therapy. If it is
simply the world of feelings, then praying together feels awkward. When you talk with
someone about sports, typically your conversation feels fluid —you share a common
interest, language, and knowledge. You enjoy watching football and rooting for your
favorite team. You both know that sports exist. But what if everyone in your life who
sounded smart and powerful, and everyone you saw on TV, told you that sports are fake,
that no one is really playing, and the games you see in person are just elaborate dramas?
After you'd heard this nonstop, year after year, it would get into your blood.

When we combine a prayerless church with a prayerless culture, it creates a “feelings
world” where God feels exalted but distant. Then when hardship comes, God feels
impotent and uncaring. This is especially true if you’'ve prayed about something difficult
and the heavens have been like brass. Eventually, you don’t feel anything about God.
He’s merely peripheral.

Because our flat, two-dimensional world rules out prayer at the outset, spontaneously
praying with friends at mealtime or on the phone feels odd. We've lost the fluidity of
prayer that you see in children, where in one breath they are talking to you and in the
next breath they say, “Thank you, God, for no bad dreams.”* We’ll hear sermons on
prayer, listen to a pastoral prayer, and begin meetings with prayer, but prayer seldom
happens naturally in conversation. It just feels too religious.

That’s one reason why it’s a delight to fellowship with Africans or Asians, who are largely
unaffected by the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. For example, for years Ugandan
churches have had monthly all-night prayer meetings. They are keenly aware of the
spiritual world, so prayer flows easily.

A Peculiar Danger

I went to dinner with a young pastor and his wife after one of our prayer seminars for
pastors. As a homeschooling mom with three kids, this wife shared with me how she did
life through prayer. Then she leaned over and asked her husband, with a puzzled
expression on her face, “Isn’t that how you do church?” He shook his head. She was so
surprised, she asked him again. “No,” he said. “We pray at the beginning of meetings,
but it tends to be official and lack depth.”

¢ Thank you, Gretchen Barry, for this insight!
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The megachurch pastor who announced the prayer meeting as if it were a high value but
didn’t show up didn’t just devalue the prayer meeting. He sent a mixed message to the
congregation. His words said one thing, but his actions another. Jesus calls that
hypocrisy. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus singles out prayer as a “hot spot” for
hypocrisy (Matt. 6:5-6). There is nothing worse for a Jesus community than looking
Spiritual on the outside but being hollow on the inside. Hypocrisy in leaders creates
cynicism in followers.

After I've reflected with a group of pastors on their struggles to have a consistent life of
prayer, I'll ask, “How good are you at public praying?” They usually say, “Pretty good.”
I query again, “So, what does it do to your heart to be outwardly good at prayer but
inwardly bad?” They groan, because they are good men. Of course, this applies to all of
us. Any time we cultivate an outer appearance of maturity but mask inward weakness,

we corrupt our soul. That weakens our best gift we offer to others —a soul that walks with
God.

This article is adapted from A Praying Church: Becoming a People of Hope in a Discouraging
World by Paul E. Miller.

Paul E. Miller (MDiv, Biblical Seminary) is executive director of seeJesus,
a global discipling mission that mentors through seminars, cohorts, and
interactive Bible studies. He is the bestselling author of A Praying Life and |-
Curve. Paul and his wife, Jill, live in the Philadelphia area and have six
children and fifteen grandchildren. Listen to the Seeing Jesus with Paul
Miller podcast or learn more at seefesus.net.
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