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This week as we journey A Disciple’s Path, we are looking at the place of prayer and scripture in 
our spiritual lives. These two prayers stand side-by-side: the prayer of Nehemiah when he looked 
out over the desolate and destroyed city of Jerusalem, and the pattern prayer Jesus offered his 
disciples when they said, “Lord, teach us to pray.” 
  
(Read Nehemiah 1:5-10 and Luke 11:1-5) 
 

* * * * * 
 
It all began in the Holy Club. When John and Charles Wesley were students at Oxford 
University, they gathered with a small group of friends for study, fellowship, prayer, self-
discipline, and service. They were mockingly called “Bible Moths,” or even worse, 
“Methodists,” because they were so methodical in their biblical study and personal discipline. 
The key question, which became the focus of the Methodist societies, grew out of the Holy Club: 
“How is it with your soul?” 
 
At the heart of the matter, a disciple’s path is about lives formed in prayer, lives built around the 
Word. You could say it this way: it’s about our words and THE Word.  
 
1.  Our words…in prayer 
 
Words are the expression of our thoughts. Words collect the desires of our hearts, the voicing of 
our complaints, the crying out of our needs, and represent our reaching out to God.  
 
Does anybody remember the movie, Talladega Nights: The Ballad of Ricky Bobby? It’s not the 
place you would have expected a lesson about prayer, but one of the funniest scenes in the movie 
is when NASCAR racer Ricky Bobby gathers with his family and friends for dinner and offers 
the grace over a dinner of Kentucky Fried Chicken and Domino’s pizza. He begins: “Dear Lord 
Baby Jesus…” then proceeds to thank baby Jesus for his blessings, including his “red-hot, 
smokin’ wife, Carley.” He keeps repeating the phrase “Dear Lord Baby Jesus” until Carley 
interrupts him and says, “You know, sweetie, Jesus did grow up. You don’t always have to call 
him baby.”  
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Ricky replies, “I like the Christmas Jesus best and I’m sayin’ grace. When you say grace you can 
say it to the grown-up Jesus, or teenage Jesus, or bearded Jesus, or whoever you want.”  
 
He continues, “Dear tiny Jesus in your golden fleece diapers, with your tiny balled up fists”… 
when his father-in-law angrily interrupts, “He was a man. He had a beard!” 
 
Friend Cal says, “I like to picture Jesus in a tuxedo tee-shirt. It says ‘Like, I want to be formal, 
but I’m here to party, too.’” Then Ricky’s son chimes in, “I like to think of Jesus as a Ninja, 
fighting off the evil samurai, or with giant eagle’s wings, singing lead vocal for Lynyrd 
Skynard.”  
 
With a certain degree of frustration, Ricky Bobby returns to his prayer: “Dear eight pound, six 
ounce, newborn infant Jesus who doesn’t even know a word yet”—and he thanks him for his 
NASCAR victories and his $21 million in prize money, and ends with, “Thank you for all your 
power and grace, dear Baby God. Amen.” 

 
Immediately Cal says, “That was a heck of a grace, man. You nailed that like a split hog.”  
 
Whatever the name, however we pray, with whatever words we choose, prayer is primarily our 
way of getting in touch with God.  
 
Prayer is not primarily about getting what we want, not primarily about asking and receiving, not 
even primarily about intercession and pleading. It is first and foremost about opening our lives to 
the spirit of Christ, tuning our hearts to the music of Christ, opening our minds to the will of 
Christ. It’s about getting in touch with God. 
 
Tom Long, professor at Candler School of Theology, says that unfortunately a lot of our prayers 
assume a kind of “Wizard of Oz” kind of God, what he calls the “divine occasional fixer.” 
(Christian Century, Dec. 12, 2012, page 37) This is the God of our occasional prayers who 
stands on the side of creation like Carson the Butler, waiting to be called on to step in and clean 
things up, the occasional fixer responding to our beck and call.  

 
Rather, prayer is our reaching out to get in touch with the God who is intimately involved in all 
of creation, the God who surrounds and sustains us even when we are least aware of it; getting in 
touch with God.  

 
Another image of prayer from our pop culture comes from the TV show Glee. In one episode, 
the students were actually talking about what it means to believe in God and to have faith, and 
they wonder what role prayer plays in it all. Finn, the fairly faithless football jock, is in the 
process of making a grilled cheese sandwich, only to discover the miraculous appearance of the 
face of Jesus on his burned sandwich. He calls it “Grilled Cheesus.” The face of Jesus on his 
grilled cheese sandwich is so powerful, he falls on his knees and starts to pray. He prays for a 
football win, for him to win back his quarterback position, and for a romantic encounter—all of 
which come to pass as he continues to worship the “Grilled Cheesus.” 

 
In his book, Scott Chrostek reflects on the story:   
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When most people think of prayer, they think like Finn—more possessions, more 
time, more money, believing God will give us what we want. Therefore we pray 
as if God were a genie, little more than a grilled cheesus.   

(Scott Chrostek, Pursuit, page 138)  
 
When the disciples asked, “Lord, teach us to pray,” Jesus gave them a simple pattern and said, 
“Pray like this…Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.” The first movement of 
prayer is not about getting what we want, it’s about getting in touch with God.   
 
And the second movement of prayer is about getting in touch with the needs of others.  
 
Prayer should always draw us out of ourselves, leading us away from ourselves, to get in touch 
with the needs of others.  
 
The Stewardship Committee met this week, reflecting on the power of the theme we used last 
fall: “Built in Birmingham, Exported to the World.” And of course, that’s the movement of 
prayer, as well. We build our lives here by getting in touch with God, then reach out to touch the 
world.  
 
Every week in our various groups—for example, Arbon Dennis and Tuesday Women’s book 
group—we take time to name the concerns of the congregation and the needs of others. 
Sometimes names are only known to one person in the group, others are well known to most of 
the group, but all of them are known to God. Why do we do that? Obviously, the first reason is to 
lift them before God. But it’s also to hold them in our own awareness, hold them in our hearts, so 
that through prayer we can get in touch with the needs of others and the needs of the world.  
 
The prayer of Nehemiah includes this passionate concern for the needs of the nation:  
 

When I heard these words, I wept and mourned for days…O Lord, let your ears 
be attentive and your eyes open to hear the prayers of your servant which I pray 
before you day and night for your servants, the people of Israel. 

 
So these are our words in prayer: 
 

Getting in touch with God 
Getting in touch with the needs of others 

 
3.  Our words…and THE Word 
 
Our spiritual lives, our journey on the disciples’ path, rooted in the scripture, in The Word.  
 
If you pay much attention to things religious in the news, you know there is much conversation 
today about religion among young adults, all of which is pointing to the conclusion that there is 
great interest in spirituality but little interest in organized religion. They are vitally interested in 
their own spiritual journey, but not very interested in the institutional church. The problem with 
that is that spirituality disconnected to some authoritative source, some solid foundation, some 
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living and lasting tradition, becomes little more than a feel-good spirituality of “whatever feels 
good to me.” You could call it “belly-button religion”—faith that works from the navel out, 
centered in self rather than in some foundational knowledge of God, focusing on what feels good 
for me. Without an anchor in scripture, spirituality becomes little more than feeling and 
emotions.  
 
I was reading an article this week by Christian Century writer Carol Zaleski in a book called 
How My Mind Has Changed. She says:  
 

One still hears complaints about the institutional church, but how would we know 
Christ without the institutional church? Who else would preserve the great secret 
of the Gospel for us through the centuries, keeping it safe from the wilderness of 
opinions? We live in a world of institutions or in no world at all. 

(Carol Zaleski, How My Mind Has Changed, page 25)  
 
Free-floating spirituality without an anchor in tradition, in the church, and in the Word becomes 
little more than just words. But when prayer is anchored in the Word, our words find their proper 
place, and St. Paul says the Spirit prays for us with sighs that are deeper than words.  

 
John Wesley referred to himself as a “Man of One Book,” which was a half truth. The truth is, he 
was a man of many books. He wrote on every subject under the sun, from politics to abolition 
and prison reform to child labor law. He was an avid reader and publisher of tracts, books and 
songbooks on multiple subjects—but he knew where his anchor was. His life was centered in the 
scriptures. In his sermon on “An Appeal To Men of Reason and Religion,” Wesley says: 
 

I want to know one thing—the way to heaven. God Himself has condescended to 
teach me the way. He has written it down in a book. O, give me that book! At any 
price, give me the book of God! I have it: here is knowledge enough for me.  
 

Then he uses a Latin term Anslem used:  “Let me be homo unius libri (a man of one book).”  
 
Here then I am, far from the busy ways of men. I sit down alone. Only God is 
here. In His presence I open, I read His book; for this end, to find the way to 
Heaven. 

 
The disciples’ path reflects our life, our words anchored in the Word.  
 
One final image. Let me tell you about Archie Neil.  
 
Archie was a member of one of the small country churches in my first appointment in Hawthorn, 
Pennsylvania. Hawthorn was a small town—I mean, a really small town with about three streets 
and no stop lights. You had to walk down to the little post office to pick up your mail, and every 
morning I could hear Archie as he walked past the parsonage on his way to the post office. He 
had a loud, booming voice, probably from his years of working on the rail road.  
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My favorite memory of old Archie and his voice was Wednesday night prayer meeting. We had 
an old-fashioned prayer meeting every Wednesday night, and the tradition in that little church 
was that when it came time for what they called “a season of prayer,” everyone would stand up, 
turn around and kneel at the seats, down between the pews. I always felt like I was in a ditch or 
something, but that’s how they did it. 
 
Then everyone would start praying out loud all at once. You could hear Ollie Sigworth and Percy 
Copenhaver and Helena Umberhocker and Blair Shingledecker and Ron Kunselman and Mr. and 
Mrs. Schrengost—lots of old Germans in that church—all praying all at once. But then, after an 
appropriate time, everyone would kind of fade out as if on cue, and Archie would get the last 
word. His prayers always seemed to be the longest. I can still hear Archie praying every week:  
“And bless our preacher and his wife as they labor here among us.” That’s what they called me, 
“The Preacher.” And it was the same every Wednesday, Archie ending the season of prayer with 
the words, “Bless our preacher and his wife as they labor here among us.”  

 
I only stayed there a couple of years, and I don’t know that I was much of a blessing to them, but 
I thank God for the way they blessed me, and for Archie’s simple prayers. To this day I feel that 
something of my ministry is a result of the simple words of his uneducated prayers for his 
preacher. 

 
The other thing I remember about Archie was the well-worn, ragged, black-bound King James 
Version Holy Bible he always carried with him every week. Archie might not have had much 
education, but he knew his Bible and he knew his Lord. Archie’s words were anchored in the 
Word and it made all the difference.  

 
I close with the prayer we preachers often open with: “Lord, bless the words of my mouth, and 
the meditations of our hearts, that they might be pleasing and acceptable in thy sight, our words, 
anchored in the Word, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. Amen.” 


