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“Our thoughts and prayers are with you.”  These caring words often accompany difficult 
situations.  Someone is preparing for surgery.  We try to offer comfort by telling them that they 
will be in our thoughts and prayers.  Someone is grieving.  We assure them that they are in our 
thoughts and prayers.  A tragic shooting, we say that the families are in our thoughts and prayers. 

While some might mock the phrase, I believe it is a meaningful statement.  To say to someone 
that we are praying for them is important.  It doesn’t mean that we can take away their grief or 
ease the pain they are experiencing or even impact the healing process of one who has surgery.  
Prayer doesn’t work like that.  It isn’t a competition where God is keeping track of how many 
people pray for something and once a magical number is reached, God steps in and makes it 
happen.  There is no magical threshold that if we get 1,000,000 people praying for something 
that God will congratulate us and make it happen.  That isn’t what prayer is about. 

Prayer is about human connection with one another.  It is about identifying and empathizing with 
what someone is going through.  It is about saying to that person, you are not alone in what you 
are facing.  Prayer is about deep empathy with our sisters and brothers 

To say to someone that we are praying for them is to acknowledge that we share in their 
suffering.  You are not alone.  And that is vitally important.  Can you imagine going through the 
difficult things of life all alone? 

Author Sue Monk Kidd tells about a particularly difficult time in her life.  During that time, tears 
streaking down her face, her husband reached out, to touch those tears and then gently touched 
his wet finger to his own cheek.  His quiet gesture spoke volumes to her.  His actions said, “Your 
tears run down my face, too.  Your suffering aches inside my heart as well.  I share your 
wounded place.” 

To say that we are praying for someone is to share in their experiences.  To pray is to put 
ourselves amid the suffering of the world. 

But prayer is only the initial step.  Prayer connects us with those who are hurting or in need, but 
it invites us to something more.  The book of James points this out by noting that faith without 
works is dead.  What good is it, James asks, if we see someone in need and say to them, I will 



pray for you, but we do nothing more?  If we have the means to bring comfort, to provide help, 
to offer assistance, but we simply say “I’ll pray for you” that isn’t sufficient.  Prayer also moves 
us to action. 
Theologian Miroslav Volf has said, “There is something deeply hypocritical about praying for a 
problem you are unwilling to resolve.”  Prayer is the first step toward empathizing with a person 
or circumstance, but it cannot end there. 

Many years ago I heard Tony Campolo talk about an incident that happened at one of his 
speaking engagements. He acknowledged that he had almost forgotten that he had agreed to 
speak, arrived right as the event was to begin and was fatigued to begin with.  But he gave the 
speech he had intended and then sat down.  The meeting continued as the group conducted other 
business.  One of the things they did was read a letter from a missionary they had supported in 
the past.  The missionary was writing to churches that had supported them in the past with hopes 
that someone would help them now.  After reading this passionate plea, the leader turned to Tony 
Campolo and asked if he would lead them in prayer about this missionary’s need. 

Much to his own surprise and everyone there, Tony Campolo said, “No.”  There was stunned 
reactions within the room.  Isn’t praying for people what pastors are supposed to do?  Campolo 
stood and said that what he would do, however, is put everything he had in his wallet on the altar 
to support this missionary’s need.  He looked back later saying it was a good day to do that 
because he only had about $20.  Then he turned to everyone else present and encouraged them to 
do the same.  With great reluctance, others began to come forward and put their money on the 
altar.  It was one of the slowest offerings in the history of Christianity!  But, eventually, everyone  
came forward.  The result was that they collected more money than the missionary had been 
asking for.  It was then that Tony Campolo agreed to pray for this missionary and for the 
resources that had been collected. 

Prayer connects us with one another in our times of need, but it also asks us to consider what we 
can do.  That is the nature of the second part of that statement we often make, “my thoughts and 
prayers.”  When we say that someone is in our thoughts, it is more than saying that we will 
remember them.  The thoughts indicate that we are continue to consider what we can do to help 
the person or circumstance.  Should I send a card or letter?  Can I bring a casserole dish?  What 
are the tangible actions that accompany these heartfelt prayers?  That is what it means to keep 
someone in our thoughts. 

To think about someone is to engage in deep reflection asking God to guide our actions.  How do 
I put the words of my prayer, the desire for comfort or peace or healing, into tangible actions? 

To be faithful to that promise to keep people in our thoughts, we have to find the quiet times to 
reflect.  It is valuable time for ourselves as we seek to understand where we have been, where we 
are now and where it is we are going.  This is true for us as individuals and true for us as a 
people together.  That is one of the things that I appreciate about this season of Lent.  It 



encourages us to be intentional about our faith, to find quiet spaces to reflect and to make 
changes as needed. 

For Jesus, this meant going into the desert.  In Mark’s gospel the details are very sparse.  In fact, 
all Mark says is that, following his baptism, Jesus was driven by the Spirit into the wilderness for 
forty days.  And during that time, he faced temptation.  That is all that Mark says.  Matthew and 
Luke go into much greater details about the specific temptations including the conversations 
between Jesus and Satan, but Mark is silent in this area.  And if Mark was the only gospel 
account that we had, we would have to content to say nothing more than Jesus was tempted.  
Mark doesn’t even tell us whether Jesus gave in to the temptation or whether he stood firm.   

What are we to make of this silence?  I believe it is this.  The important thing Mark wants us to 
know is the value of finding that quiet space to reflect.  Jesus did it and we are invited to do the 
same.  And it wasn’t just at this pivotal moment at the beginning of his ministry.  Jesus will 
repeatedly separate from the crowd and busy events.  It is a time to find clarification, a time to 
seek wisdom and understanding, an opportunity to understand God’s calling upon his life.  Jesus 
will do this frequently and it serves as a much needed invitation to us today. 

And I believe that doing this at the beginning of his ministry was much like consulting a map 
before one sets out on a journey.  Where am I now and where do I want to be in the future?  How 
will I reach my destination?  The temptations are the wrestling with all the possible routes to 
fulfill his calling.  And when he emerged from the wilderness, he had a clearer idea of how he 
wanted to live his life.  He couldn’t anticipate all that would come his way, but he at least had a 
sense about how he would face these circumstances. 

Jesus didn’t leave the wilderness knowing that he would encounter a Samaritan woman at the 
well, but he had anticipated how he would respond when he was faced with the decision of 
perpetuating the negative stereotypes or breaking down the barriers.  His ministry would be 
about inclusion and acceptance.   

Jesus didn’t know that he would be greeted by lepers, but he had made the decision to respond to 
all circumstances with love.  And when that moment arose, he was ready.   

Jesus didn’t leave the wilderness waiting for sinners and tax collectors to come to him, but he 
had made the decision that his ministry would be about forgiveness rather than shame and guilt.   
So, when those occasions arose, he had already made the decision that this is how he would live. 

That is what the time of reflection provides for us all.  It gives us a chance to reflect upon the 
kind of people we want to be.  We cannot know all that life will present to us, but we can 
anticipate how we will respond to whatever may arise. 



Jesus went to the wilderness to find the quiet space to reflect.  In Jesus’ time, one didn’t have to 
go far to find desert places.  All it took was a short walk beyond the walls of the city.  You didn’t 
have to go far to find silent places.  

This is more difficult today.  Where can we go to disconnect from the distractions of the world 
and listen to the quiet voice of God speaking to us?  Hiking in the Hoosier National Forest is one 
of those places I like to go to get away and think.  There are many trails I have hiked for the 
better part of the day never seeing another human along the way.  I enjoy the isolation and the 
time to be alone with my own thoughts.  But on one occasion, as I was hiking, I heard what 
sounded like a group of hikers coming toward me.  I couldn’t see them, but I could hear them.  
As I got closer, I discovered that there was one lone person, talking on his cell phone.  Even 
when we get away, we have a difficult time disconnecting.  

Or there is the cartoon that showed a Sunday morning worship service.  The pastor says to the 
congregation, “We will now have a moment of silence in which we can all secretly check our 
facebook pages.”  It is a humorous reminder of how difficult it is to let go and be silent.   

Jesus understood the need for quiet places where he could be still and just be.  These are places 
where we can honestly reflect upon our lives and the directions we are taking.  It is a time to 
clarify our values to say, “This is how I will live my life.”   

And that brings me back to the phrase, “I will keep you in my thoughts and prayers.”  We begin 
with the words, the prayers, which articulate our heartfelt feelings. Our prayers connect us with 
those who are hurting.  But the other side of that is the thoughtfulness, the reflection, the quiet 
consideration of the circumstances and what we can do.  And sadly, this is often the part that gets 
overlooked. 

We expressed our thoughts and prayers when a man entered the Emmanuel A.M.E. Church in 
Charleston South Carolina and killed nine worshippers.  We expressed our thoughts and prayers 
when a man shot indiscriminately at concert goers killing 59 and injuring more than 500 others.  
We expressed our thoughts and prayers for the students and teachers and families at Parkland 
Florida where, to date, seventeen people have died at the hands of an armed assailant. 

I could continue to name the locations of other shootings, the Pulse Nightclub, Columbine, 
Sandy Hook, Virginia Tech and so many others.  We have done our share of praying and that is 
appropriate.  But the problem is, nothing has changed.  As a nation, we talk a good game.  We 
say that things need to change, but nothing happens.  And the sad thing to me is that I am 
probably preaching to the choir.  Concerned citizens have written their elected officials, called 
for changes and are sincere in their desire for an evaluation of our gun laws.  But nothing has 
changed.  We want our children to be safe in school.  We don’t want to be afraid to go out in 
public places.  Our reflections have told us that this is not the way we want to live.  But here we 
are.  And the sad thing is, until something changes, we can be sure that someone is planning 
another mass shooting right now.  It will continue. 



In my times of quiet reflection, I remind myself that I want to be hopeful and positive, not only 
in my personal life, but in my ministry.  I am struggling with where to find the hope amid the 
violence of our society today.  I hear many people with good ideas, which often have strong 
support.  We need to amplify those voices of the peacemakers.  We need to lift up and support 
those working for healthy changes.  We need to continue to reflect upon the directions and 
actions we can take as individuals and as communities to make our society safer for all.  And 
from that reflection we need to act strongly and decisively to bring about those changes. 

Where do I find hope this morning?  What is it that keeps me going?  I find hope from the 
thoughtful people like those gathered in this room and in places of worship throughout our 
nation, who long for the vision of God’s kingdom and are working to make that vision possible.  
Guided by those thoughts and inspired by our prayers, we can return from the wilderness ready 
to act faithfully in the modern world.


