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“Stewardship Asks a Lot: Our Prayers” 

Text: Hebrews 4:12-16 

 

This morning we continue our sermon series on an expanded view of what stewardship means.  

It is much more than just our financial commitment.  Stewardship demands a lot from us.  Last 

week we talked about the ways in which we give of ourselves to be present with one another.  

Today, we continue by looking at the invitation that we would pray for one another.  So it seems 

appropriate to begin with a moment of prayer. 

 

Merciful God, we come today with open hearts and open minds, willing to listen, ready to 

act.  Let your Spirit flow through our lives that we might discover new pathways of serving 

you by caring for those near at hand.  Amen. 

 

In his autobiography, “Brother to a Dragonfly,” Will Campbell noted that when a new pastor 

came to their small town one of the first tasks they had to discover was who prayed in public and 

who didn’t.  It would be a terrible faux pas to begin a meeting and ask someone to pray only to 

discover that this was something they were uncomfortable with.  There was no stigma attached to 

not praying, it was simply an awareness that some folks were comfortable praying in public and 

others were not. 

 

One of those who did pray in public was Will’s father.  And it didn’t matter whether he was 

saying grace before a meal or praying at the start of a church meeting, the words were 

dependable and familiar.  He always said the same thing, 

  

 O lord, look down on us with mercy.  Make us thank for these and all other blessings.  

Pardon and forgive our sins.  We ask for Christ’s sake.  Amen. 

 

They came to know this as Daddy’s prayer.  So, as Will got older, he knew that at some point he 

would be called upon to pray.  And since he was preparing to become a minister, there would be 

that expectation that he was among those comfortable praying in public.  And so he practiced, 

creating a prayer similar to the one his father prayed, but unique to himself.  With that, he 

became known as one of those willing to pray in public. 

 

In many settings, when someone has been asked to pray before a meeting or to offer grace for a 

meal, there is often that truly awkward silence as everyone looks down at their shoelaces in 

hopes that they will not be called upon.  The praying has likely already begun as most folks are 

silently saying, “Please God, don’t let them call upon me.”  The room is filled with deep 

gratitude when someone volunteers and says, “I will say the prayer.”   

 



One of the problems with prayers is that we assume that the words have to be flowery and pious.  

We often have high expectations about what a prayer should include, and this can make folks 

uncomfortable about praying in public.  But let me first put you at ease by saying that prayer is 

just conversation.  It doesn’t have to be fancy or have references to crossing the Red Sea and 

images from the book of Revelation and a citation from the words of Jesus.  Prayer is just 

conversation.  And like any conversation between two people, it only needs to be sincere.  Just 

say what is on your mind.  Speak honestly and know that this will always be good enough. 

 

In today’s reading from the book of Hebrews, the author wants us to approach prayer not 

fearfully, but with boldness.  Don’t be afraid of speaking to God, nor afraid of the judgement of 

others.  In fact, the author encourages us to come to God with our weaknesses and uncertainties.   

 

In the book of Romans, we hear the promise that “the Spirit helps us in our weakness, for we do 

not know how to pray as we ought.”  Let me pause for a moment on that phrase.  It isn’t meant to 

imply that there is a right way and a wrong way to pray.  What it means is that sometimes we 

don’t know quite what to say.  It isn’t any different from walking into a difficult situation and 

thinking to yourself, “I don’t know what I can offer.”  No words seem sufficient. 

 

This week, a case worker at the hospital called the church to ask if I would come visit a family 

that had just made a very difficult decision.  The parents had made the decision to turn off life 

supports for a son who was not going to recover.  They had made the thoughtful choice to donate 

his organs which would benefit many other folks.  I was aware that their grief would be someone 

else’s answer to prayer.   

 

There are no right words to speak in those moments.  I spoke from the heart telling the parents 

how sorry I was that they were in this situation.  In most circumstances, we expect that we will 

have to bury our parents, but it hurts to imagine that sometimes life means having to say farewell 

to our children.  I couldn’t fix this or change it, only note the sadness of such a turn of events.  I 

thanked the parents for their decision to donate their son’s organs.  I have sat with families who 

have made those hard decisions and I have known families that were on the receiving end of 

such gifts.   

 

We talked.  We cried.  We shared memories.  And then I offered a prayer, taking their son’s hand 

in mine and saying a prayer grateful for his life and asking God’s love and peace to fill him in 

those final moments.  There were no right words at that moment, only the expressions of our 

grief and sadness and the hopes that God would be present and provide what was needed in that 

difficult time.   

 

Sometimes, as the book of Romans points out, we don’t know what to say.  But that verse 

continues by indicating that even in those moments, “the Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for 

words.”  In those words, I find the hope that God takes our stumbling, fumbling words and sees 

deep into our hearts, deep into the circumstances and translates our feeble attempts into a 

coherent message.  The Spirit translates those faltering words into something meaningful and 

beautiful.  God hears and understands. 

 



That is the same promise that we hear from today’s reading from Romans.  There is no need to 

be timid in our prayers.  We shouldn’t worry about whether our prayers are eloquent or not.  We 

hear that good news that encourages us to approach the throne of grace with boldness so that we 

may receive mercy and find grace in our time of need.  The most important part is the 

willingness to engage in that conversation with God. 

 

But I believe there is another really important reason why we are encouraged to pray.  It isn’t just 

about the relationship with God.  It is about our relationship with one another.  When we join the 

United Methodist Church, we vow to support the congregation with our prayers.  We pray for 

our church as a whole and for our denomination.  We pray for the people who sit with us in the 

pews.  We pray for missionaries in distant places like Lithuania, the Congo and Guatemala.  We 

pray for one another and in that act of praying, we are drawn closer as a community of faith.  To 

pray is to strengthen our connections to one another. 

 

Once while visiting a senior member of our church, the woman lamented that she was not able to 

attend church any longer.  She missed being in worship on Sundays.  And she apologized that 

her financial donations were not what they once were.  Truth be told, I didn’t know then and I 

don’t know now what she gave to the church.  That was never the intent of my visit.  But she felt 

bad that she was not able to engage in the congregation as she had once been able. 

 

I can only attribute what happened next to God’s Spirit at work in our conversation.  I said to her 

that when she joined the church, one of the vows was to support the church with her prayers.  I 

said to her that there were times I wasn’t sure how to lead our congregation, times I was 

uncertain how to proceed.  I said that one of the best gifts she could give would be to pray.  And 

along with that, I promised to mail her the list of people we were praying for as a church.  It was 

exactly what she needed. 

 

The next time I went to visit, her face lit up when she said that she was receiving the weekly card 

with the names and needs.  She kept the list on her dining room table and every morning when 

she sat down for her morning coffee, she would review the list and pray for each one 

individually.  Although she couldn’t be there on Sunday morning, prayer helped her feel 

connected to the church.  And there were times when I was facing a particularly difficult time 

and in those moments would remember that Helen was praying for me.  That meant a lot to me. 

 

I believe that this is one of the unseen purposes of prayer.  It is intended to bring us closer to one 

another, to strengthen those bonds between people.  We might underestimate the significance of 

such moments, but it is a powerful statement to say to someone, “I am praying for you.”  Prayer 

is that unseen glue that strengthens a community.   

 

A friend recounted a story about a man who had come to the church to thank the pastor for his 

help in a time of need.  The man indicated that he had come by the office and a very patient 

pastor had listened gently as he poured out his heart.  After a while the pastor asked if the man 

would like a prayer and together the two of them had prayed.  The man stopped by to let them 

know that things had improved and that he appreciated what the church had done. 

 



Following this conversation, my friend tried to find who the man had spoken to.  No one recalled 

the man coming by.  Finally, the custodian confessed that the man had come by asking for a 

pastor and there was not one there.  The custodian never said he was a pastor, but then he never 

said he wasn’t.  He had just offered a listening ear and then asked if he wanted to pray together.  

The custodian confessed this thinking he had done wrong.  My friend is a thoughtful pastor and 

conveyed gratitude for what the custodian had done.  He was exactly what the man needed.  And 

my friend went on to say that he was thinking about giving the custodian some new title.  

Perhaps the Pastor in charge of cleaning and healing or the Maintenance Minister.  The truth is, it 

didn’t take a seminary degree or a semester of preaching and praying to offer comfort and care to 

the man who had come in.  What the custodian had done was listen carefully and speak from the 

heart.  And that had made all the difference. 

 

The same is true for all of us.  When you join the United Methodist Church, you pledge to 

support the church with your prayers.  And those prayers make a difference.  It is an incredible 

gift to say to someone, “I am praying for you.”  It lets others know that they are not alone in their 

struggles.  It lets them know that someone cares.  It means that someone wants the best for them.   

I want to conclude with one very personal illustration.  Following Kevin Butler’s death this 

summer, I felt like we needed to have a time for people to gather.  We needed something 

immediate, a chance to share our sadness and grief.  And so you may recall that we opened the 

chapel for prayer and conversation.  There was no particular agenda, just an opportunity for 

people to be together to share our sorrow. 

 

During the time we met, people found what they needed.  Some came silently and prayed.  Some 

came to share stories of how Kevin had touched their lives.  We wept, we talked, we sat in 

silence and we prayed.  But what I will always remember about that night is that several folks 

asked if they could pray for me.  And they did.  Standing together there in the chapel we prayed 

for one another.  I prayed for them and they prayed for me.  I cannot begin to tell you how much 

that meant to me.  I don’t remember the words of my prayers and I don’t remember the words 

you spoke.  What I remember is how much that meant to me.  And it still does. 

 

So, like much of our stewardship, I feel like part of my role is to be an encourager.  In most cases 

I am not asking you to do something you are not already doing.  I am asking you to keep up the 

good work.  Your prayers are important.  They are meaningful.  They connect us to one another 

and they provide support in times of need.  Remember that commitment to pray for one another.  

Be bold in your prayers.  Speak honestly and tenderly with God, the same ways in which God 

speaks to us.  And trust that your prayers make a difference. 


