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THE FOUNDATION OF OUR FAITH: PRAYER
Foundations are very important for us in our daily living. Who would enter a building if the foundation was not firm? Who would cross a bridge if they knew it was not supported well? Someone I know junked a car because the foundation, the floor boards had just about given out and it was unsafe to drive. We don’t build buildings made of cardboard. We don’t build buildings made of toothpicks or popsicle sticks. There okay for a model, but I don’t think any of us would like to live in such a house. We hope they use the best steel, the best wood, the best concrete money can buy to withstand storms.  In some countries homes are made of whatever they can find and they do provide shelter, but when storms hit sometimes those houses are washed away like they were match sticks. We need a strong foundation under us to make things last. I’ve always marveled at the Arch in St. Louis. We’ve gone up a few times, but it isn’t one of the places Carole likes to go. All that swaying, the small, cramped cars that help you ascend and descend, the looking out from the top, though a great view, it only takes a second until you are done and you want to be on solid ground. The person who designed that had a great idea that has lasted many years without any problems that I know of. It outlasted storms, earthquakes, and whatever was around it. I think it is because of his design, which I think might have been ahead of his times. 
Jesus reminds us of this: build your faith on the right foundation and you will survive. Make sure you know what you believe and in whom you believe in order to survive the attacks that come from that sneaky, slimy, slithering snake we know as Satan and his friends. Be careful who you listen to and what you read.  At the end of his Sermon on the Mount found in Matthew he tells about two homes that were built…one on the sand, the other on firm foundation. Now we all know that story. The first built his house on sandy ground and it was perfect.  It had all the things he wanted in it. But one day a ferocious storm came and the wind blew, and the lightning struck, and cracks of thunder were so loud it made them shutter. Well, the man and his family hunkered down to wait out the storm, but the storm was so bad that it wasn’t long before they decided they better head for higher ground as the water began to rise and they watched from higher ground as their dream house was history…gone…and all that was in it was washed out to sea.  But there was another man who watched his neighbor build his house on sand and thought that was not a good idea, so he built his house a little further in where the foundation was sure. He dug a little deeper to find a firm foundation and when he hit solid ground that was where he built his home. He too was hit by the same storm as his friend who built his home on the sand. He and his family waited out the storm as well. But there was one difference. Because his house was built on a firm foundation with posts set deep into the ground, his house stayed together. He may have lost a few shingles from his roof, a piece of siding, but his house stood firm. The bottom line came from Jesus when he said…. “Everyone who hears my words AND OBEYS THEM are like the person who has built his house on the firm foundation for when the storms of life come, he will survive. But those who hear my words, BUT NOT OBEY THEM are like the man who built his home on the sandy ground for when the storms of life hit him, he just crashed. Let him who has ears, hear!” Now you all thought this was about homes and what they are built of, but it’s not. It’s about not just hearing God’s word but DOING IT! It’s putting them into practice in our daily living, not just on Sunday. We aren’t to act like Christians, we are to live as Christians, as followers of Christ.
Chapters 5,6,7 in Matthew’s Gospel are called the Sermon on the Mount because Jesus and his disciples are having a seminar on life. It begins with the Beatitudes, you know those, “Happy are those who…” and he continues on with teachings about life itself. In many ways these are part of the foundation of our faith. In other words, these are the words of Jesus for his people. These are the words of faith for those who are going to follow him, which includes us here today.
In the midst of this comes the very basic formula. That formula we know better as praying. Jesus taught lots about prayer. He tells us not to be anxious about tomorrow, just tell God your needs. Jesus says to ask God for what you need, seek his will, and keep on knocking on the door of heaven. Why? Because God cares and knows what we need.  Your needs are different than my needs.  Second, he provides that which we need, not what we want. We sometimes get those two things mixed up. Prayer is seeking God’s will so that it will become our will. 
Prayer is the backbone and the firm foundation of our faith. On that mountain side, according to Luke’s account, when the disciples asked Jesus to teach them to pray, he began, “Pray like this…. ‘Our Father who art in heaven hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, they will be done, on earth, as it is in heaven……’   
That is a basic prayer that just about everyone in this country knows. It even fits in a cross worn as a necklaces that some women wear.  For some it makes them feel protected, secure, knowing God is with them. We pray it every Sunday as part of our worship service. At the final resting place of someone one of the last things that we do as a grieving community is to pray the Lord’s Prayer together acknowledging the power of our God and his awesomeness, and the comfort that comes from God being ever so close at such a time like this.
Prayer! We know how important it is. Prayer!  We know how powerful it is! Prayer! We know that is what God commands us to do. So here is my question…HOW COME WE FAIL TO PRAY? Oh I know most people pray. We ask God’s blessings on food on our tables and things like that. Ball players ask for help in whatever sport they play. We pray for those who serve in the military. We pray for God’s protection when we leave on a trip. But there is a deeper praying that we fall short on praying.  If I asked how many of you pray I would see 99%  hands.  My mentor used to tell me that when I became a pastor in the United Methodist church I needed to be ready to preach, pray or die at any given moment. In reality, everyone is called upon to pray. Pastor’s don’t have an exclusive line to God. Everyone has the ear of God because we are all important. And here is something else…. There is no certain words that God is waiting to hear. He is waiting just to hear the heart and soul of his people. He doesn’t wait to hear King James type language before he answers. He hears the spoken word of a child and those with childlike faith. God hears our prayers. He may not answer like we would like, but he does hear them.  And if we think we don’t know what to say…even our moaning becomes prayers lifted to God and the Holy Spirit, according to Paul, will interpret those moans to God who already knows and understands our needs.
The Lord’s Prayer is said so often that sometimes we forget what it says or what it means. First it acknowledges who God is….He is our Father who is in heaven. That means he sees all, knows all, hears all, and can provide all. He is holy, set apart, one who is, and always was, and who will be until the end of time and beyond. 
Add to that the part about forgiveness. This one we need to take a good look at because we all want to be forgiven. But look what Jesus says about that in this prayer… “Forgive us our sins, just as we have forgiven those who have sinned against us.”
We like the first part that when we have sinned God will wipe the slate clean. But there is a second part we skim over….. our forgiveness is tied into how much we have forgiven someone else who has wronged us. That’s not always easy. I’ve heard people say they hold on to a grudge because ‘after all, you don’t know what they did to me and how hurt I am because of their actions.’ I can say that’s true. But God knows, and he still says we need to forgive…not to let that get in our way with our relationship with our Father. “Justice is mine” God says. We don’t have to hang around with them, but forgive, that’s what God asks us to do. After all he felt the pain of people rejecting his son. He felt the anger being shown to Jesus by the religious leaders and others. He felt the whips that were dealt upon the back of his son. He felt the pain of the nails being driven into the hands and feet of Jesus when they crucified him. He knew the pain of the sins of the whole world being taken into the body of Jesus on the cross as he stood by and heard his son cry out, “Father, why have you forsaken me?” Forsaken him? No! He was there and he turned his head to cry as the punishment of the whole world was being dealt with by his son. Forsaken? No! Love overruled the sins of the world. And what were the last words from Jesus? He begged God not to punish, but to forgive the world of their sins. And most importantly, perhaps we can say that Jesus asked God to forgive those who were doing this crucifixion to his only son. You know the soldiers, the religious leaders, Pilate, even his disciples who ran away. Even Peter who denied him three times. Even Judas who turned him in for a lousy 30 pieces of silver.
Does that not show us by his example that we should forgive others too? After all, we have sinned against our almighty God and we want a clean slate, a restored relationship. We best think hard about this part of the Lord’s prayer when we pray it.
And then we have our time to pray for our daily bread, our daily manna, if we will, remembering how daily in the wilderness God provided his people for over 40 years until they entered the promised land and ate of its milk and honey.  His hand always provides. After all, everything on this earth belongs to him. All the cattle on the hills, all the crops in the field, all the fruit on the trees, all the fish in the sea are under his command and his will. Lord give us today our daily bread.
So there you have it this morning. One of the foundations of our faith is prayer. And from the Old Testament, the book of Chronicles we read these powerful words that remind us how important prayer is to God: “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, I will hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and heal their land.” 
Look at this again….it’s God promise from the Old Testament passed down to us today… the key is if his people would do it. What’s the “it?”
First, humble themselves! In other words realizing you aren’t God, God is. Understanding that God is the provider and sustainer of all his people not our government nor others. 
Second, seek God’s face through prayer. In other words praying just like Jesus spoke about in the Sermon on the Mount. “So don’t worry about tomorrow….but seek first his kingdom and his righteousness and all these things will be given to you as well.”
The third thing is to turn from our wicked ways.  In other words, turn from sin, turn to God seeking repentance, seeking forgiveness being truly sorry and trying your best not to go right out and do it again and again and again. 
If God’s people who are called by his name, who do all these things, here is what God will do…. forgive our sins and he will heal our land. Man does this land of ours need healing.  Unemployment, violence, wars, anger, immorality, just as starters come to my mind. Lying, cheating, stealing, and lots more stuff.  Our nation needs healing. In fact our world needs healing. Bombs, terrorism and wars hurt many families. This is God’s world and we are destroying it. God will heal our lands…if we pray…if we seek his face in repentance.
 Prayer! It is the foundation of our faith. Did you know John Wesley got up each morning at 4:30 and prayed for hours? If we believe God hears our prayers. If we believe he is the only one who can handle our situation, shouldn’t we pray more often?  How come more people don’t join to pray? I don’t know! We just don’t have time to pray we are so busy. But isn’t that another of Satan’s tools?   There is power in our praying.  Haven’t you seen those posters around town asking us to pray for Daniele Loftus? Why do we have a prayer list? Prayers can change things, even if it brings strength and courage and peace. Some praying brings miracles.
If prayer is the foundation of our faith then we need to set aside time to pray at home and with others. I can promise you this….if we did what God told us to do, we would see God’s blessings for this church and this world and for our own lives. If we had a slew of prayer warriors who were willing to take time to really, really, really, seek God’s face, repent, and pray….our church, our town, our state, our country, our world, our lives would change… If we prayed with heartfelt feelings, ‘Our Father who art in Heaven hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil, for thine is the kingdom, and the glory and the power forever and ever…..” I believe God hear from heaven and pour out his blessings upon us.
If we had warriors like that who God has called to pray……if only!

