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 (Preacher holds up 2 shawls). These are prayer shawls that were given to me by two 
different churches, knitted by members of their prayer shawl ministry teams.  This one 
was given to me in person in August, 2013, with much love and affection and many well 
wishes by friends from St. John’s, Carlisle, before I moved to Tennessee to complete 
the year of Anglican Studies that would prepare me for ordination as a transitional 
deacon, and then as a priest. This one was sent to me a few months later that same 
year – November, 2013 - by my dear friend Bob Cook, who is the pastor of Christ 
United Methodist Church in Waynesboro.  This one came to me neatly wrapped, folded, 
and mailed in a box, following a horrendous car accident I was involved in while a 
student at Sewanee.  It happened on a Sunday evening as I was on my way home from 
the church where I was working.  Literally, this box came to me as a “care package”.  
About a week after receiving the shawl, I pulled it tightly around me when I got back in 
the car the first time to drive again following the accident.  I felt - at least momentarily - 
like Superman donning his cape!  Or at least I hoped the shawl might have some super 
powers.  I was terribly afraid.  I hoped and prayed with all my heart and soul that 
wrapping myself in the shawl would protect me, help me feel God’s nearness, and give 
me strength and courage to do what I had to do – get behind that wheel and go out on 
the road again, which I  absolutely did not want to do. 
 
Two shawls knitted together in love, woven of intertwined strands of other people’s 
prayers for me. Visible, touchable signs of a mysterious and powerful practice.  
PRAYER.  A practice that somehow mysteriously changes things.  Changes us. Can 
change the world. 
 
PRAYER is the common thread weaving through all three of today’s Scripture readings.  
In the Acts reading, the disciples stand gazing up into the sky as Jesus ascends and 
disappears from their sight into the clouds.  He’s really physically gone this time, 
returning back to the heavenly places from where he came.  Before he left, Jesus 
promised them the Holy Spirit would come with power, and they would be his witnesses.  
So now what are they to do?  They go back to Jerusalem to the room where they had 
been staying, and devoted themselves to prayer.  Praying and waiting.  Waiting and 
praying.  Trying to live in the moment – faithfully, expectantly - their hearts and minds 
getting ready for the Holy Spirit’s coming.  They are being prepared to begin Act Two of 
the Jesus movement. 
 
In the second reading from I Peter, life is no picnic for the early followers of the Jesus 
movement in rural Asia Minor. The letter is sent to encourage the Gentile Christians 
there, suffering because their faith has called them to break with the social fabric of their 
community.  Persecution, social ostracism, name-calling is what they are up against.  
Peter, or whoever the author of the letter is, calls the reality they face a “fiery ordeal”, a 
“test”.  “Keep alert”, the writer insists.  God’s adversary, your adversary, the Evil One is 



prowling around like a hungry lion waiting to pounce, ready to tear believers apart and 
cast them aside.  “Resist the adversary”, the letter directs. “Cast all your anxiety on 
God, because God cares for you”. And then in a burst of bold declaration the letter 
proclaims: “The God of all grace will restore, support, strengthen and establish you.”  If 
prayers ever were needed, prayers for hope and faith, for courage, strength and 
endurance - this was definitely one of those times!  For the first disciples at Jesus’ 
ascension, and for the community of First Peter, life was chaotic and unstable.  These 
were times of dis-ease.  Times of questioning and of needing to trust.  Times rich and 
ripe for prayer. 
 
And, then we come to the gospel reading, where Jesus and the disciples are about to 
be plunged into the tide of events that will end in Jesus’ death.  This reading from 
John’s gospel chapter 17 is part of the prayer that Jesus prays before he dies.   
 
The gospel offers us a mini- course in “Prayer 101”, giving a few basic guidelines to 
help in our praying. The first point to be made is that we can pray any time. Throughout 
the gospels, Jesus prays in the morning, in the evening, in the middle of the night.  On a 
mountain, on a plain, when it’s dark and when it’s light.  Indoors, outdoors, alone and 
with friends.  In thanksgiving, in distress, and for various desired outcomes.  We know 
we can pray anytime, but sometimes we forget.  We get too busy, or completely 
wrapped up in our own agendas.  Prayer isn’t only for church, or mealtime, or before 
bed.  We can pray anytime, anywhere, for any reason.  With the help of a spiritual 
director, I have spent years learning how to pray while I’m driving or working out at the 
gym.  Praying when I’m writing notes and sending emails.  Prayer is not intended to be 
something extraordinary, saved for certain places or times or reserved only for “big” 
important moments.  Prayer is meant to be part of the fabric of daily life, like simple 
threads that gently pull us once again toward God, woven all throughout the day.  Here 
in the gospel reading, Jesus and the disciples are about to be plunged into crisis, facing 
immense upheaval, turmoil, and unease, ready or not for the changes about to happen. 
Impending separation and anticipated loss hang right there, raw and real.  And probably 
they are still sitting around the dinner table when Jesus offers this prayer.  According to 
John’s account, the disciples overhear Jesus praying for them.   
 
A second helpful tip suggested by the gospel reading is this: prayer is about what’s on 
your heart.  Jesus shares tremendous intimacy with the Father and he is inviting his 
disciples into it.  He is sharing what is most deeply on his heart in the moment – that he 
is coming to the end of his earthly mission.  That God will see him through to the end.  
That God will take care of his friends, now that he has to leave them behind.  
Specifically, Jesus prays for their protection – much like his other prayer - “lead us not 
into temptation, and deliver us from evil”.  Jesus prays for them to remain true to God, 
true to what they have learned from him. And he prays that they will live in unity, and 
experience the deep connection and intimacy Jesus has with God the Father, and 
together they share with the Holy Spirit. 
If you have ever wondered what to pray about, the simple answer is to pray for 
whatever you are worried about, or thankful for, or need support with.  Jesus models it.  



Pray about whatever is on your heart.  Every aspect of life can be an occasion for 
turning to God. 
 
And the third basic guideline is to remember that we never pray alone.  We see this 
point most clearly a bit later on in Jesus’ farewell prayer in John 17, when he says, “And 
I ask not only on behalf of these” – that is, his disciples – “but on behalf of all those who 
will believe in me through their word . . .” This means all Christians since the first 
disciples, including us.  Whenever we pray, we do not pray alone. Jesus is praying with 
us and for us.  One of the gifts of our Anglican tradition with its fixed hours for prayer is 
the knowledge that whenever we pray, there are other Christians somewhere in the 
world praying at the same time with us, often using the same or similar words – 
“common prayer” in Jesus’ name, binding our hearts and spirits together as one.   
 
There will be times when we all struggle with different aspects of praying – making the 
time, finding the energy, staying focused and not distracted, how to pray when we are ill 
or in pain.  At those times when we struggle, what if we simply tell Jesus our difficulty 
and trust that he prays for us?  On the 3x5 card you will find in the service bulletin, you 
are invited to write down one thing you would like Jesus to know about, one thing you 
would like Jesus to pray for. Write that one thing on the card and carry it with you 
through this week to remind you that Jesus cares and is interceding, praying for you and 
me. When we offer our concerns to Jesus it reminds us we are not alone. We have not 
been orphaned, left to fend for ourselves.  We are the beloved community for whom 
Jesus prays. 
 
It was such a profound and unexpected blessing when I received the gift of those two 
prayer shawls.  To hold in my hands human caring and love made visible, reminders of 
God’s faithfulness and nearness.  To be wrapped in strands of dynamic, holy 
connection with Jesus’ followers was immensely comforting.  Whenever we pray, or 
receive the prayers of others, we can be certain that in every season of life, we are 
being held by a God of love, who is as close as our heart beat, near as our next breath.  
Somehow, mysteriously, prayer changes things.  And prayer changes us - because we 
invite God into life’s equation.  And the God who IS Love will be endlessly imaginative 
and creative!  So friends:  Keep calm, and pray on!  Pray for the good of your own 
soul, and for the sake of this world God loves.  We can surely count on it:  Somebody’s 
praying for each and all of us - always.  Amen. 


