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Sermon videolink: https://youtu.be/NlhTfRRZJk0
The first time I remember my father praying was when I was 15. He had been to visit my mother in the hospital about an 90 minutes drive away. He arrived home late in the evening when I was already in bed. I was woken up by the sound of my father crying. I got out of bed and found him. He was praying to God because the doctors had told him that there was nothing more they could do, my mother was going to die of the cancer, and it would be very soon. 

That night when my father prayed, he wasn’t a Christian. He believed there was something or someone greater than us mere human beings but he wasn’t sure who or what. In his desperation, he hoped that there is a God and that he listens to prayers. That night he made a bargain with this god, that if his wife lived, he would go to church. 
Two weeks later I also prayed for the first time in quite a while and for the last time for several years. It was the night before my sixteenth birthday, and I had chosen not to go with my father to the hospital that evening because I wanted to see my mother the next day on my birthday. By 11pm my father was still not home, and I knew that meant things weren't going well. At that time, I was more atheist than agnostic, but still I prayed hoping that perhaps there is a god. I prayed at 11pm. I asked God to heal my mother, or at the very least to take her pain away. 

My father arrived home a few minutes after I prayed and said mama was in terrible pain and probably wouldn’t make it through the night. He only came home because he was worried about us children. We didn’t have a phone and he had no way of getting in touch. We both stayed up and talked and around midnight there was a knock at the door. It was the local police sergeant. The hospital had contacted him. Mama had died at 11pm. God had answered part of my prayer, at the very moment I prayed it, my mother was no longer in pain, but I was angry because she had died.

Maybe you too have had times in your life when the only thing left to do was pray. Maybe when you prayed you pleaded and bargained with God. Maybe the prayer was answered the way you hoped for. Maybe the prayer was answered but not the way you expected. Maybe you were disappointed, and you felt like God was silent and had not listened or answered at all. 

Some people think that if you want God to answer your prayers you have to pray the right way. Some think you need to pray enthusiastically; others think you have to pray humbly, some think the longer the prayer the better and others think God only answers prayers that follow a particular formula. Then there are those who believe God will only listen to your prayers if you have rid yourself of every sin and live as pure a life as possible. 

Today we hear that God loves and cares for us so much that we don’t need to pray the right way, or use a particular formula or set of words. Even when we run out of things to say, when the needs we want to express to God are so deep that words to express them fail us, we don’t have to worry. When words fail us, the Holy Spirit searches our heart and mind for the things that are causing us to groan in pain and fear.  When we can’t find the right words, when we stumble over what to say, when we don’t even know what we should ask God for, the Spirit prays for us. The Spirit does this by putting into words the deepest yearnings of our hearts.
We also don’t need to be good and get rid of some sin in our life before God will listen to and answer our prayers. Rather we can trust in Jesus because he has already given up his life for us. Remember what he said on the cross? “Father forgive them.”  This same Jesus has been resurrected and is seated at the right hand of the Father. That means when we pray and even when all we can do is groan, Jesus is there at the Father’s side interceding for us. Adding his support to the Spirit and adding support and even his loving interpretation to our own often stumbling words. 

That means whenever you pray to God you are not praying alone. Instead, you are praying with the Spirit, and you are praying with Jesus, the one who gave up his life for you. We know God loves us so much that he did not spare his own son therefore, we can be sure God listens to us. Think about it. How much more will God listen to our prayers now that his risen and glorified son is also interceding for us?
When bad things happen in our lives, we can all too easily believe that God is punishing us, and that God does not love us. But this can’t be further from the truth. Not only does God love you but God knows what is best for you and what needs to be done for the good of all those who love him. That is why we can be certain that in all “in all things God works for the good of those who love him,” (Rom. 8:28, NIV).
The problem from our human perspective is that we only have a very narrow view of the whole picture. We are limited by our humanity, our inability to see the future and our incapacity to view even a single event from every perspective. Sometimes over time and with hindsight we can see why God answered our prayers in a particular way, but even then, this side of eternity we only get a glimpse.

The glimpse God gave me about my mother came from something else that happened on the night she died. Just after the police sergeant arrived, so did the local Lutheran pastor. He told us that he had recently visited my mother in the hospital. During that visit, they talked about her faith, and he believed that she had faith in Christ. I didn’t want my mother to live in pain, but I did want to see her again. God took her pain away and now I hold onto the hope that she is with Jesus and I will see her again when the Lord calls me home. 
Sometimes life can be hard, and look bleak and hopeless, driving us to the point of despair and moaning. Yet even in the darkest valleys of our lives, through Jesus Christ we can hold onto the sure hope that in the end we are all ‘more than conquerors through him who loved us,” and we can be certain that “neither death nor life, neither angels, nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers,  neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (8:38-39 NIV). 

Amen
Pastor Rolf Lungwitz

