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Today is the last Sunday of Easter. It’s sort of an in-between time: we marked
Jesus’ Ascension into heaven on Thursday, and next Sunday we will be
remembering the Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit came to dwell with God’s
people. And then our Gospel for today is a large portion of Jesus’ “High Priestly
Prayer,” the conclusion of his farewell discourse to his disciples. The setting is
the Upper Room on Maundy Thursday--seemingly a strange leap to make when
we are almost through Easter. Jesus has just washed his disciples’ feet, foreseen
Judas’s betrayal, predicted Peter’s denial, promised his disciples the Holy Spirit,
and taught them as if time is running out. Which it is.

In the final moments before his arrest, Jesus “looks toward heaven and prays” for
the disciples. In fact, some call the high priestly prayer the “other Lord’s
Prayer”—the one we don’t memorize and recite on Sunday mornings. It’s not
quite so polished and poetic as the “Our Father.” It doesn’t have the same flow; it
is decidedly not efficient. It’s long, rambling, and rather hard to follow—in fact, it’s
so long that we take different chunks of it for this last-Sunday-of-Easter reading
each year of the lectionary cycle.

This high priestly prayer, Jesus’ long goodbye, is important and valuable for any
number of reasons, but one of the things it does is teach us to pray. It’s pretty
remarkable if you think of it: God modeling for us how to speak to God.

Jesus is modeling intercessory prayer here—prayer on behalf of others. We all
practice intercessory prayer all the time: we pray the Prayers of the People every
week in the Eucharist. Intercession is part of the work of the Daughters of the
King. I have my own practice of intercession. You probably do, too, whether you
intentionally sit down and take time to pray for others, or you dash off thoughts to
God when you meet someone having a hard time.

Intercession is not striking a bargain with God or engaging in magical thinking.
While there are times when the power of intercession can be seen in concrete
effects, we can’t pray someone well; we can’t control God with our words. For
every prayer we’ve seen come to fruition in the way we would choose, there are



others that seem to go unanswered. We don’t get what we want, the people we
love die, wars rage, children starve, innocent people suffer abuse and pain. So
what’s the point?

The point is that prayer, specifically intercessory prayer, moves us beyond
ourselves and into community, which is at the heart of our faith. And we can turn
to prayer even when we feel most helpless. You can’t stop your family member’s
metastasizing cancer, but you can name him in your prayers. You can’t stop your
friend’s miscarriage, but you can hold her up to God. You can’t undo the
destruction of a hurricane, but you can remember those who have lost homes.
You can’t create peace in the world, but you can pray for those wrapped up in the
conflict.

This has been on my mind this week. I’ve received two pastoral letters from the
Presiding Bishop, the Bishop leading the Episcopal Church: one mourning the
violence between Israel and Palestine and offering prayers for peace, and the
other offering solidarity and prayers for peace and justice in the face of deadly
unrest in Colombia. These are occasional letters. The last came almost a month
ago, awaiting the Chauvin trial verdict—then this week, two statements in two
days. It’s easy to feel helpless in the face of this much pain, violence, and
evil—but I can pray.

But the purpose of this kind of prayer is not to make ourselves feel better, either.
We can’t control God, we can’t hope that if we just pray hard enough or well
enough, our prayers will accomplish what we want them to—but they’re also not
a way to wash our hands of the hurts of the world.

Rather, praying is, in a small way, how we stand and wait at the foot of the cross.
It is a way that we grow in awareness of the suffering and needs of others. We
might also grow more aware of our own role in that suffering, our own power to
hurt. I hope we grow in our desire to support our prayer with action. As we
practice intercession, we become more openhearted, more generous, and more
moved toward love and justice.

So how do we go about practicing more?



Well, we can start in just a few minutes, with the Prayers of the People. In this
wide swath of intercession we pray for the universal church, secular authorities,
the welfare of the world, the concerns of the local community, those who suffer
and are in trouble, and the departed. And yet we tend to rush through these
prayers, make them something perfunctory, a part of the service we have half
memorized and must get through before we can get on with the more important
Eucharist. But these prayers are an integral part of our community life, reminding
us that we are knit together not just with each other but with children of God
throughout the world.

We can also think of those in our lives who need our prayers. Offering to pray for
someone is easy to do and sometimes much harder to complete. It is a big and
sacred offering, but one we all can do. Start with the prayer list: Take your bulletin
home with you and prayer for those on our prayer list, those celebrating birthdays
or anniversaries, those serving in the Armed Forces. You don’t need to know the
person, their full name, or what their needs are—God knows, and your prayers
will bring you into the community regardless of the depth of your knowledge. This
week’s bulletins also name some graduates connected to the parish (plus an
addition I’ll make at announcements)—why not pray for each of them as well?

We might also pray for those that hurt us, and those whom we have hurt. This
can be difficult, especially if we feel shame. It may feel hypocritical if we still
harbor anger and bitterness. But simply holding them up to God can bring our
hearts nearer to reconciliation and healing.

Another part of intercessory prayer is requesting prayers when needed. This can
take courage. Asking for prayer, accepting that we need prayer, is a vulnerable
act. Asking for prayer is an acknowledgement that we can’t make it through life
alone—we need God, and we need our friends in God—and it’s also affirmation
that we are not alone, but that we have people in our lives, all around us, who will
stand before God for us.

You might have a formal practice of intercessory prayer, through an organization,
or through your own rule of life. If you’re a woman of the church and curious to
learn more about how the Daughters of the King practice intercessory prayer, I’m
sure one of them would be delighted to share. You might practice intercession



less formally, simply holding people and their needs up to God when they cross
your path. There is no right or wrong way to pray.

But I do encourage you to pray, to find something that works for you, and to
practice it. I say practice because you might not be good at it right away—or
ever—and that’s okay, too. One of my favorite books on prayer, Margaret
Guenther’s The Practice of Prayer, says this very thing: “We practice because we
are not yet perfect, because we know that we have much to learn.”

But prayer—that is, how we respond to God, with words, actions, movement,
art—is important and powerful. It shapes our hearts, shapes our beliefs, shapes
our world. And we have no less an example than Jesus, the model of our faith, to
guide us.

Next Sunday is Pentecost, when we will celebrate the birth of the Church, a day
of unity, of Spirit, of God at work in the world, and a world brought together in
prayer and practice. Let’s begin the work of Pentecost now.

Would you pray with me?

God, help us to pray as Jesus taught us. Guide our minds, our hearts, our words,
our actions. Lead us beyond ourselves and into the needs and hurts and joys of
our neighbors. Lead us to you. In Jesus’ name, Amen.


