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    I dedicate this book...
To Lord Jesus, without whom prayer would not be possible,
To my parents and grandparents, who showed me prayer by example,
To my truly devoted wife, Darla, who has been my encourager and partner in prayer, 
To my sons, Stephen and Philip, who have encouraged me to put pen to paper and share these hopeful truths, and
To all the people in all the places where I have served who blessed me when I first learned and applied these principles in prayer. 
To God be the Glory, 
JDA
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I still vividly remember my childhood prayers on my knees alongside my mother just before I would go to bed. There are moments now when I wish that prayer and faith could be just that simple. I became a Christian at the age of nine. As I grew in Christ, so did my interest and approach in prayer. Seminars and studies at church expanded my understanding, and the length and depth of my prayers as a child and as a teenager deepened. College, church work, and seminary gave me even more insights into a world of prayer that I had never known or even imagined. My study as a pastor—both personal and professional—allowed me to walk with and be instructed by, what were to me, some of the heroes and giants in the faith. But something in the process has always drawn me back to the simplicity of what prayer should be. Ecclesiastes 5:2 advises that our words should be few. That takes some of the pressure off to be long and perfect. Perhaps our desire to do prayer “just right” has left us feeling inadequate to the point that we’ve simply lost hope or interest in prayer. Or both. My hope in this book is to ignite or rekindle your journey and passion in prayer. I’ve written this book with a perspective as if I were instructing my grown children and my grandchildren on how to pray. Sophisticated yet simple. Sophisticated in the sense of putting together all the best of my experiences of what to include in prayer but simple like the faith of those early bedside prayers. My goal is that, if you are new to prayer, you will begin to pray. And, if you’re an old veteran in the faith, you will begin to pray with joy once more. There are many books that can be far more structurally complex (e.g., Peter Lord’s 29/59 Plan) and some more inspirational and exhaustive (Best of E.M. Bounds, R.A. Torrey’s How to Pray, John R. Rice’s Asking and Receiving). This book is designed to simply jumpstart your life of prayer. This book is not a full treatise on prayer. My goal here, again, is not to write about every nuance of prayer.

Thoughts, Thanks, Thistles

SO WHERE DID THIS IDEA for a book come from? My journey in restarting my own prayer life came about when things were in a lull. It was when there wasn’t anything good or bad necessarily going on, just the normal events of life seemed to be just lifeless. In fact, it seemed like it may have happened as a result of what could be described as just one-time circumstances. As I was sensing a desire for a deeper or rekindled experience with God, I gradually noticed that I would read and reflect and at times pray in my quiet time devotionals. I began to find myself coming across some great truths that propelled me to keep prayer going. I suddenly felt compelled to write some of these things down. I had a little ledger book which I was no longer using where I had accounted a few financial things. You know how it is, right? Living in an ever increasing less-paper-more-digital world, I really didn’t need to account for money that way anymore. That gave me the thought that I could write some meaningful verses down in the old financial journal. Over time, I started dividing the ledger book into categories to record my insights. As I would discover great thoughts about who God is, I wrote those into a section called “Thoughts on God”. In another section, I collected the verses about the good and gracious acts of God and called it “Thanks.” Lastly, I entitled the section where I would pray for others, “Thorns and Thistles.” You know, those prickly situations in our lives that required us to look to and rely on God’s promises. If you are unaware, a thistle is a beautiful purple but prickly type plant. Many of our most difficult problems are like that—lovely and lousy—mixed together into a prickly mess. It is out of that many years’ process that this book on prayer has emerged. My hope is that you engage your most profound thoughts, deepest thanks and your greatest victories over the thorns and thistles in your life and begin to pray afresh and anew.
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It seems that in every generation there needs to be a reset on spiritual things. There are so many significant spiritual disciplines, it’s easy to imagine someone asking, “Where is the best place to begin?” I believe that prayer is the best place to begin a journey of renewal. Prayer is one of the most essential—if not the absolute center—of what it means to be a believer. You cannot be a believer without asking God to save you. The act of asking God to save you is prayer. So, if over time, prayer has become only an interesting concept or a boring, lifeless exercise in its appeal or practice, then this book is for you.

For many, prayer is a nonstarter. It’s not that people don’t need a touch of the Almighty, it’s just that there is a built-up resistance toward talking to God. For example, some people believe themselves to be atheist (don’t believe) or agnostic (not knowing) if God exists. Prayer to them is not only a waste of time but is also ludicrous. So, for prayer to come alive, you must have some measure of belief or faith in the God you are praying to. Hebrews 11:6 commands, “But without faith it is impossible to please Him: for he that cometh to God must believe that He [God] is, and that He [God] is a rewarder of them that diligently seek him.” 

Imagine that you have a car that has a weak battery. Every day when you go to start it, you can tell that it has a little more trouble every time. Let’s further imagine that you sometimes don’t even start the car at all. Do you know that there are many parts of your modern car that are working even when you’re not in it? Things like your clock and security system, etc., are running even when your car isn’t. There is an unseen drain. Over time the battery weakens until some cold morning you walk out, turn the key, and nothing happens. No spark, no fire, no nothing. What are you to do? You don’t need an overhaul—you need a jumpstart from a stronger battery. You hook up only to the stronger battery with some cables. Still nothing of course because there is still no connection (but there is hope!). The power hasn’t and cannot yet be transferred. You then put the neutral/negative cable onto the ground of the impaired car, then place the positive/hot (usually red) and you may hear the car with the dead battery start to show signs of life. Lights come on a few sensors ding. There is hope, even though the car has yet to start. The impaired car is only accessing the good battery’s power. Then the moment of truth. You turn the switch and voila you start the engine. Now, the old battery still must charge before it is truly good to go. If there are no real issues with the vehicle, it will charge just by running the car. You’re in business. Unless you don’t fire up the car again for an extended period of time. Think of this book as a jumpstart. The fact that you are interested is like putting one cable on. The fact that you are responding to the power and pull of the Holy Spirit is another cable upon which—when you act by faith—you hear some hopeful signals. All that is left to do is to turn the key and pray. Let this book be the key to get you praying again. Prayer by itself will begin to energize you and your desire to pray more.

The Bible makes it clear. You get out of prayer based on your belief before you start to pray. In Matthew 17:20, Jesus indicated that—if you had the amount of faith of the size of the tiny mustard seed—it would have the equivalent power to move a mountain. In essence, if we take a step of faith to believe in an activity like prayer, God will more than compensate that tiny amount of faith with a far greater positive effect. God will ignite our prayers by our faith to connect up and begin.

So, let’s get to the heart of why you are interested in prayer but are not really praying. Think for just a moment. What have you heard or believed that
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