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Heaven is full of answers to prayers for which no one ever bothered to ask.
 
Billy Graham 
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AUTHOR’S NOTES
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After finally finishing this book on prayer, I’ve concluded that no writer should approach a topic like prayer casually. Had I known what a challenge it would be, I probably would’ve put it off and written a different book about a different subject. But I trusted God for every word and believe the words in this book reflect what the Bible teaches.

However, it is with great hesitation that I put this book out for public consumption because I know that I was and still am a flawed pray-er. Just this morning, God and I talked about this. But, alas, he did not tell me to put this book on the back burner.

There are undoubtedly formatting errors, but I had my first book, Depression Has a Big Voice. Make Yours Bigger! professionally edited at great expense, and I found many more errors. So, I may have missed a couple of periods. There might be a wrong word used because my editing app didn’t catch it. I hope you will overlook these. (Did you know every book contains at least a 3% error rate? I just recently read a John Grisham novel, and I spotted more than a few! And no telling what he pays his editors.)

So, I don’t use an editor anymore because I don’t write for profit. Writing these books is my ministry, and I focus more on library distribution than on marketing to the big online conglomerates.

Therefore, I ask you to read this flawed book by this flawed author. Now, if that isn’t a convoluted way to promote a book, I don’t know what it is. 
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When I began writing this book, I had high expectations. I assumed I would learn the great secrets of prayer. There had to be some, right? Then, I would finish this book with a great sigh of satisfaction, knowing I had found all the answers as to why my prayer life can feel stale at times and why it seems there are days I’m talking to the air. I just knew I would have some epiphanies along the way. And I hoped I would experience one of those transformational moments I read about, where God shows up in a vision while someone is praying and receives great insight. As I say, I hoped. 

None of that happened. But something else did. There was a significant crisis right when I was finishing this book. (Actually, several events occurred while writing this book.)

I learned volumes from reading the works of the greatest authors who wrote about prayer. And, yes, I did feel a great sigh of satisfaction when I finished the book. But did I uncover any secrets of prayer that weren’t already in front of me? Did I quit feeling my prayer life is stale at times? Did I have any epiphanies or experience any significant revelations? The answer is no. So why would you read this book if all my research and study didn’t accomplish all I’d hoped? Why would you believe a word I write if I’m still at square one in my prayer life?

Aha! That’s why.

What? You ask, bewildered.​

SQUARE ONE

Because being square one is where everything happens. Square one is the starting point and the endpoint. Square one is realizing we will never fully understand what communicating with the God of the universe means. How could we? The Bible teaches that God’s thoughts and ways are not our thoughts and ways. Yet we are encouraged to seek his thoughts and ways anyway, because Scripture tells us to do so. It’s a quandary, for sure. 

After hours, days, weeks, months, and over a year of writing and researching, I’ve found that I like being at square one. I like knowing there is still more for me to learn. It keeps me searching for more, wanting more, praying more. 

I want to go deeper in prayer every time I sit at my kitchen table to meet with God. I want to pray bolder because I’ve learned I can. I want to pray more specifically, without fear that my faith will falter when those prayers seem unanswered. I want to pray even more about the most minor details of my life, like, “Lord, I need help with this computer mouse. It’s driving me nuts.” Like that.

I want to pray BIG! Like, “Lord, remove evil dictators from their positions of power. Rescue the people under their reign.” 

Did I learn a lot? I did. I hope you will, too. But everything I learned brought me back to the basic understanding of prayer, which can be summed up as simple communication between God and us. And yet, we writers manage to write thousands of words anyway.

Have you ever been in a conversation where you knew you weren’t being heard? How did that make you feel? It probably made you think that nothing you said was important to the listener. You felt somewhat devalued as a person. You felt ignored, that what you said wasn’t worth listening to. What happens when you feel that way? You quit trying to communicate with that person, don’t you? No one likes a one-way conversation. 

It’s never that way with God.

Prayer isn’t like that because God isn’t like that. God is not that inattentive friend. God is not rushing ahead to think about what he’s going to say. He doesn’t yawn with boredom even though he’s heard us pray the same prayer a thousand other times. No matter how we sound, what we say, how trivial or significant our requests are, and how they sometimes come from a heart with wrong motives, God still listens! he considers everything we say important, doesn’t ignore us, and thinks we’re worth listening to. And most importantly, he is always available and there to listen.

Since I had no epiphanies, I wondered what I would write in this introduction. I knew I had read and researched as much as I could. “Square one” was a concept I hadn’t entertained even once. Yet when I sat down at this computer to write the introduction, I was at a loss because I didn’t have that “big” moment to share and impress the reader. I was so hoping I’d have a never-thought-of-before enlightenment that would make me stand out from everyone. You know, some profound truth no one but me knows. (I’m laughing at my absurdity here.) I mean, think about it. The Bible states in Ecclesiastes that there is nothing new under the sun. There is no new truth. But I hope I have at least found some new ways to express old truths.

Then suddenly, the concept of “square one” loomed before me. 

That was a prayer answered that I hadn’t even realized I’d prayed. That was prayer in action. And that’s what I pray this book does for you. Keeps you at “square one.” We should engage in every prayer time as if it were the first time. As if we knew nothing about it. As if we’re prayer novices. When you think about it, every time we pray, we are different because we are not the same person we were the day before. We’ve experienced more, learned more, and hopefully grown more. 

Every day is “square one.” Does that mean we don’t go deeper? Does it mean we don’t keep trying to improve our prayer life?

No.

What it does mean is that every prayer we pray is fresh and new. Every prayer is an opportunity to pray deeper. Every prayer is an opportunity for God to open doors of understanding. 

Does that mean our prayers will never feel stale anymore? Does it mean our faith walk will never stumble on the gravel of life again, or that sometimes we still won’t feel like our prayers are going up in smoke? Of course not, and all of God's great men and women ministers, teachers, and authors don’t promise that either. 

Square one is that spot where every race starts. And every runner, no matter how many races they have run, starts each new race at the starting point, square one. However, the more we’ve learned and put into practice, the better equipped we are and the better race we run the next time.

THE THIN LINE

What is the thin line you are wondering about? The thin line in prayer means you are in deep, authentic prayer when the line between you and God is at its thinnest. I read somewhere that when we are in REM sleep, our breathing is slowed as much as it can be without us actually dying. When we are in prayer, we can say that this thin line is the only time when the divide between God and us is almost non-existent. It’s like we’re suspended between earth and heaven. The atmosphere is not filled with the smog of sin.

There is nothing between God and us except that we are human and he is divine. And there are some people (I read some of these accounts) who feel such a closeness to God that they believe they have crossed over that line into a supernatural experience. (The apostle Paul was one.)

This book will take you deeper into other concepts of prayer you might not be familiar with. And the more you learn and grow, the more effective your prayers will be, even when you feel like you are talking to no one but yourself. 

But each day, you will start over and be better equipped to run your race than you were the day before. That’s what Deeper is all about. 

God bless you as you take this journey. 

(PS. You will find some repetition throughout this book, meaning I might use certain concepts in more than one chapter. That is by design. For example, devotional aids are referenced in more than one chapter because they need to be. When I mentioned my concern to my husband, you know what he said? “Well, the Bible is full of repetition.” He’s right. I’d never thought about that before. (I feel so much better now. ) Besides, everyone knows we learn through repetition.



PART ONE: THE ESSENTIALS
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CHAPTER ONE: PRAYER
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I have often learned more in one prayer than I have been able to glean from much reading and reflection. Martin Luther.

I walked onto my deck, having spent an intense, extended time with God that morning. There were some challenging issues I was struggling with. I’d brought them to God repeatedly, but this time, I thought I couldn’t bear to think an answer would not be forthcoming again. My heart was heavy even though I knew God had heard me. Usually, that wasn’t the case. Generally, I feel a lightness after I pray, but not this time.

It was a beautiful morning, or a bluebird morning, as I read how another author phrased it. Birds were chirping, and the breeze was warm. The smell of roses tickled my senses and made me smile. I had cultivated them over the years, and they rewarded me year after year with their fragrant beauty. It was a beautiful scene, and I couldn’t help but think I had created a version of the Garden of Eden. 

So, I wasn’t expecting what would happen next. Honestly, I don’t think I expected anything. But I got something. It was a question. Not an answer. A question. A difficult one at that. 

I don’t hear God’s voice audibly, but I know God communicates with me just as he does with all believers, and I certainly don’t believe that every thought that comes into my head is from God. Hardly! But, after times of solitude and silence, I know that I’m very open to his voice and that if what I hear agrees with what he and I have been talking about, I rest assured it is indeed his voice. The sheep know their shepherd’s voice if they have been listening right along. 

I’m not one to quote trite statements, even seemingly Christian ones like “bloom where you are planted” or “God answers prayers with yes, no, and maybe.” For one thing, “bloom where you are planted,” while true in many ways, falls short of a full explanation. If we only bloom where we are planted, how will we reach anyone beyond our immediate environment? We won’t.

And regarding how God answers prayers, I’ve decided I will never limit God that way. God always answers prayers. No verse anywhere in Scripture suggests otherwise, but I’ll address this in more depth later in the book. 

That day, though, God did give me clarity about some troubling issues. But then there was that question. There are times when communication between God and us should remain private, and this was one of those times, so I won’t be sharing my answer. However, later in the book, I will reveal the question. That day changed the way I prayed. 

After hearing the question, I prayed. It was probably the first time I prayed without any reservation and with all my garbage hanging out there. I wish I could say the lessons I learned that day stayed with me every day after that, but sadly, they didn’t. I still work hard at praying boldly and in abject honesty. Still, that day prompted me to look at my prayer life in a whole new way.

I won’t be telling you how to pray in this book, what to pray, when to pray, or any other such advice except in the most general sense. That’s because I know prayer is a learned behavior, developed through consistent practice. My journey through life has depended very much on ditching preconceived ideas about many issues, including prayer, and then letting God teach me. 

It is when we are helpless that we can be the most hopeful.

Reading the prayers in Scripture, I know the possibilities are endless. Besides, learning to pray isn’t something anyone can teach you. You can be given the basics, which I will try to do, but the rest is up to you, the pray-er

PRAYER: THE CORNERSTONE OF OUR FAITH

Prayer is the cornerstone of the Christian faith and has been throughout the ages. But intensive, contemplative prayer has succumbed to the same disuse as have many of our Christian disciplines. (I will now refer to the spiritual disciplines as ‘the spiritual practices’ because discipline is a word that might feel too intense to some and turn them off.) If you are a new pray-er, you will come to embrace prayer as the cornerstone of your faith as well. 

The Bible clarifies that if we neglect our private devotional life, the foundation that holds our spiritual lives together, we will crack under the stresses of life. It is the parable of the foolish man and the wise man and their respective houses. The kind of wisdom we use to build our spiritual houses determines how we stand up to the torrents of despair, grief, and trouble that rain on our heads. Build it on the shifting sands of popular, comfortable, and politically correct theology, and watch it collapse when we face heartbreak and those trite slogans and memes no longer work.

The very first prayer in the Bible, recorded in the Torah (Genesis 18), is when Abraham pleads with God not to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah because his nephew Lot lives there. He more or less bargains with God not to destroy the city if fifty righteous people can be found in the cities and eventually narrows it down to ten. Abraham prayed boldly. He had less hesitation than we do. It didn’t seem to occur to him that he couldn’t ask for what he wanted. There is a lot to learn from this prayer. We learn to be bold with God from this example. When you get a chance, read this prayer and take some notes. I will refer to this prayer later and give you the Bible reference.

Ancient and Contemporary Writings

The ancient monks, priests, and patriarchal heroes of scripture seemed to understand the majesty and purpose of prayer better than we do today. Their prayers were more about knowing God himself, Creator and Sustainer of the Universe, rather than only personal requests. It seemed to be more about bridging the gulf between God and man. But they had an advantage as well. Prayer was their primary occupation. They weren’t raising families or working a nine-to-five job. So, while I suggest reading some of these ancient books for your edification, keep those parameters in mind.

If you’ve never read any books by the Desert Priests or the ancient writings of Thomas à Kempis, try them. Then there are the later works of E. M. Bounds, Charles Spurgeon, A.W. Tozer, C.S. Lewis, George Buttrick, Andrew Murray, Harry Emerson Fosdick, Jeanne Guyon, or Oswald Chambers. Do yourself a favor and read them. They’re challenging for even the most astute mind but worth the effort. There’s just something awe-inspiring about reading literature where every word is full of meaning. There is a great benefit in rediscovering and examining ancient practices to further enrich our spiritual lives.

Of course, contemporary books have their place as well. I highly recommend anything by Dallas Willard, Richard Foster, Max Lucado, Andy Stanley, Beth Moore, Craig Groeschel, and Dutch Sheets. But when I read text that has stood the test of time, something in my soul seems to jump in response. It’s as though I’ve waded through all the easy speak and found myself at the heart of God. It’s the difference between reading a light-hearted, sweet romance book, which is certainly OK, and reading Anna Karenina. 

We have become a nation of Christians too easily influenced by trends in thought and popularity. A ‘new’ Christian ideology emerges, and every church jumps on the bandwagon. We repeat the same Jabez prayers and practice the same purposes, but when it’s all said and done, we’re right back where we started. Yes, some people stay on board, but most quickly fall away when the hype disappears. Even this latest trend to return to some ancient practices, like staying in a monastery, will fall by the wayside when the fad is over. The cheerleaders quit; the crowd goes home, and so do the quickly-affirmed commitments. (I just gave you a modern take on the Sower and the Seeds parable. (Matthew 13) Human nature hasn’t changed.)

But the ancient writings remain, as do all good tomes. They are not something I read daily, weekly, or even monthly. For one thing, they require my total attention with no interruptions. Like you, I find those opportunities elusive at best. But when I do take the time, I feel I’ve been exposed to practices that deepen my faith by encouraging me to tap into more profound ways of thinking. 

In a world that is all about appearances and putting on masks, I feel I can strip all that away when I read the thoughts of those who managed to do it. I certainly don’t believe that sequestering ourselves from society and avoiding real life is ever what God intended for us, but neither is never practicing it. As we will learn later, Christ often got away by himself to pray. 

The desert priests were privileged to be in full-time pastoral ministry. Their job was to pray, study their Bibles, etc. While it is also a part of our jobs as Christians, no matter our occupation, we must remember that most of us don’t have the privilege of spending hours in prayer and Bible study. So, in this book, I try to address those of us living ordinary lives, getting up and going to work, or getting up to take care of a family, and in many cases, both. 

The Essentials of Bible Study and Prayer

Bible study and prayer are essential to the growth of all Christians, whatever their schedule. Most of us can make time for these Christian practices if we want to. We will find more or less time depending on what’s going on in our lives. However, the more time we carve out for Bible study and prayer, the easier we find it to pray at all times; in other words, to pray unceasingly. It’s a natural progression. Prayer becomes who we are, not just what we do. 

My prayer life has changed significantly. I no longer feel chagrined or sinful when the day gets beyond me through no fault of my own. I shoot up simple one-sentence prayer arrows to heaven on those days. I’ve also become much more attuned to the ongoing presence of God in my life. I know that my prayers, on any given day, might be “spoken” through the service I give to others. I learned a long time ago that actions taken for the benefit of others are prayers in themselves. 

C.S. Lewis: “I am often, I believe, praying for others when I should be doing things for them. It’s so much easier to pray for a bore than go see him.”

Some days, we live our prayers in service to others.

But most days, I guard my time with God as though it’s a precious jewel that will slip off my finger if I’m not diligent. Spending time with God is the most essential part of my day, but it can look and sound different depending on what’s happening in my life. If we believe God is ever-present with us, then he is accessible to us every moment, regardless of our schedules. We can pray throughout our ordinary day in short bursts if necessary. 

One morning, I woke up in the wee hours when there were no sounds of the world coming to life. I was worried about a friend and our relationship. We were at a crossroads, and I was perplexed by some of their actions. I had repeatedly asked God for wisdom. I “talked” to God all night. While I still had no clear answer come morning, I knew God was handling it, and the outcome would be as he wanted. It was. When we pray in the middle of the night, we are more focused. I’ve learned that if God has placed something on my heart that perhaps I’m unaware of during my waking hours, he nudges me at night. Sometimes, I get irritated with myself and say, “Rebecca, if you’d dealt with this during the daytime, God wouldn’t have to wake you up at night!” 

Another time, I’d been thinking over some things for several months. I’d think about them, put them on the back burner, and then think about them some more, never making a decision. Or maybe I knew the decision all along but refused to act on it. So, of course, God finally kept me awake for most of one night, making his point. Not only did he make his point, but he also gave me step-by-step instructions. I worried the following day I would once again vacillate, but I didn’t. I’m excited to put this task into motion now because God made it clear. I love it when God does that. But I would prefer it to happen during the daytime.

I try to keep the morning hours for my time with God. I don’t particularly like getting up early, but I like the predictability of my schedule. I consider it a necessary appointment, the most important appointment of my day. Apparently, so did David in Psalm 5: 3, “In the morning, LORD, you hear my voice; in the morning I lay my request before you and wait expectantly.” What are we waiting expectantly for? Well, for God, of course! When we start our day with God, it’s like finding a pearl in an oyster, or for me, it’s like finding a great bargain at a garage sale. It’s an exciting way to start the day.

This period, which we call our “quiet time” or “devotional time,” is not practiced solely for our benefit. It’s something we take with us into the world. The more we pray, the holier our lives are. Isaiah 40:31 says it best. I paraphrase: “When we come away from our time with God, our strength is renewed, and we feel powerful enough to fly over our troubles like eagles. Our energy is renewed.” That’s what praying does.

Pictures of Prayer

No matter how spontaneous their work might appear, like an Andrew Pollack painting, any authentic artist has engaged in the necessary study of painting. Pollack’s colors are bright. Some artists like dull, more muted colors. Artists know that mixing specific tints with others can create muted colors. If they put all the colors on their palette together, they will get a muddy color. Stunning paintings use all shades and tints of colors, although an untrained eye may not recognize the process. Our prayers are much the same way, sometimes muddy, sometimes bright with glowing color, but when combined, they create a beautiful picture.

Like painting, we learn the basics, such as praying and studying our Bible. We learn how to fast and meditate. We learn the principles of tithing. I used to think Christians had to all talk the same talk and walk the same walk to be part of the “club.” I don’t anymore. 

Prayer is also like music. It takes lots of different elements of music and instruments to make a concerto work. When God hears sincere, authentic prayers, he hears a beautiful symphony. 

It only takes a cursory reading of the Gospels to see that Christ engaged in both being a part of this world and separating himself from it simultaneously. Everyone has those moments when all they want to do is get away from everyone. It has nothing to do with not loving people any more than it does when they need to get away from you. When we experience those moments, I believe God is reaching out, telling us he wants some alone time with us. I’m always amazed he isn’t offended when it’s been too long, and he now has to remind us. 

Philosopher Blaise Pascal said there is an “infinite abyss in each of us that can only be filled by God himself.” Modern terminology restates it as ‘there is a void in each of us that only God can fill.’ It is in prayer that this void is filled best. It’s incredible to me that if I carve out even only thirty minutes for the God who created all time, I enter into his presence, meeting him there. 

Is your prayer a beautiful painting because you’ve been honest before God and haven’t edited your words and emotions? When we incorporate the dark and bright sides of ourselves, God sees a beautiful painting. Is our time spent with God reflected in our lives, making us more loving? If it isn’t, maybe your picture needs a bit of tweaking. 

Is your life a pleasing symphony? Or is it off-key and hard to listen to? Does it use too many cymbals and drums and not enough violins and flutes? If it isn’t, maybe your instruments need tuning.

I would much prefer to read my Bible and pray than confront difficult situations in my life. I would’ve probably become a Biblical scholar in another life because I love research. But God says I’m to live my life using what I’ve learned to help others. Christ got up early to pray and then spent the rest of the day meeting the needs of the people whose paths he crossed. Yes, we want to feel a sense of peace and calm after our time of prayer, but our prayer time with God is also meant to equip us. It’s meant to energize us to get out there and share our faith. 

I’m reading the book of Mark now, which is the most
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