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This book is dedicated to my dad,
for whom I pray,
and to my Father in heaven,
to whom I pray.
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Introduction

I haven’t told anybody this, but I have a secret prayer. Every night before I go to sleep, I pray that I will wake up with a body like Cindy Crawford’s. I pray that the noise my car makes will magically go away and that the pile of Hershey’s Kisses I ate earlier that evening won’t go directly to my thighs. I pray that one day I’ll open the front door and someone will push a refrigerator-size check in my face and say, “Nancy Kennedy, you’ve just won eleven million dollars! What are you going to do first?” The trouble is, even though I’m fully prepared to have a gorgeous figure and I’ve been practicing shouting, “I’m going to Disney World!” God’s not answering those prayers.

This is not a new phenomenon either. I’ve prayed for years, and it seems all circuits to heaven are either busy or disconnected. Take the time I was a new Christian with a busy toddler under my feet. Daily I’d beg, “Lord, give me patience.” But instead of a sudden poof! and a euphoric, supernatural state of patient calmness overpowering me like I expected, Alison came down with chickenpox. I remember thinking, Maybe God’s not hearing me right, and (once Alison’s itching stopped) I asked again. That time she pulled all the knobs off the stereo, ate one of them, dumped laundry soap in the dishwasher, and shoved a grape up her nose.

“No, God!” I cried. “You don’t understand—I don’t want chaos, I want patience!!!”

So Alison smeared Vaseline on the bathroom mirror, unwrapped seven bars of soap, and hid my car keys.

About that time I decided to change my request altogether and ask God for a deeper trust in him (again, expecting a poof! experience). Ahhh, no chickenpox or slimy mirrors. That time he sent morning sickness … but not before my husband lost his job. It didn’t take long for me to realize my prayers weren’t working. Not only that, they often left me looking into the skies, scratching my head and wondering, Are you even up there, God?

But then there are other times, times when I know: Not only is he up there, but he hears my SOS. Just a few weeks ago, I discovered a forty-dollar error in my checkbook—an error that left me in the red. After I whined and fretted for an hour or so over my predicament, as a last resort I prayed. Not long after that a neighbor rode up to my house on his bicycle and asked if he could buy four copies of one of my books. Then he handed me a check for forty dollars. Bingo! Poof! Instant answer to my prayer.

Since then I’ve been puzzled. Why do I get an immediate poof! answer one time and a toddler with chickenpox the next? Why do some prayers go unanswered? What about my motivation—will God answer me if I’m not convinced he’s even listening? Does he need my prayers? Would he have sent the man on the bicycle to my house even if I hadn’t prayed? After much thought, I’ve come to the conclusion that I don’t know beans about prayer.

Like you, I’ve heard all the sayings and have seen all the wall posters and needlepointed platitudes: Prayer changes things. A day hemmed in prayer will not easily unravel. Life is short; pray hard. But why? God is God, and he does what he wants, right? He doesn’t need my puny prayers.

Yet he tells me to pray.

It’s not as if I can twist his arm or make him change his mind with my prayers … yet he tells me to pray. He says, “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you” (Luke 11:9). Still, I don’t pray as I should. I get discouraged when I don’t get the answers I expect. So I pray more earnestly, with more faith and greater thanksgiving. I do everything the Bible says, and still God doesn’t answer.

Or maybe he does.

Recently I sat down and made a list of prayers God always answers. It’s a long list too. There’s just one small catch: Prayers for quick riches, fame, and long, lanky legs didn’t make the list (at least not my list). Instead, the prayers on my list that God always answers are the ones that bring glory to him (and not to me), prayers that refine my character and make me fit for his kingdom. And although his answers are rarely what I expect, they are always what I need. That explains why my kids get chickenpox when I pray for patience, why I’ll probably never get to shout, “I’m going to Disney World!” on national TV, and why I’ll keep waking up in my own body instead of Cindy Crawford’s.

What about you? What are you praying for? Like me, do you sometimes ask for one thing and seem to get another? While I don’t presume to know what God is doing, I do know this: He will not give a stone to one of his children who asks him for bread (Matthew 7:9). He’s a loving Father, and you need never be afraid to come to him with your requests.

It bears repeating: God doesn’t need my prayers, but I need my prayers. I need to pray so that when the answers come, I’m left in awe, saying, “There really is a God! He really does listen to his children!” Not only that, God invites—even commands—me to pray. I don’t have to fully understand it; all I have to do is do it.

It’s my prayer for you that within the pages of this book you’ll be both entertained and encouraged. I’ve included some thought- and discussion-provoking questions and quotes from noted Christian leaders and thinkers at the end of each chapter. Maybe you and a prayer partner or friend could use them to help disciple one another and deepen your prayer life. Or you could use them for a group Bible study. (I hope you’ll at least read them and not skip over them like I’m sometimes tempted to do with similar material.)

As for the whole subject of prayer, I’ll tell you right up front: I don’t know all the answers. (Most of the time I even get the questions wrong.) But I do know this: Prayer moves mountains. It calms storms. It feeds multitudes and helps a frantic mother find a set of car keys. It puts the pray-er in touch with the God who made her.

Prayer definitely changes things. Prayer changes me.


ONE
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Confessions of a Prayer Wimp


What men usually ask for when they pray to God is that two and two may not make four.

RUSSIAN PROVERB



To begin a book on prayer, this is probably where I’m supposed to tell you all about my incredible prayer adventures, or at least my disciplines. How I get up before dawn each morning in eager anticipation of meeting the Lord in our special place, and how I begin with a time of quiet meditation and worship. I’m probably supposed to add that I never doubt that God hears me because I always check my motivation and confess every sin before I pray. And then I think I’m supposed to tell you how I pray in absolute, unwavering faith and how I go through my day not only remembering what I’ve prayed but waiting expectantly for God’s answers (for which I’ve already thanked him).

But I’d rather tell you the truth.

I don’t remember the exact circumstances, but my prayer life began back in elementary school. I loved David Easter, but so did Nancy Vernon. Since she was prettier than I, I would pray that (1) I could be prettier, (2) the packs of gum I slipped into David’s desk would act as irresistible love charms, or (3) Nancy would move away.

Unbelievably, Nancy’s father was transferred to Virginia, and I never saw her again. Unfortunately David loved kickball more than either one of us, so my prayers were only half answered. Still, I figured I was onto something.

In seventh grade I prayed that Paul Minardi would ask me to go steady (he did), and then in eighth grade I prayed that either Scott Kelly or Bob Richardson would (they didn’t). In ninth grade I did something incredibly stupid while on vacation with my parents. I snuck out of the house where we were staying to be with an older guy I was forbidden to see. I got caught—and then I prayed. This time my prayer was a passionate, fervent, breast-beating howling for mercy—but only because I had been caught and forced to spend the remainder of my vacation indoors while the rest of the family enjoyed the beach.

I think I stopped praying about that time, except for an occasional “Help me on my algebra test!” (I got Ds.) Prayer didn’t mean a thing to me. It didn’t help me in the least. The only thing it ever got me was extra points in my church religion class, where I could rattle off memorized prayers flawlessly in a single breath. “OurFatherwhoartinheavenhallowedbethyname.…”

But as for having anything—even remotely—to do with real life, prayer wasn’t on my list. All that changed, however, at 9:43 A.M. on May 30, 1978, in the ladies’ room of the supply warehouse at Loring Air Force Base, Maine. With a woman named Rita, who held a New Testament in her hand, I prayed, “God, I don’t even know what I’m doing, but all I know is, I’m sorry. I’ve made a mess of my life. I’m afraid of dying. I’m afraid of living. If you want me, you can have me.”

Later I learned I’d prayed something called “the sinner’s prayer.” At the time all I knew was I’d finally come face to face with the God who answers prayers. My prayers. Except—I’ve come to discover he doesn’t always answer them the way I would if I were God:


	I pray for strength. I get weakness, that his strength might be made perfect (2 Corinthians 12:9–10).

	I pray to be pretty. He leaves my face the way it is and makes me beautiful instead (2 Corinthians 3:18).

	I pray for perfection. He shows me my failures and teaches me how to be excellent (1 Corinthians 12:31).

	I pray for my husband to share my faith. He whispers, “Your Maker is your husband” (Isaiah 54:5), and gives me love enough to wait.

	I pray for enough money in my bank account so I’ll never have to worry. He makes sure I have what I consider to be less than enough so I’ll have to trust him (Philippians 4:19).

	I pray for a life filled with good things and laughter. He allows my car to break down and the cats to throw up on the rug and the dining-room chairs to break and the peskiest armadillo in the state to dig up our plants faster than we can plant them—all in order to show me my source of laughter comes not from a picture-perfect life but from his joy, which is my strength (Nehemiah 8:10).



I should tell you I don’t normally have this philosophical, spiritual—even mature—attitude toward my prayers and God’s answers. In fact, as I write this, I’m reeling from a weekend of answered prayer that I’d just as soon forget. I’ll tell you more about it later. Let’s just say, when you ask God to show you your sin that you may hate it as much as he does, it rarely involves a tap on the shoulder and a handwritten note on scented stationery. God showed me mine while I was on stage speaking at a women’s dinner, and it involved pride, greed, self-centeredness, and lust for the bowl of chocolate-covered mints on one of the tables.

As painful as some of God’s answers are, I know that every last one of them is given from a Father’s heart of goodness and that he disciplines everyone whom he calls his child (Hebrew 12:10). That’s why, after I’d finished speaking, I could retreat to my hotel room and sob to the God who knows me and loves me anyway and thank him for choosing a most inopportune and unlikely time to answer a prayer I’d prayed earlier in the week.

I wish I could tell you that I have God all figured out, especially when it comes to prayer, but of course I can’t. I also wish I could tell you I have a strong, vibrant, dynamic prayer life, that I’m what’s known as a “prayer warrior.” To borrow a phrase from author Mary Pierce, I’m more of a “prayer wimp.”1 Most days I don’t set aside quiet times to listen to the Lord and to learn of his heart. Or if I do, my mind instantly wanders until I find myself singing the latest McDonald’s commercial or reciting over and over, “Remember to buy Tabasco sauce. Remember to buy Tabasco sauce.…”

Then, thinking I’ve heard the voice of God, I move on to the real reason for my prayer time, The List: Please let my car start today, and help me zip up my jeans that I accidentally put in the dryer on high. Please let the low-fat, premium ice cream be on sale today (and let there be Rocky Road), and help the phone bill not reflect until next month that forty-five-minute call I made to my sister. Bless my family, and make them all get along when I’m around because I really, REALLY don’t want to deal with their petty bickering and turmoil. Let my day go smoothly, my hair not go flat, my thighs not jiggle, and my breath stay fresh … and bless all the missionaries around the world and all of our leaders and the starving children. Amen.

Once in a while I might tack on “in Jesus’ name,” especially if I’m afraid my jeans will be exceptionally snug. Sometimes I even ask for wisdom and guidance—but not consistently and not always in faith, believing God will answer. Although I always know he can, I’m not always sure he will.

Occasionally, though, I’m struck by God’s awesomeness. I’m aware of his bigness, that he would stoop from heaven to bend his ear toward me. These are the moments in which prayer becomes communion rather than a presentation of a grocery list. It becomes a meeting of hearts rather than a clashing of wills. In these rare moments of worship, I’m swept away in total abandon. And it’s in these times I find myself praying the prayers God always answers.

[image: ]

Lord,

You welcome me into your presence as your much-loved child and offer your ear to my prayers. I confess that too often I think of you as merely a granter of wishes and not as the Person who first and foremost wants a relationship with me. Help me to remember that! “May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight, O LORD, my Rock and my Redeemer” (Psalm 19:14).

THINK ON THESE THINGS[image: ]


• What are some of your prayers, and how do you think God will answer them? If he doesn’t answer as you expect, how will that affect your faith?

• Name some prayers you’re afraid to pray. Why are you afraid? If you could ask God for anything, what would that be? Ask him.

• Meditate on Philippians 4:6–7, and use it as the basis for your own personal prayer.

• “Prayer enlarges the heart until it is capable of containing God’s gift of himself. Ask and seek, and your heart will grow big enough to receive him and to keep him as your own.”—Mother Teresa, quoted in Pathway to the Heart of God




1 Mary Pierce, “Confessions of a Prayer Wimp,” Focus on the Family magazine, date unknown.






PART ONE
Help Me

How gracious he will be when you cry for help!
As soon as he hears, he will answer you.

ISAIAH 30:19






TWO
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Blessed Are the Gullible—They Need It!

HELP ME BELIEVE


Those who stand for nothing will fall for anything.

ALEXANDER HAMILTON



For the most part, I’ve managed to stay clear of creating international incidents, which I think is an admirable trait in a person. Twenty years ago, however, I came close in what my husband refers to as the Canadian Milk Episode. But before I get to that, I need to tell you about my nearly thirty-year reigning title.

Although I don’t mean to brag, in 1970 I was voted Miss Most Gullible at Christopher Columbus Junior High School in Canoga Park, California. As far as I know, no one has claimed my crown since.

From the time I could say, “Really?” I’ve believed just about everything anyone with a straight face has ever told me. I grew up believing my mom was a gypsy. My dad used to tell me that Mom had purple petticoats hanging in the back of her closet and then forbid me to go there. One time my brother almost convinced me that we should take a look, but the fear of the Gypsy’s Revenge (which Dad never spelled out, merely hinting at its grisly consequences) kept me from further investigation.

Dad also said eating too many black olives would put hair on my chest. Since he had a hairy chest and he ate black olives, I put two and two together and ate carrot sticks instead. Even now as an adult, every time I eat black olives I’m tempted to sneak a peek down my shirt.

Now to the Canadian Milk Episode. I was in a restaurant with my husband, Barry, and two friends in New Brunswick, Canada, just across the Maine border from where we were stationed in the air force. After we had ordered dinner, Frank, our so-called friend, leaned over and whispered to me, “I forgot to warn you—Canadians don’t pasteurize their milk.” I figured he knew, being from near Canada himself.

So, not wanting to contract whatever it is you might contract by drinking unpasteurized milk, when the waitress came back with the glass I had ordered, I asked her if she had any American milk. “I heard you Canadians don’t pasteurize your milk,” I said, “and well, I have an American stomach.”

As she looked at me as if I’d confessed to recently being abducted by aliens, my table companions burst out laughing. I still didn’t see that Frank was putting one over on me. All I knew was I didn’t want the contents of my American stomach being upset by foreign organisms, even if they were from an allied country.

I don’t remember if I ever smoothed things over with the waitress (I ended up drinking the milk out of duty to my country), but I do know I never returned to Canada. For all I know, they’ve posted wanted posters up there with my picture on them and have labeled me America’s Most Obnoxious Tourist. (“If you see this woman, whatever you do, don’t offer her dairy products.”)

You would think I should’ve known better since the Canadian Milk Episode came on the heels of the Flight Line Incident. As one of the newest troops in my air force unit, I once was sent by my supervisors to obtain a thousand yards of flight line from a remote supply depot near the runway. I had no idea what flight line was, only that I had to find some ASAP. I also had a requisition for sky hooks—one dozen. Little did I know sending a new troop out for flight line (another name for the runway) and sky hooks (hooks for the sky?!) was a favorite way of driving gullible people like me to distraction. Again, I should’ve known better. Just a year before, as a new shoe-store employee, I was sent in search of a wall stretcher to help our stockroom shelves accommodate the extra shoe boxes.

I’m the first to admit that I thoroughly enjoy being on the laughed-at end of snow snake and snipe hunts and even a search for a wall stretcher or two, but not all of my gullibility has resulted in amusing stories to pass on to my children. In high school I started looking for something—anything—to believe in, and I fell under the spell of a man who said he could guide me.

He wore a doctor’s white coat and played the harpsichord and claimed to have The Answer. All he required was a letter explaining why I wanted his help and a check for seventy-five dollars. I gave him both, then went to his house, where he conducted Primal Therapy sessions. He told me to name an action that would represent the ultimate breakthrough for me—something I would never do unless I were totally Free. I’d heard that others had named taking off all their clothes. I didn’t think I wanted that much Freedom, so I chose singing a fully clothed version of “Happy Birthday.”

I sat in his overstuffed chair and poured my soul out for about an hour, then he looked at his watch and told me it was time to reach my screaming point. I held my breath as my heart pounded out of my chest. I knew (just as I had known my dad’s stories were all true) that all I had to do was sing, and I would be Free. All the guilt and emptiness and yuck in my life would be gone with just one song.

So I sang as the man accompanied me on the harpsichord (included in the seventy-five dollars). Afterward he escorted me to the door, declared me Free, and mentioned that another session with him would cost another seventy-five dollars. I left feeling Freer than I had felt in years—until I got out to my car and realized I had been



















THINK ON THESE THINGS
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