
Sunday 20 August 2006: The Tenth Sunday after Trinity 
 
Private prayer and public worship 
 
Ephesians 5.15-20; John 6.51-58 
 
“So do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.” Ephesians 5.17 
 
Introduction 
I have come back from holiday wanting to talk about prayer. This is partly because I am 
finding it difficult to pray at the moment, almost for the first time in my life. That might be 
the pressures of building project, or yet another mid-life crisis, but I think it is mostly 
connected with the state of the wider Church at the moment; not just, but particularly, the 
Anglican Communion. Despite our own particular local experience which by and large is very 
positive, some of what is going on in the Church at large is very dispiriting. The feeling was 
probably made worse for me by going to see the play ‘Galileo’ last night at the National 
Theatre with its very strong resonance of a Church holding on to an out of date understanding 
of the world and unable to face up to change. Reading John Stubbs’ new biography of John 
Donne, I was struck that Donne became an Anglican, having grown up a Roman Catholic, not 
just because of the political pressure to do so but because in England, as the 16th century 
turned into the 17th, the Church of England was the Catholic Church, in the literal sense of the 
word: ‘universal’, with a place inside it for everyone (John Stubbs: Donne: The Reformed 
Soul, Viking 2006, p xix). The Church today has turned it’s back on that, and the divisive 
disputes about who rightly belongs makes me feel less and less that I do. But I know in the 
core of my being I belong to Christ, and that prayer is what will sustain me in a Church that is 
failing to live up to its calling. Of course in reality I know that I also fail to live up to my 
calling. So prayer helps me to see the Christian vocation is not to self righteousness but to the 
acceptance of myself and others before God in such a way that in sharing the good news, the 
gospel of Jesus, one beggar is able to show another beggar where to find bread. 
 
Most people pray, in the sense of asking God to get them out of a crisis. Santayana said, 
“There aren’t many atheists on a battlefield”. But I mean more than that. By prayer, I mean 
that activity of consciously acknowledging we are in the presence of God in such a way that 
our prayer informs our whole lives. I suppose prayer is a bit like: 
 
Going to the gym and your body working and feeling better for the rest of the day.  
Or, if ‘You are what you eat’, prayer is a bit like eating good food.  
Or, it’s like the athlete training to run faster and jump higher or further.  
Or, it’s like choosing to do the sort of things, within the constraints of our particular lives,  
that make us more human rather than less. 
 
Prayer is that particular time given to our being consciously alert to God so that we know 
God’s constant presence in all things.  
 
Public worship teaches us to pray 
There is a difference between public worship and private prayer. Worship gathers a 
community. We come together but if we come well prepared by private prayer the service has 
greater depth. You can feel it sometimes, being carried to God in worship by the prayers of 
others around you. 
 
The public liturgy of the Church teaches us what we also need to do to pray on our own:  
 



To arrive and settle down, aware of God’s presence: “The Lord be with you…”  
 
Having arrived we know that we aren’t up to this, don’t deserve for God to take us seriously, 
so that beautiful prayer of preparation makes the moment - “Almighty God, to whom all 
hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hidden: cleanse the thoughts 
of our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love you, and 
worthily magnify your holy name, through Jesus Christ our Lord.” It leads us to confession 
and the absolution, hearing God’s forgiveness, allows us to stand and sing of God’s glory. 
 
Then we read the scripture, acknowledging it’s authority among us but knowing that we need 
to be attentive to hear God speak in it and through it. 
 
After affirming what we believe, in our intercessions we pray for those people and things we 
bring with us in heart and mind to worship. Michael Ramsey wrote about this sort of prayer 
as, “standing close to God with people on your hearts”. It’s like the story of the friends 
carrying the paralysed man to Jesus on a stretcher and lowering him through the roof so that 
he could be healed. 
 
Then, having acknowledged that we come together not because we agree about everything but 
that Christ is our peace, we offer the gifts of creation, what God has given us, and remember 
in bread and wine what God has done for us, and how in Christ we are brought to God, not 
because we are perfect but because we are loved. 
 
Worship can be overwhelming, perhaps that’s what charismatic worship expresses, but 
worship helps us to find our right place with God and with each other. It builds us up as 
people who belong together and with God. That’s why it matters that the Church is Catholic, 
universal: everyone rightly belongs. 
 
Remembering is at the heart of Christian worship so to have recollected ourselves and to 
know what we bring to worship rather than begin the sifting of the week past and future. To 
be deep and effective public worship works best when individuals come with heart and mind 
prepared. If we have read the scriptures in advance, we will be more attentive to hearing God 
in them. Next Sundays readings are always in the Newsletter.  
 
We can have different patterns of prayer but the public worship of the Church reflects a good 
instinct to pray at the beginning and end of the day. Jews are taught to pray when waking with 
a thanksgiving to God for the new day. Ignatius Loyola developed a simple recollection at the 
end of the day, reflecting on our experience, noting where God seemed close or distant, and 
offering it all to God. In some churches the bell is rung in the middle of the day just to remind 
people of God speaking in the midst of our daily lives. There are useful methods and 
techniques that can be learned and they might be useful to us for a time or at different stages 
of our lives. 
 
Thy will be done, not mine 
Today’s collect  began: “Let your merciful ears, O Lord, be open to the prayers of your 
humble servants…” It seems to me that the practice of true prayer makes people humble. This 
more than anything else is what makes me anxious about the shouted certainties of current 
disputes.  
 
At a time when the Church seems most to want certainties rather than live by faith, I was 
struck by another piece of holiday reading.  Alan Jones, the Dean of Grace Cathedral in San 
Francisco, was quoting Peter Cornwell on Rowan Williams: 



 
“The archbishop is not at ease with shouted certainties. There is always in his theology a 
stammer, not because he is in doubt about whether there is anything there but because he 
knows there is too much. Theology for him is always an encounter ‘with what cannot be 
mastered’. Christians have to stay together patiently in love, resisting the urge to parade 
convictions and go off to do their own thing with the likeminded. Instead they should listen to 
one another.” 

(Alan Jones: Common Prayer on Common Ground: A Vision of Anglican Orthodoxy, 
Moorhouse Publishing 2006, p9) 

 
Jewish wisdom teaches that you shouldn’t ask God for what God cannot give you. Today’s 
collect also makes plain that prayer is not about our badgering God until we change God’s 
mind but about our learning to want what God wants for us: “and that they may obtain their 
petitions make them to ask such things as please you”.  Prayer is about our being conformed 
to the will of God and discovering our true identity and happiness is there. “Thy will be 
done”, not mine. 
 
That’s what is happening in this worship when we eat bread and wine: “Those who eat my 
flesh and drink my blood abide in me and I in them.” (John 6.56).  And it is what St Paul was 
pointing us towards when telling us to be careful about how we live, not to take away fun but 
to help us discern what is good, true, wise: “Brothers and sisters be careful how you live, not 
as unwise people but as wise…do not be foolish, but understand the will of the Lord.” 
(Ephesians 5.17) 
 
Private prayer and public worship help us to this. In turbulent times for world and Church, 
private prayer and public worship are necessary and an absolute priority. 
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