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The Art of Prayer:  Romans 8:1-17; 26-28; Ephesians 6:18-20 
 

I will never be one of those people who can draw with any proficiency.  I suppose 
with practice I might be able to draw a dog that looks more like a dog than a horse, but I 
haven’t got that creative visual/spatial gene that some people seem to have been born 
with.  I am however, a super-fantastic stick figure draw-er.  I can do stick figures with 
hair and sitting in chairs and holding coffee cups.   I can do stick figures walking dogs 
(that usually look like horses).  There are other arts in addition to drawing – painting, 
sculpting, dance, singing, etc.  My lack of natural talent isn’t limited to drawing.  I was a 
ballet dancer for 9 years, with hopes of one day going to the National Ballet School. I 
practiced hard at the ballet barre that my father built for me. I practiced to the music tapes 
that accompanied what I would be examined on.  I took lessons several nights a week.  
And every year I performed my steps and routines in front of a trio of very stern 
adjudicators.  However, in my early teens it became clear that I wasn’t built to be a 
dancer and the most I would ever be able to do with any degree of competence was a pas 
de chat.    

Here is the thing about art.  We can practice and practice, and improve our 
technique, and eventually we learn to colour inside the lines (if that’s important to us), or 
we learn to pirouette, and we graduate from drawing stick figures to dancing Swan Lake.  
But we never become masters.  There is always something more to improve, always 
practice that needs to be done. 

Prayer is a bit of an art.  When we are first learning to pray our words or postures 
might be awkward and halting.  Gradually as we immerse ourselves in the schools of 
prayer our lives become more prayerful.  But we will never master prayer.  And the 
reason we will never master prayer is because the Holy Spirit is the only master of 
prayer.  I will come back to this is a bit. 

Theologians often say that prayer is the cradle language of the church.  But if 
prayer is the cradle language of the church, why is it something that we have such 
difficulty with. Why is it that we are often quick to appoint a representative to do our 
praying for us?  If it is supposed to be the mother tongue of Christians, why is it that we 
avoid maturing in it? 

I have spoken of Eugene Peterson before.  In his book, Practice Resurrection, 
Peterson offers some helpful insights as to why we have such a hard time with prayer and 
what we might do about it. 

Peterson says that the fundamental thing about prayer is that it is the language of 
intimacy and love.  It is personal and relational.  It occurs between humans and God on a 
level of intimacy that is often absent from our other relationships and from our 
experiences in the world.  From the earliest age, our language is primarily relational – 
squeals of delight in the smile of a parent, the relational words of mama or dadda.  But 
soon we learn to name things and objectify them.  We begin to use language for the roles 
we play rather than for the relations we have: student, employer, teacher…  As our 
language becomes depersonalized, so does our world.  This depersonalization makes its 
way into the church as well.  We begin to name God with reference to what he does 
rather than who he is:  Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer, rather than Lord, Father, Lover.  
And pretty soon we start thinking of ourselves in non-relational terms as well:  church-
goer, or elder, or organist, rather than beloved children of God the Father. 
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It’s no wonder we have such a hard time with prayer.  Prayer is fundamentally 
relational communication.  But without the intimate relationship, communication doesn’t 
go much farther than what we memorize by rote.  Peterson says that the practice of 
prayer, if it is going to amount to anything more than wish lists and complaints, requires 
the recovery of personal, relational, revelational language in both our listening and our 
speaking (156).  And here is where prayer becomes art – an outward expression of a deep 
relational reality. 

So, how can we recover the art of prayer?  Well, the bottom line is that the art of 
prayer involves maturing in intimacy.  And that means making yourself vulnerable to 
allowing God and the community of God’s people to become an integral part of your 
relational self.  It means engaging with God on relational terms:  Father, beloved child.  
We all know how to say, “loving Father”, but as we mature, these words take on the 
power of a transforming relationship rather than simply a form of address.  Scripture 
itself can teach us this relationship and the language we need to express that relationship. 

Throughout history, the Psalms have been considered the prayerbook of the bible.  
The Psalms are all about being personal and relational.  This is where we acquire fluency 
in the language of prayer.  Think of the Psalms as the resource that can help you move 
from drawing stick figures to drawing portraits.  Think of the Psalms as the art gallery.  
Everyone who was anyone in the bible (and within Christendom itself) prayed the 
Psalms.   

But there is another important element to the art of prayer that is more important 
than learning how to pray.  Because of who we are in this world: people who live 
between 2 worlds, not fully in either, and still struggling with the effects of sin and self-
preservation and idolatry, we will never master the relationship of being called children 
of God.  And that means that we will never master the art of prayer –whether it is the 
language of prayer, the posture of prayer, the life of prayer.  This is why God has given 
us the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Jesus himself speaks of the Spirit who prays within him, 
strengthening him through the Spirit (John 17).  In his letter to the Romans, Paul tells us 
that even when we don’t know how to pray, and even when we don’t know that we are 
praying, the Holy Spirit is within us praying – sighs too deep for words (Rom 8:26-27).  
In his letter to the Ephesians, Paul reminds his readers that they are to pray “in the Spirit” 
– that is, allow the Spirit to do the praying.  The Holy Spirit is the master of prayer.  The 
Holy Spirit teaches us the art of prayer.  There is no prayer without the Holy Spirit. 

Let’s get down to the practical side of this topic.  Last week we talked about prayer 
as a way of life, as our orientation to God.  We talked about the importance of 
communication for establishing and maintaining good and healthy relationships.  What I 
want to tell you this morning is that the habits and the words of our communication can 
be learned and practiced and improved.  And that ultimately they can be mastered as the 
Holy Sprit prays within and through us. 

So, the first part – learning, practicing, and improving.  As I have already 
mentioned, the Psalms are the primary textbook for learning the relational language of 
prayer.  We all know that the best way to learn a language is to immerse oneself in it.  We 
learn by listening and talking and being talked to.  Peterson reminds us that the best way 
to learn the language of prayer is to immerse oneself in it and to keep company with 
those who are using it as well. And the best ones to keep company with are those who 
live the art of prayer. When we keep company with Moses and his stories, David and his 
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Psalms, the preaching of Isaiah, our Lord himself – his parables, prayers, pastors and 
priests who lead us in the church’s common worship, we are praying and learning to pray 
even when we aren’t aware of it.  Who you keep company with really does matter if you 
want to grow deeper in your relationship with God and God’s people, because the 
language that contribute to deepening relationships is found within that company. 

This happens everywhere in life.  When you travel to another country, people often 
pick up a little of the accent of the language there.  When you live for a long time in 
another place, you learn to live like the people around you.   When you keep company 
with those who have a profoundly intimate relationship with God, and it shows in their 
communications with each other, you will naturally pick up on some of those habits and 
mature yourself. 

Now the second part, which is really the best part.  As we keep company with 
others who are also involved in this prayer life, we will grow more mature in it, more 
proficient at it, and it will change the shape of our lives.  Prayer will become the language 
that increasingly underlies and suffuses all of our language.  And this will happen 
because the Holy Spirit is present in our prayers and is the driving force of our prayers.  
Our relationship with God the Father is made possible because of the Holy Spirit which 
binds us to his Son.  It is the Holy Spirit who prays within us and for us, perfecting the 
prayers and the life of prayer that we offer to God.  It is the Holy Spirit that lifts them up 
as an offering.  It is the Holy Spirit who takes our feeble attempts at art and sticks them 
onto God’s fridge. 

So, bottom line:  learn the art, and allow the Spirit to be the master. 
Last week I suggested a starting place for beginning on this journey of maturing in 

prayer – of maturing in your relationship with God.  I suggested you start with one line of 
the Lord’s Prayer each day.  Just one line.  Speak it, reflect on it, live it, pray it. Offer it.  
Keep doing that.  But now I want you to attune yourself to the presence of the Spirit 
praying within you.  How does the Spirit deepen the meaning for you?  How does the 
Spirit change the habitual opening address of “Our Father”, into a deeply personal and 
communal statement of a reality that is completely identity altering?  And start becoming 
familiar with the Psalms – the prayer book of our lives.  Start with the first 2 verses of 
Psalm 141 – let my prayer be as incense before you – a fragrant offering. Enter into this 
relationship that the Psalmist shares with God and the language he uses to express it.   

The church is the art school. The text is scripture. The Spirit is the master.  Let’s 
enter in and become the artists.  We might still draw stick figures, but they will mean the 
world more. 


