What is Christian prayer?

Christian prayer is a corporate exercise because believers in this world and the next are one in the body of Christ. The sense of common life and prayer is captured in Acts 2:42 where we read of how the first Christians ‘devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers’. 

Although ‘private prayer’ is strictly a misnomer since no Christian prayer ascends on its own, the devotion to prayer of individual Christians is a key pillar of Christianity alongside truthfulness before God, study of scripture, celebration of the Eucharist and sharing one’s faith. Without the prayerful formation of individual Christians the church’s liturgy becomes ritualistic.
Although Christian prayer seeks God’s glory first it also energises lives that are committed to Christian believing, to celebration of that faith in public worship and to an ethical conforming to Jesus Christ. Prayer for Christians is a vital part of attending to God through public worship, individual devotion and the study of scripture, Christian tradition and the world around us. 
Prayer for Christians is inseparable from right belief, celebration and action. For Christians prayer is energised by the Holy Spirit through faith from the wellsprings of scripture and the liturgy and is expressed in active love towards the world. This is set out by Jesus in the Lord’s Prayer which sets prayer within an overall aspiration for God’s kingdom to come upon the earth. If the will of God were not frustrated for humankind Jesus would not have invited us to pray and work for it to come.
What you are and how much you see your life in Jesus Christ determines how you pray. Christian prayer and life are inseparable even if Jesus seemed to put prayer above action when he favoured Mary over Martha at Bethany. (Luke 10:38-42). Some say the church today has come to favour Martha over Mary contradicting Jesus.

St John of Damascus (c675 – c749) wrote that ‘prayer is the raising of one’s mind and heart to God or the requesting of good things from God’. 

It is convenient to distinguish four aspects of the church’s prayer: the divine office, the Eucharist, corporate devotional prayer and personal prayer.

1
Christians follow Jesus in holding continuity with the Jewish practice of the reading of scripture and praying of the psalms day by day, morning and evening etc. as in the divine office eg. Mattins and Evensong. They add to the Jewish tradition by reading the New Testament scripture, reciting the Lord’s Prayer as taught by Jesus (Matthew 6:9-14, Luke 11:2-4) and following a calendar that incorporates celebration of the birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus, the gift of the Holy Spirit and the honouring of Christian saints.  

2
Besides the public recitation of the divine office hour by hour Christians pray a second distinctive prayer given by Jesus - the Eucharist (1 Corinthians 11:24-5). This is celebrated with bread and wine as the memorial of Christ’s death and resurrection ordained to be celebrated until Christ’s return. It is occasion for the prayerful re-dedication of baptised believers as well as for intercession for the world. The Sunday celebration of the Eucharist has centred the prayer of most Christians through the ages. It calls forth self-offering including the confession of sin which may occur in a separate prayer service known as the sacrament of reconciliation.  The Eucharist symbolises the union between Christ and Christians and the union of Christians one with another in a fellowship of prayer. The authorised texts used within the Eucharist are recognised as a guide to both Christian believing and informal prayer.

3
Alongside the Office and Eucharist celebrated generally in church buildings, and so-called ‘occasional offices’ linked to the prayerful celebration of birth, marriage and death, Christians are motivated to gather by the Holy Spirit in church, homes or other venues to celebrate different forms of corporate devotional prayer. These vary greatly in their degree of formality but often derive their basic shape from the divine office and Eucharist eg. informal praise services, bible studies, charismatic prayer groups, contemplative prayer cells, corporate meditation, days of prayer, ecumenical prayer services, eucharistic adoration, grace before meals, healing services, home groups, pilgrimages, prayer walks, processions, proclamation marches, public rosary, stations of the cross, strategic prayer, vigils of prayer etc. 

4
Following the example and teaching of Jesus Christians engage in personal prayer as part of their discipleship. Such individual prayer is nourished by study of scripture and the Christian tradition, by sacrificial participation in public worship and through loving action and evangelistic witness in the world. Individual Christian prayer is assisted by texts but moves beyond such verbalising into meditation and then into contemplation.  Adoration, contrition, thanksgiving and supplication (A-C-T-S) are aspects of prayer found in both Christian liturgy and personal devotion.  All involve the same basic elements of necessary openness to God, honesty before him, determination to wait upon him and desire for union with him. Self-examination and confession of sin is an allied discipline. Some Christians seek the assistance of a spiritual director whose role is to help self-examination, the setting of priorities and discernment of appropriate methods for growing in the life of grace. Christians can benefit from a gift of discernment offered by another believer as they bring themselves to account before God in their presence. Those perceived as living particularly close to God eg. in a religious community are always a key resource. Spiritual friendship provides a sort of ‘mirror to the soul’ helping Christians see their needs more clearly and the means of grace appropriate for them.  The natural risk of spiritual domination has to be weighed against the danger of an unspiritual domination by the ‘world’ if no such provision is sought. Although Christian life and prayer are vitalised by the Holy Spirit, and are ‘enthusiastic’ as such, enthusiasm needs a structure to be sustained. 
How can Christians develop their prayer?

A basic spiritual law seems to be ‘the more you pray, the more you want to pray.’ It points to a magnetic process in which the desire for God grows through prayer as a bar of iron magnetises in a magnetic field. If there were no other factors in play Christian formation would be simple. In fact sin, lack of self-possession, anxiety etc. all work against our prayer which requires both discernment and determination. The age-old dictum ‘know yourself – love yourself – forget yourself’ reminds of how hard it is to give to God or anyone else what you do not possess yourself.  The ministry of healing is a valuable aspect of Christian prayer. Facing up to sin, fear, doubt and inner bondage is an entry into spiritual warfare as is the determination required to seek God day by day. There is a lack of personal satisfaction at times about spending time before an unseen God. ‘How long do you pray for each day?’ Someone once asked Archbishop Michael Ramsey. ‘Oh a few minutes, I suppose,’ the Archbishop is said to have replied, ‘though it might take half an hour to get there!’ The discipline of spending time before God is the key to spiritual warfare. Without it there will be no experience of God at all. Even if the discipline is no guarantee, it exposes us to as much of God as we can bear. 

Christian prayer is about seeking a vision of God more to his dimensions and less to ours, about thinking magnificently about God. Sometimes prayer is refreshed in either Christian communities or individuals by asking for a renewed vision of God as God. Christianity is about magnifying the Lord and forgetting self.  It is a deeper and deeper acceptance of the principle announced in baptism as the recipe for holiness, ‘a dying and rising life’ in which the selfish life gives way continually to the selfless life of Christ. In my youth visitors to our home meant a fire in the lounge. My father would take a shovel of coals from the living room fire and convey it into the lounge grate. New coals would ignite from these. Loss of self-centredness comes about, just like the slow but sure ignition of those coals, as holiness communicates itself through the church. It is our most powerful influence, backing up all preaching and teaching. Where people grow transparent to the fire of the Lord they draw and ignite others.

Testimonies to answered prayer are both controversial and a real tonic to encourage people to seek the Lord. The power of prayer is God’s power released through the loving union of human beings with the Father, through Jesus Christ by the Holy Spirit. ‘When we pray we are not sending a letter to a celestial White House, where it is sorted among piles of others. We are engaged, rather, in an act of co-creation, in which one little sector of the universe rises up and becomes translucent, incandescent, a vibratory centre of power that radiates the power of the universe. History belongs to the intercessors, who believe the future into being. If this is so, then intercession, far from being an escape from action, is a means of focusing for action and of creating action. By means of our intercessions we veritably cast fire upon the earth and trumpet the future into being.’ Walter Wink The Powers That Be: Theology for a New Millennium. 
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