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While addressing a presbytery seminar, the prolific Christian author and a former TPC associate pastor Eugene Peterson declared right off the bat, “As pastors, our most important responsibility should be teaching our people how to pray.”  

Four Sundays ago, my sermon topic was on prayer. My main point: Prayer isn’t a monologue but a dialogue. You speak, then you listen for God’s still, small voice breaking through the silence.  

I also said it’s not unusual to wonder if you’re really hearing God’s voice or, if it’s all in your head. But as Professor Dumbledore said to Harry Potter, “Of course it’s all in your head but whose to say it isn’t real? 

Simply put, prayer is meant to be a lively, intimate conversation between you and God. If not, your prayers end up being just a laundry list 
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of needs and wants.

To keep that from happening, there’s a helpful acronym identifying the four key elements of prayer. You may already know it but even if you do, it’s still helpful to be reminded.

Here it is: ACTS. A-C-T-S. 

A for Adoration; C  for Confession; T for Thanksgiving; and S for Supplication.


Let’s begin with adoration, the believer’s spontaneous response to the mysterium tremendum or, the tremendous mystery of God. 

If you’ve ever been overwhelmed by God’s presence, didn’t you find yourself being bowed-down,  yet lifted up, frightened, yet reassured, bewildered, yet enlightened?


I grew up just south of the Tappan Zee Bridge which spans the widest part of the Hudson twenty miles north of New York City. On Sunday afternoons, my father would take me, my older brother and sister on drives along the river. 

One afternoon (I was nine or ten years old) as soon as the Hudson came into view, my father started singing off key at the top of his lungs, Old Man River. 


We pleaded with him to stop, but bolstered by our embarrassment he sang all the louder. 

That’s when I hatched my brilliant scheme. Having just come from Sunday School, I leaned forward to the front seat and innocently asked, “Daddy, when was God born?” 

My inspired question had its intended effect. He immediately stopped singing and said, “Harold, God never had a beginning. There was never a time God didn’t exist. God always was and God always will be.”

Well, I had no problem with, “God always will be,” since I already knew heaven is forever, but “God always was?” 

How could that be?

I buried my head in the back seat determined to think this through. I tried conjuring up hundreds, thousands, millions of years ago and beyond to a time God never existed. 

But I couldn’t. 

When I finally sat up, I realized what my father said had to be true. It didn’t seem logical, even so, I now believed that God never had a beginning.

Mind you, I couldn’t understand why it was true or how it was possible. Never-the-less, I was bowed-down and awe-struck then and continue to be today whenever I revisit my Hudson River encounter with the mysterium tremendum of God. 

So, A stands for adoration which immediately gives way to C for confession. After being elated by the goodness and purity of God, we’ve no choice but to admit we are neither. 


In the story of Isaiah’s vision in the temple, six-winged angels darted about God’s throne room chanting, “Holy, Holy, Holy…the whole earth is filled with his glory!”

In short order, Isaiah’s sense of being awed and lifted up took a hit. HHHH hhHe realized he was standing on holy ground and had no right to be there!

Terrified, mortified, Isaiah cried out, “Woe is me!” 

 To get a sharper sense of Isaiah’s guilt, read between the lines of Jesus’ parable about the prodigal son. 

What’s left unsaid need not be said because when you or I do something wrong that can’t be undone, that same dark cloud hovers over us and that same dense burden crashes down on us. 

Worst of all, we can’t break through that impenetrable wall separating us from God.


Thankfully, by the grace of God, there’s a way out. It’s called confession. You come clean and admit you were selfish, foolish and hardhearted by giving into your baser attitudes provoking your errant behaviors.

“Woe is me!” cried Isaiah, “I’m a man of unclean lips and…live among a people of unclean lips!”


And when the prodigal came to his senses, he said, “Father, I’ve sinned against heaven and you. I’m no longer worthy to be called your son.”

Well, after making their confessions, both of them were instantly forgiven! 

An angel touched Isaiah’s lips with a hot coal saying, “Now that this has touched your lips, your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted out.”

The waiting father embraced his prodigal son, saying, “…kill the fatted calf; (let’s) eat and celebrate, for this son of mine was dead but now is alive...”

The gloomy clouds scattered, the crushing burdens lifted, the impenetrable wall was breached. 

Both were once dead but now alive! 

There’s a word for that: Resurrection! Our sin dies with Christ so we can be raised to new life through Christ. 

So, A for adoration, praising God for his mercies, C for confession, making it possible to praise God with a conscience undefiled. 

Next, there’s T for thanksgiving, our spontaneous response for every blessing from above. 

What are we thankful for? We thank God for 
Jesus and the Holy Spirit, the ability to love and be loved, family and friends, the least of Jesus’s sisters and brothers and the grace to withstand the worst of times. 

Unfortunetly, sometimes we intentionally delete God from the mix and try to grab all the credit for ourselves. 

Hopefully, for our own good, we receive a correction sooner than later.

Helmut Thielicke, a German theologian in the last century, said to a young man, “You’re my most gifted student.”

With a prideful look on his face, the student said, “Professor, that’s a great compliment.”

Thielicke replied, “It wasn’t a compliment. Being gifted isn’t an achievement. So, don’t get all puffed up! Instead, be thankful for who you are and what you can accomplish through the gifts God has given you.”


According to the scriptures, all of us are blessed with at least one spiritual gift allowing us to stand out and shine. 

But we have a choice. We can either be thankful, give God the glory and use our gift to the best of our ability or, we can channel Frank Sinatra and sing to ourselves , “…I faced it all…I did it all, I did it my way.”

The oldest of the old timers among us this morning remember Mary Sawhill, a wise, no nonsense lady. In 1978, after preaching my very first sermon here at TPC, Mary said something I’ve never forgotten. 

“You have the makings of a competent preacher. Soon you’ll be hearing people telling you how wonderful you are. If you’re smart, you won’t believe the half of it.”

Hers was probably the best advice I ever got. I’m not saying I’m immune from getting a swelled head. I’m perfectly capable in inwardly celebrating, the cleverness of me.


However, when I catch myself, or worse, when I’m caught by someone else and forced to come to my senses, all I can do is thank God for any job I’ve done, well or not.

Something else I’ve learned. Giving God the glory (or giving God the credit) is way less stressful than claiming all the credit. Think of all the frantic, nervous, physic energy we waste trying to prove our worth to ourselves and everyone else. 

It’s so less complicated when we just rest in God’s presence, use the gifts given us and thank God for helping us get through each challenge we face from start to finish.

So, A for adoration, C for confession, T for thanksgiving and last but not least, S for supplication.

I looked it up. A supplication is a request. 

Paul wrote to the Philippians, “…but in everything by prayer and supplication with  thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God.”

These requests include prayers for ourselves, for others and prayers for outcomes. But when we ask for these things we’re encouraged to add what Jesus added in his Gethsemane prayer, “never-the-less, not my will but your will be done.” 

Why? Because our best prayers guide us into being in sync with God’s will. 

Yes, we’ll be disappointed, heartbroken, maybe even furious if we don’t get what we ask for. God understands that. But we need to understand, although it doesn’t seem that way in the short term, in the long run we’ll come to realize that God never stoppped making all things work together for good for our own good.

All the more reason to learn for our own good how to pray properly. 

After being with Jesus for some time, his disciples asked, “Lord, teach us to pray,”  
Jesus taught them, “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name…” 
   
His prayer is actually a template for every prayer we make.
 
It begins with an opening salutation, acknowledging the mysterium tremendum of God, followed by four supplications.


Briefly, here they are: 

We pray for God’s kingdom to come; 

We pray for our daily bread; 

We ask for forgiveness in proportion to our forgiveness of others; 

And finally, we pray for resistance from temptation and protection from evil.

Let’s begin with, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”


Throughout his ministry, Jesus preached, “God’s kingdom is already here,” with the understanding that God’s kingdom does come whenever anyone does God’s will here on earth like it’s automatically  done there in heaven. 

So, by praying for God’s kingdom to come, you’re actually asking for everyone on earth to live within God’s will. Remember what the prophet Micah prophesied?

“What does the Lord requires of you but to do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with your God.”

The next petition, “Give us this day our daily bread…”  

Our daily bread is anything providing for our physical and spiritual needs one day at a time. Why only one day at a time?  So, we learn to trust God with our lives one day at a time. 

Remember how the Jews survived their forty years in the wilderness?  Each morning they went out into the fields to gather up their daily ration of manna from heaven. 

But hedging their bets, some of the Israelites gathered up more than they needed and hid it in their tents. To their disgust, by the next morning their hidden stash of manna putrefied and gave off a foul smelling odor.  

Lesson learned: Trust God to provide just enough for our daily needs, no more, no less. 

Alcoholics Anonymous members already know this. Their motto, “one day at a time” reminds them that every day God provides just the right amount of grace, hope and love to satisfy their hungry hearts.

Yes, it’s a hard lesson to swallow but if you’re willing, you’ll find it’s quite digestible.


The next petition: “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.” 

Simply put, if you expect to be forgiven, you’re obligated to forgive others. In Jesus’ parable, The Ungrateful Steward, the master was merciful and canceled his steward’s debts. But this steward proved unworthy when he refused to forgive another’s debt.


When their master heard about this, he had the ungrateful steward thrown into prison. 


Jesus’ point? Being forgiven and forgiving others are intrinsically linked. You can’t have one without the other. 


Finally, the last petition, “…lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.”


When I was a boy, I had a book of Bible stories. The illustration accompanying the story of the three temptations of Christ showed Jesus looking haggard and worn after his forty days in the wilderness.  

Satan, on the other hand, looking downright beautiful, was poised to seduce Jesus using every wile and charm he could muster.  

 Satan vainly used on Jesus the same tried and true methods he successfully used on Adam and Eve and still uses on us. 

That forbidden fruit is pleasing to the eye, until after we take that first bite. Our eyes are then opened, leaving us to cry out too late, “Oh my God, what have I done?”


Thankfully, God still stands ready to take us back… if we let him.


Finally, the Lord’s prayer ends as it begins, with a strong reaffirmation of God’s majesty. 

“For thine is the Kingdom and the power and the glory, forever. Amen.”

So, when you pray, use that acronym, A-C-T- S. 

Adore God every day, confess your sins every day, thank God every day, and last but not least, pray for others and yourself every day. 


I’ve probably gone on too long, but there’s still one more thing: 

Consider these two quotations from two saints who prayed constantly and fervently.

 First, Mother Teresa said, “God speaks in the silence of the heart. Listening is the beginning of prayer.”  

And C S Lewis said, “I pray because I cannot help myself. I pray because I’m helpless. I pray because the need flows out of me…Prayer doesn’t change God. Prayer changes me.”


You think these two are trying to tell us something?

In the name of the father and of the son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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