“On a Wing and a Prayer”

I Timothy 2:1-7

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, our rock and our Redeemer. Amen

It sometimes surprises people to learn that the first book of the New Testament, chronologically, is Paul’s letter to the new community at Thessalonica in the year 50: a full twenty years before Mark composed the first Gospel. Paul’s letters appear to us to be a well organized compilation of letters but this apostle to the Gentiles, this extraordinary missionary, wrote these and others as he zig zagged across Asia Minor establishing Christian beachheads in one Pagan Roman city after another until he was ultimately imprisoned in Rome.

There are thirteen Pauline letters in the New Testament Canon ordered according to the length of the letter: from Romans, the lengthiest, to Philemon a scant 25 verses. For a century and a half they were all presumed to be written by Paul. But sound historical and literary criticism suggests that only seven are genuine. Based on the literary style, language, theology and historical context many scholars have concluded that Romans, I and II Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, Thessalonians and Philemon are genuine letters composed between 50 and the early 60’s when it is believed Paul died.

The other six attributed to Paul: Ephesians, Colossians II Thessalonians I and II Timothy and Titus, were written much later by his followers between 70 and 110. The practice was common in ancient Jewish as well as Greco Roman literature. It was expected that students would emulate the master and write in such a way that their work truly took on the character of their teacher. To write under the name of the teacher was to claim the authority of that school as well as the high ground of the teacher.

The letter we just heard was likely composed sometime between 90 and 110 probably near Ephesus by a disciple of Paul writing to a co-worker about the challenges they face, not in terms of what he thinks, but what he thinks Paul would say about their circumstances. We know that feeling. Haven’t we from time to time thought, what would my mother or father, or grandmother or grandfather older brother, professor, old boss, best friend do in this circumstance?

Since the 19th century scholars have called I and 2 Timothy and the Letter to Titus “The Pastoral Letters,” a designation based on the emphasis on church order, governance and pastoral concerns in the community. Fledgling communities of followers meeting in homes were by the turn of the first century more established and that infrastructure we know so well was taking shape: church office bishop, elder deacon are all described in these epistles. The new church orders itself along the lines of their own patriarchal society.

The message to us today is this: a man dedicated to following Jesus in the year 110 interprets his circumstances through the eyes of Paul and says: first of all pray, make supplications offer thanksgiving; intercede for everyone, for kings and all who are in high positions. Come again – pray for the Roman Emperor? Seek peace and tranquility? Would Paul who said to the church at Rome, “Be not conformed to this world; but be ye transformed by the renewing of your minds support this passage?” 

Well, yes I think he would and I am persuaded of that by the words of the Rev. Peter Gomes who wrote in his book, The Scandalous Gospel of Jesus, “If there is any good news that is truly good news for everybody, and not just for a few some bodies, it is this: God is greater and more generous than the best of those who profess to know and serve him.”

Gomes calls this “radical nonconformity.” The ability to resist conventional, and I might add, intuitive wisdom, such as pray for those whom you love and take Jesus at his word, “I came to save sinners.” God and the one and only mediator between us and God, his son Jesus Christ, gave himself a ransom for many and desires that we all be saved. Prayer is not about who we can and cannot pray for. It is first and foremost about God. It is not about our prayer practice but God’s grace. Paul and Paul’s disciple in this letter to Timothy are right: pray your way into intercession for all those you love but also all those you cannot love or who don’t love you. 

It is a radical idea. And you have to practice it a lot so that when it really counts, when you are up against the wall, and have no place to turn, you will turn to God. Today we ask God to bless our teachers.  One of their privileges is to teach our children how to pray with bible stories and songs. The Session Retreat at Cedarkirk was last Friday and Saturday. In preparation, I carried round two notebooks a slim one of research for the text we heard today and another much thicker volume loaded with plans, big plans, for the retreat. And the closer the day came and the more I studied this text the thinner that session folder became.

At our Retreat we did not forge a mission or vision statement or set goals and objectives or draft comprehensive descriptions of each committee. We wondered and prayed about who God calls us to be: brothers and sisters in Christ and let that be our guiding star for our ministry. We thought about these words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Our community with one another consists solely in what Christ has done to both of us: shown us grace instead of judgment. When God was merciful to us, we learned to be merciful with our brothers and sisters. When we received forgiveness instead of judgment, we too, were made ready to forgive each other.”

A guest speaker came on Saturday and talked to us about leadership and surprisingly her first lesson was on learning to pray more inclusively for everyone. It takes practice. And I want to share a story with you that I heard many years ago but think about every year.

It was Easter Sunday 1944 in a German POW Camp. The chaplain had led Easter services earlier in the day but latter that night the silence was broken by the faint sound an Easter hymn. Gradually, one after another, POW’s gathered and listened some in close enough proximity to the piano to see who was playing: they froze. A German guard was seated at the piano playing the Easter hymn. Not a word was spoken but tears were shed. A prayer that transcended war, a refrain that brought mortal enemies peace for one brief moment came about in a most unexpected way. What possessed the guard to do this? I suspect years and years of practice at home, at church, at Sunday school, in concert halls, playing and listening to the rhapsody of grace that is a hymn.

The chaplain at that camp told this story to his American congregation many years later and taught us how to pray.  He also taught us the cost of radical prayers for everyone: the guard that led them in worship that night was never seen again.

The author of this letter to Timothy insists the church must be in conversation with its culture and the same is true for us. The first step in charting that course is to pray prayers that are bigger than our plans, broader than our imagination, kinder than our preferences: prayers that lift us beyond our circumstances to the light of Christ. Here is just such a prayer composed by Dietrich Bonhoeffer on Christmas 1943.  

Let us pray

O God early in the morning I cry to you.

Help me to pray

And to concentrate my thoughts on you;

I cannot do this alone.

In me there is darkness,

But with you there is light;

I am lonely, but you do not leave me;

I am feeble in heart, but with you there is help;

I am restless but with you there is patience;

I do not understand your ways,

But you know the way for me.  Amen
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