
TOO DEEP FOR WORDS

Romans 8:14-17, 26-27

 NOT KNOWING HOW TO PRAY

"Huhhh!" That’s about the only sound we can make sometimes: "Huhhh!"
You have probably been in some sort of waiting room--in a doctor's office, in an airport, in a library when class reports are due--and someone is expressing himself or herself like this: "Huhhh!" The air rushes out of the lungs with heaviness and despair: "Huhhh!" You could ask her, "What's the matter?" but no words can communicate the sense of being burdened, of being troubled, of feeling overwhelmed, as well as that sigh can communicate from the depths of our being: "Huhhh!" 
You hear a sigh that is too deep for words. Paul writes to the church in Rome and to the church in Vienna: Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words (8:26).

Sometimes awful stuff happens in our lives and we don’t have the words to express our pain and displeasure. Another casket flies from Iraq or Afghanistan. Someone contracts cancer and begins treatment. A baby dies in the womb before birth. Teenagers die in an automobile accident. Someone’s house burns. A woman receives what she has always wanted--a liver transplant--in March and dies in June. And the only sound we can make is "Huhhh!" 


Even that great Christian, the apostle Paul, tells us that sometimes he does not know how to pray as he ought. I don't think Paul is saying that he does not know the right words of prayer. This is not a case of God misunderstanding us because of the words we use. 


I heard of an engaged couple who went to their pastor to plan their wedding.  The pastor asks, "Do you want the contemporary service or the traditional service?"  The man and woman talk between themselves and agree, "We prefer the contemporary service."


On the day of the wedding there is a tremendous thunderstorm. The groom is running a bit late and he cannot find a parking space close to the church building. Finally, he finds a place to park but it is in the middle of a large puddle.  Pulling his pant legs up, he tiptoes through the water. Upon entering the church he is immediately ushered to the front and finds himself standing next to the pastor.


Just as the bride is beginning to walk down the aisle, the pastor leans over and says, "Son, you need to pull your pants down."  The young groom thinks a moment, leans over to the pastor and whispers, "I've changed my mind. I think we would prefer the traditional service!"


The pastor did not give his request in words that the groom understood. Some people think that prayer involves secret formulas, magic words, endings in the name of Jesus, or something special for the prayer to be heard by God. That's not Paul's point. Sometimes we don’t have the words to express the deep emotions that we are feeling. Sometimes words are not adequate to express who what we are feeling. Sometimes all we can do is sigh: “Huhhh!”


Paul assures us that the Spirit helps us in our weakness . . . with sighs too deep for words. The Greek verb translated "helps" in verse 26 beautifully pictures the help given with a word (synantilambanetai). The basic verb means "takes" (lambanetai) and has two prepositions: "syn" (with) and "anti" (over). So the verb translated simply as "helps" is really a verb that says the spirits helps us by "taking over with us" in our weakness. The Spirit carries the load with us. True help always maintains the fullest respect for the dignity and personhood of the one helped. The Spirit helps us with our sighs not by smothering us and taking over our prayers. "The Spirit takes over with us . . . with sighs too deep for words." 


So in times when we do not know how to pray, perhaps the best prayer we can make is to say, "I don't know how to pray today, Lord." And then, by admitting our emptiness and our inability to pray, we allow the Spirit to take over with us . . . with sighs too deep for words: “Huhhh!" 

PRAYER AS LISTENING

Soren Kierkegaard, a Christian philosopher of the nineteenth century, has influenced my view of prayer. In 1848 he told this story (probably about himself) of a person earnest in prayer: "There was something which lay so close to his heart, a matter of so much consequence to him, it was so important that he should make God understand him, he was afraid that in this prayer he might forget something; ah, and if he had forgotten it, he was afraid that God might not Himself remember it--therefore he would collect himself and pray indeed right earnestly. The surprising thing happened to him. In proportion as he became more and more earnest in prayer, he had less and less to say, and in the end he became quite silent." 1

We begin in prayer by thinking that to pray is to speak, to be heard, but we come finally to realize that true prayer is to remain silent--to wait until we hear God. Prayer does not always begin with silence, but I believe true prayer always ends by becoming silent. To seek the rule of God first is to eliminate all other possibilities and to realize that ultimately we do not know how to pray as we ought. True prayer means to become silent before God; for then we realize what Paul means when he says, For we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit helps us (takes over with us) . . . with sighs too deep for words. Huhhh!

I was called to her house about 10:30 one July night years ago. Our family was leaving the very next morning to visit my parents in Florida. This is what she told me: "We just found out that my mother has cancer and will not live a year." This daughter, who was just thirty years old, wanted to know, "How should I pray for my mother? If I pray for her to live, she will agonize daily with the pain from the cancer. If I pray for her not to live, I will feel responsible for killing my mother. What should I pray: for my mother to live a life worse than death, or for her to die?" 


What would you say to her? What would you say? I opened up a Bible to Romans 8:26 and read: Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. I said to her that night as I have said to families since, "Don't pray anything with words. Pray this way. Pray by imagining your mother being held in the arms of a loving God. Pray a picture of Jesus Christ being present to your mother and taking care of your mother--whatever taking care means." 


Her mother died on schedule in April. Cathy and I talked about the "why" questions and about the grief of loss, but we both remember the certainty of that prayer on that July night. And we have talked about the way that the presence of God was revealed through the loving care of God's people who surrounded her family and held them up in strong arms. God's Spirit used a local church to help her--to take over with her--when she did not know how to pray or what to pray. 

Above all of us today is the Pentecost dome window. Do you see it? In the center is a triangle to symbolize the trinity and the Holy Spirit. Around the edges are 12 flames of fire (although some members insist they see 13!!). The Pentecost dome is directly over our communion table where each week we place our prayers, some of which are too deep for words. Not only do we have a text in the Bible that supports us in our greatest times of need, but we have a worship room built to symbolize our need for the Holy Spirit to take over with us in our weakness in our prayers.  


Likewise the Spirit helps us--takes over with us--in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. Sighs too deep for words. Prayer that eventually becomes silent before God. Look up at our Pentecost Dome and pray that way now during our Discipline of Reflection. Huhhh!

1 Soren Kierkegaard, Christian Discourses, p. 323
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