THE PASTORAL PRAYER

By Donald N. Bastian

The pastoral prayer contributes significantly te tweek’s high hour of worship. It must not be an
empty ritual that holds its place in worship onchuse of generations of tradition. Rather, the
pastoral prayer is a sacred moment when a pasescades for the well-being of the church and

also gathers up their praises and petitions, offethem in humility to a listening Father.

The purpose of this article is not to encourage gausity in public prayer, or literary artistry, or
self-conscious striving for effect. We encouragstpes to pray public prayers that are authentic,
ordered and fresh — heard not only by the Lorddisd by the Lord’s people in a way that
quickens their faith. The writer of Ecclesiastegegius an appropriate standard by which to
measure our prayers: “Do not be quick with your thpdo not be hasty in your heart to utter
anything before God” (5:2a).

Before plowing and planting a new field, a farmietacs away tangled brush and dead roots. In
the same way, you may need to uproot inferior mst@bout the pastoral prayer and replace them
with more deserving ones. For example, if you adarsihe pastoral prayer as less worthy of
preparation than other parts of the worship seryioca must examine that notion. Or if your
prayers have come to lack passion and wander wittlear purpose, this too deserves

examination.

We begin by establishing the three major purpo$espastoral prayer. It is first of all the passr’

exercise of a priestly function.

Moses interceded to God for mercy on behalf ofgéisple at a time when they had been
wayward (Exodus 32:11-14). The Apostle Paul prayggntly for the churches in Thessalonica
(1 Thessalonians 3:11-13) and Ephesus (Ephesians?3). Above all, Jesus, on the eve of His
own death, poured out His heart to the FatherftmsHis immediate disciples (John 17:13-19)

and then for believers of all times (17:20-26).



Pastors interact with their people throughout tleekvand by week’s end are current on many of
their hopes and struggles. This information willdgua pastor in deciding what to bring before the
Lord on behalf of the entire congregation — butwaareful discretion. Pastors will understand

(1) what information to include in their public geas, (2) what to present to the Lord in terms of

universals, not specifics, and (3) what to carrshgir hearts as ongoing private confidences.

For example, if a pastor learns that a parishisn@aughter has come down with mononucleosis
at college and may not complete her semester wiiils permission, may be included explicitly in
the pastoral prayer. But if the pastor has leam@dnfidence that a parishioner is on the verge of
an unwanted divorce, this is not appropriate ttuahe explicitly in the pastoral prayer. However,

it may be included as a universal petition: “Bldssse who are going through dark and painful
times.” There is no betrayal of a confidence inhsa@etition, but the people involved will
recognize themselves in that prayer. In a nutstelexperiences of the week will color the

pastoral prayer in both praise offerings and urgestitions.

The second purpose of the pastoral prayer is aprasentative prayer — a prayer offered on
behalf of the people. This prayer gathers up ttexasts and concerns of the congregation and

voices them in a way every worshiper present cadaondividually It is a corporate prayer.

For this reason, the pastoral prayer should alweysffered with the first person plural pronoun,
“we,” not the first person singular pronoun, “l.agtors who do not understand this propriety and
who offer their prayers in the first person singutey have parishioners who feel as if they are
listening in on the pastor’s private devotionispfay this and pray that.” Pastors who are serious
about leadership in public worship will be diligemtraining themselves to use the plural pronoun

when leading the congregation in prayaieask that ... .”

The third purpose of the pastoral prayer is touidelbroad outreach concerns. These are matters
that the congregation should be praying about layt mot otherwise have thought to include. In

a sense this teaches worshipers to offer prayatgthwell beyond the bounds of the
congregation itself: prayers for civic leaders, dommunity concerns, for military personnel, and

for gospel ministries in distant lands.



The pastoral prayer, looked at in these threedightas a priestly function, a representative
ministry, and a guide to wider concerns — becomeétalj even irreplaceable, part of the public
worship service. It is a prayeith the people as well dsr them. Henry Ward Beecher wrote,
“Never in the study in the most absorbed momentsiever in any company where friends are
the sweetest and dearest; never in any circumstatite is there anything that is to me so
touching as when | stand, in ordinary good healfipre my great congregation to pray for

them.™

The pastoral prayer should be kept fresh and erextgif it becomes monotonous and
predictable, the people will take their cue andtitbe prayer time as some sort of intermission
from real worship. If this worship element getsroary patterned, centering routinely only on
those who are in the hospital and nursing home -mpsrtant as these concerns are — it will
suffer from lack of scope and freshness, and theshyging congregation will not participate. No

pastor wants that to happen.

Therefore, you will find it helpful to organize yopastoral prayers (as well as your private
prayers) around the following five great elementpriayer — not necessarily using all five in each
prayer. They serve only as an order to assurepthidic prayer has both depth and breadth.

Consider them in brief.

Adoration

It is good to begin a pastoral prayer with sometemplation of God’s glory: “Eternal God, our
Heavenly Father, we worship You because Your meimie new every morning, and Your
faithfulness never fails.” In other words, in adaa we pay homage to our God while asking for
nothing. Adoration is “the homage of the creatur¢hie Creator? In adoration we reflect on
God’s mercies, His holiness, His glory, His loviesuch reflections do not come spontaneously,
we can get help from the Psalms. “I will exalt yow, God the King; | will praise your name for
ever and ever” (Psalm 145:1). To begin a publiggravith adoration saves us from rushing

carelessly into God'’s presence.



Reflections centered on Jesus Christ call forthamlaration most compellingly. He is the Good
Shepherd who saves us from all predators; the gjiat dispels our darkness; the express image
of the invisible God, so that when our enlightespulitual eyes see Him, they see the Father. He
is our at-one-ment with God, our solace in timeg@dfible and our joy in times of elation. As

James Hastings writes, “He that perceives Christyedtay is continually engaged in adoratidn.”

Our God is no megalomaniac who must be praised fnomming to night, being constantly
reminded of His greatness. Our adoration is as rfarchis as it is for Him. His glory is of the
very essence of His being. It has been said that'$glory is the external manifestation of His
[holiness].” We need to remind ourselves of His majesty, Hisgress, His glorious being, in
order to get our prayers focused correctly. Wherbaggn our prayers with words of adoration

we set our compass, whether in our private devstrour public prayers.

Confession

When lived at the optimum, the Christian life iseasf joy. Therefore, whether in private or
public, the mood of prayer should be confident,défaith. Our God is both holy and loving. We
are His children, redeemed from sin and spiriteatd at an immeasurable price. His grace is

mightily at work in us.

Yet, within that context of confidence, our praysh®uld have in them a place for confession.
We stand ready to confess our weaknesses, faikinssand regrets. Only if confession is an
element in our own prayers can we be sure to emzgathith our people over the sins and regrets
they bring to the Lord. Let us not forget that thare always some congregants who feel they

have failed miserably during the past week.

While the element of confession in our prayers kaepfrom coming to think lightly of sin, it
should not lead us to morbid self-examinationw# confess our sins, he is faithful and just and
will forgive us our sins and purify us from all ugitteousness” (1 John 1:9). When we confess,

we embrace the assurance of sins forgiven and vasgo



Petition

It is appropriate that confession be followed biitjpa. In confession we want to do more than
merely acknowledge our offenses; we want to bereleld from continuing to offend. Thus, in
petition we pinpoint such special requests. Inway the pastoral prayer joins together

confession and petition.

Our petitions should also include our fundamenggids. The prayer our Lord taught His disciples
to pray began with an address elevated in its toreesense, spoken in adoration: “Our Father
which art in heaven” (Matthew 6:9b, KJV). But bedddis model prayer ended it included a
petition for daily bread. We treat bread here agetaphor for life’'s most fundamental needs —
our sustenance. When we pray prayers of petitioaskehat the basic needs of the congregation

be met, whether physical or spiritual. Petitionargyer is personal and specific.

Jesus taught His disciples, “Ask and it will beegivto you” (Matthew 7:7a). To make His point
clear He gave the illustration of a father who meg}s generously to his children’s requests. He
closes with a rhetorical question: “If you, thempagh you are evil, know how to give good gifts
to your children, how much more will your Fathehigaven give good gifts to those who ask
him!” (Matthew 7:11). Petitionary prayer is offergdfaith. It should quicken the faith of the

worshipers.

Intercession

We can say that petitions are for ourselves, whikrcession is for otherk intercession we
stand in the presence of the Eternal God and fraingrivileged position offer earnest requests
that reach well beyond our own needs and hori2dfesare intermediaries. We stand in the gap
— the breach in the wall — as a protector (EzeX2B0). In the pastoral prayer, intercession
widens the scope of our requests. First Timothywaes$s us to pray for “kings and all those in
authority” (2:2). That is a command for the chuatiprayer. We can certainly extend this duty

beyond presidents and governors to those in otgargositions of authority.

For example, it's good from time to time to pray llocal officers of the law, for medical staff in

local hospitals, for mission workers who distribtded to the hungry, for school officials, and so
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on. The list of possibilities can get long. And fFestoral prayer can draw in the people as they
anticipate its unfolding from week to week — fiestoration, then confession, petition and
intercession. It is especially urgent to offer messions for the salvation of those to whom the

church reaches out. Our number one concern ihéefficacy of the gospel in needy lives.

Thanksgiving

Before ending the prayer, it is appropriate toofferds of thanksgiving. Again, there is need to
reflect on this so that thanksgiving does not bexpnedictable. Whatever else the list includes, it
is always important to offer thanksgiving for theat gift of salvation through the sacrificial
death of our Lord Jesus Christ. It is appropriatenention the providences of God, particularly
detectable providences of the past week. Bewabe@ming so thankful for the good weather,
the loveliness of nature and the well-being of fammilies that we forget the center of all Christian

thanksgiving — Christ, our crucified, risen, asasthéind coming Savior.

Note that the five elements of prayer briefly c@egehere do not need to be treated as a checklist
for the pastoral prayer. Nor must they be followrethe order given. There may be other
sequences a pastor feels more comfortable with.tAeygldo not all need to be included in the
same act of prayer. Some pastors may have moretigplace for prayer in a service. But it is

good to keep the five elements in mind to give uwblic prayers the breadth they should have.

There will always be a correlation between pastpudlic prayers and those practiced in private.
To pray well publicly, one must pray well privatelf/the personal prayer life is rich and growing,
a discipline earnestly maintained, this will bedevit in the pastoral prayer. If the discipline of
private prayer is allowed to grow cold or even heegistent it will be difficult to conceal this in
public praying. Eventually the disciplines of thevpte life seep through for good or ill into one’s

public ministrations.

Some Do’s and Dont’s
1. Make Preparations in Advance
During my pastoral days, my practice was to gchogastor’s study early Saturday morning

when the church was quiet. There | would reflecttenweek as | prepared the pastoral prayer. |
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outlined it on a 4" x 6" index card. | spent soinaetconsidering how to begin the prayer so |
would not slip into a predictable routine. | fildae cards. Although I tried to include each
element I've outlined here, | did not necessaniieti on each with the same intensity or duration.
Praying an edifying pastoral prayer is as muclaenkd art as preaching is. Those who would be
“full-service” pastors will take this to heart. Atlde advanced preparation and filing of prayers is

one way to keep public prayers fresh and the c@agien involved in them.

2. Frame the Pastoral Prayer

It is disconcerting, even shocking, in some cagdsetr the closing “Amen” of the pastor’s prayer
followed in almost the same breath by an announoeat®ut the upcoming potluck. This gives
serious worshipers the feeling/ell that's over with, what's next?ere are suggestions to avoid
this poor transition. Precede the prayer with agraaymn or chorus. Then go directly to the
prayer without introductory words. “The more therds® the less the meaning, and how does
that profit anyone?” (Ecclesiastésll). At the outset, let the hymn or chorus setttme. Then,

at the close of the prayer, have an instrumentalistw the prayer with a short, quiet interlude,
giving the congregation opportunity to settle aefiect before moving on. During this interlude,

pastors themselves should sit down to be sees@sedlecting or meditating.

Many Free Methodist and other evangelical churcleesl to restore a sense of reverence and
awe to their worship services. Framing the pastanajer is one way to encourage God'’s people
in that direction. An urgent pastoral prayer franh@@mphasize its importance can call a

congregation to honor the holiness of God andekpect in worship that God is due.

3. Be Creative

Even though it is wise to keep the pastoral pray¢he same place in the sequence of the service
because people are creatures of routine, theneay® under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, to
be creative. Some pastors open the altar so pewgyleome and kneel during the prayer. It is
inspiring to see the altar lined with people yoang old bringing thanksgiving or supplication to
the Father. (It is good to keep a supply of tishedsnd the altar for those who may need them.)
Some pastors keep a small vial of oil at the p@ipithey are prepared if someone asks to be

anointed in the presence of a praying congregation.



4. Don't Preach in Your Prayers

The pastoral prayer must be more than simply talikinthe people with your eyes closed. Here’s
how you can ensure that the prayer is a seriowsaincommunion with the Father for both you
and the congregation: fix in your mind the imagéhog prayer as a straight vertical line of
communication with the Almighty, the God and Fatbeour Lord Jesus Christ. He is listening.
When this understanding is set in your mind theqrasprayer will indeed be a genuine prayer.

Check on yourself periodically by listening to tieeording of the prayer at a later time.

5. Don't Tell God Things He Already Knows

If there is information about the subjects of praymt the congregation needs to know, tell them
briefly before the prayer hymn or, if no prayer myrnefore the prayer begins. God already knows
what hospital room the parishioner is in, or how #lccident happened, or what scripture the
parishioner is finding helpful. Adding these feasimto the prayer is like editorializing. This

distracts from the petitions themselves.

6. Be Sensitive to the Customs and Needs of tbelPe

In days gone by, it was the custom of Free Methadiagregations to kneel for the pastoral
prayer. This changed during the 1950s and '60s. ,Nmwme congregations stand, and some
remain seated. Such customs are affected somewlhia¢ loulture of the congregation: formal,
informal, youthful, elderly, rural, urban, blue lem] white collar, etc. Local preferences should be
treated with respect. If you feel the need to e¢ftdange, do so with sensitivity. Seek the counsel
of the church board, and introduce change gradt@iyoid surprise or unnecessary resistance.

The objective is always the same: make the pagpoager a vital and holy experience.

7. Seek the Unction of the Spirit in Your Prayers

Unction is more than increased volume, or a cletarze, or an elevated emotion. It is the
anointing of the Holy Spirit giving a peculiar eggito the words uttered and at the same time
quickening the congregation with confidence thatFather is hearing and will answer. At times,

the Spirit’s unction may be gentle, at other tinegassioned.



After all else has been considered, the pastorlgh@usensitive to the Spirit’s direction. If, for
example, the Spirit prompts intercessions that weteplanned, be obedient to this direction.
Sometimes the most effectual prayers are thosegthbeyond the advanced planning to respond

to the promptings of the moment. Seek always tg praler the Holy Spirit’s anointing.
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The pastoral prayer is much more than it may apgeebe at first reflection. It calls for spiritual
energy and dedication, serious thought, prayetéulinng and preparation. It calls for the
anointing of the Holy Spirit. If a review of thelgact has made you feel humbled at the challenge,
that is for the good. One should never feel corepletdequate for the priestly assignment of
leading God'’s people into the Presence, summarthieig petitions and bearing their burdens

with them.

Jesus said, “My house will be called a house ofgaraMatthew 21:13a). The more conscious
leaders become of the place and importance ofdb®mal prayer, the more likely we are to

preserve a sense of God’s holiness when God’s ee@apher to worship.
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