 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Sweet Hour of Prayer

By the raise of hands, have any of you ever heard a lesson or a talk given in church on prayer?

How many of you have heard at least 850 lessons about prayer?

Sometimes we tend to tune out topics that we hear over and over again.

I love hearings talks, reading Ensigns, and attending firesides.  They always uplift and motivate me.  But every once in a while I’ll have an experience or I’ll hear something that changes the course of my life – actually changes my behavior and the way I do things.  That’s when it becomes exciting.  Today I hope to share the things people have taught me about prayer that have actually changed the way I pray in the hope that prayer will become more meaningful in your lives.

When I served as a missionary in Santiago, Chile, I had an experience that changed the way I think about prayer.  I was new to the country and was still learning the Spanish language.  We would teach several first discussions each day and in each one we would talk about our Heavenly Father.  The Spanish word for Heavenly Father is Nuestro Padre Celestial.  We would teach that He is all-powerful, all knowing, the Creator and God of the Universe.  I learned those words very well.

One night I knelt down to say my prayers.  We had been asked to pray in Spanish to improve our language skills.  I began my prayer by saying, “Nuestro Padre Celestial.”  Then I stopped.  It hit me like a ton of bricks.  I was literally talking to our Heavenly Father - the almighty creator of the universe, the all-powerful individual I had been teaching about all day.  Sometimes I think we forget that.

The only thing that is more amazing than the fact that we can talk directly to our creator, is the fact that He actually listens to us and answers our prayers.  Have any of you had an experience when you’ve received an answer to your prayers that was so direct, so undeniable that you knew it wasn’t just a coincidence?

 I know there have been many times in my life where I received such a direct answer to my prayer that I was tempted to look around for the candid camera.  We’ve all had experiences like these that can’t be explained by coincidence.  

I realize that it is difficult to understand how our Heavenly Father simultaneously listens to 20 billions prayers at once.  I don’t understand it myself.  It’s like the pioneers trying to understand how we text one another and explore the internet on our smart phones.  Their level of communication was inferior to ours.  I know that as our communications improve and as we come to understand the mind of God, it won’t be a mystery at all.

I would like to talk for a moment about the mechanics of prayer.  Although they may seem elementary, I know they contribute to the overall efficacy of our prayers.  When we pray, we should kneel, fold our arms, bow our head and close our eyes.  This may seem a bit formal, but I truly believe that if we were literally in the presence of God, we would instinctively kneel and bow. 

We need to pray vocally - rather than thinking the words in our minds.  We need to use the proper pronouns thee, thy and thine rather than you, your and yours.  Again, this may seem formal, but we are speaking with Deity.  Obviously when we are teaching children to pray or working with new converts, we don’t chastise them for not getting it perfect.  We just do the best we can as we mature spiritually.

We also need to avoid vain repetitions.  This used to confuse me because, of course, I pray for the same things every day.  Not a day goes by that I don’t pray for my family, the prophet, the missionaries, etc.  Perhaps the best way to avoid vain repetitions is simply to make our prayers more specific - Please bless my husband that he will do well in surgery. Please bless my daughter on her science test.  Please bless the prophet as he prepares his conference address.

Jeffrey R. Holland gives this suggestion that sums up what we have discussed about prayer. “Find a private place and kneel comfortably and calmly in the center of the room.  For a few moments say nothing, just think of Him.  Just kneel there and feel the closeness of his presence, his warmth, his peace.  With humility, express your gratitude for every blessing, every good thing you enjoy.  Share with Him your problems and fears.  Talk to Him about each one and pause long enough to receive his counsel.”  (On Earth as it is in Heaven pg. 37)

Each time we pray we must express our gratitude to Heavenly Father for the blessings he has already given us. Perhaps the best way to express gratitude in our prayers is to inventory the day, recognize and acknowledge the specific blessings we have received, large and small, and let the Lord know that we appreciate it.

Oftentimes in our families we search for answers while ignoring the basics.  One of the basics, of course, is prayer.  We have been commanded to pray as individuals morning and night.  I’d like to share a poem with you:

I haven’t gossiped, I haven’t lost my temper

I haven’t been greedy, grumpy,

Nasty or overindulgent.

I’m very thankful for that.

But in a few minutes God

I’m going to get out of bed.

And from then on, I’m probably

Going to need a lot of help.  Amen

That pretty much sums up my morning prayers.  Each morning we “report for duty” and discuss our day with the Lord.  We let him know our plans and ask for specific help we may need.  At night we give him a report on our stewardship, repent for our wrongdoings and tie up any loose ends.

We also need to pray daily as couples.  On our wedding day, the temple sealer encouraged us to hold hands, kneel together and pray every night.  We have continued that practice to this day.  If I had to choose one ingredient that has made our marriage successful, that is the one I would choose.  It is the perfect opportunity to thank the Lord for your spouse, mention what you appreciate about them, etc.  I promise it will change your marriage.

We need to pray morning and night with our families as well.  We used to be good at morning prayers around the breakfast table, but we weren’t as consistent with nightly prayers.  I remember reading a quote by Spencer W. Kimball that basically said that in the last days, one family prayer a day would not be enough.  I took him at his word and we began kneeling in a circle each night as a family and giving each other a big “family love” afterwards.  Again, it has made all the difference in the world.

In addition to the formal prayers mentioned above, it’s a good idea to keep an ongoing dialogue with the Lord as we go throughout our day.  After all, we’ve been commanded to “counsel with the Lord in all (our) doings.”  

“Cry unto him over the crops of your fields, that ye may prosper in them; cry over the flocks of your fields, that they may increase. But this is not all; ye must pour out your souls in your closets and your secret places and in your wilderness; yea, and when you do not cry unto the Lord, let your hearts be full, drawn out in prayer unto him continually for your welfare, and also for the welfare of those who are around you.”(Alma 34:18-28)

How do we know if something is important enough to pray about?  I guess it is possible to be fanatical about prayer just like in any other area of life.  I knew a young man in college that wouldn’t buy a can of vegetables without praying about it first.   There was an elder in the MTC who had been called as our branch music chairman.  He asked if I would play prelude for Sacrament Meeting and I told him I would.  He then said, “Why don’t you give me a list of the songs you would like to play and I’ll pray about them and let you know which ones you should play.”  It took all I had to not say, “I don’t really think the Lord cares which hymns I play as long as they are in the hymn book and I play them quietly and nicely.”  Like my mom always says, “The Lord gave us commandments and he gave us a brain and he expects us to use both of them.”

 If you are not currently having individual, couples or family prayer, now is as good a time to start as any.  And I can guarantee that the minute you do, Satan will do everything in his power to stop you.  If a commander of an army is at war with the enemy and needs to choose a target to bomb, he will often choose the communication center.  If he can disrupt communications between the troops, he has won.  Satan knows that prayer is our lifeline to the Father and will disrupt it whenever possible.

The other day I came across an interesting book called “Do your prayers bounce off the Ceiling?” by Grant A. Worth.  After being a member of the church for 40 years, I honestly thought I knew everything there was to know about prayer.  However, as I read this book, published 20 years ago, I learned some amazing things that I am anxious to share with you.

He explains that there are two types of prayers.  The first is a petition prayer.  This is simply a prayer in which we petition the Father for the things that we need.  We need to remember the purpose of prayer as we pray this type of prayer. 

I wonder if we ever stop to think why the Lord has asked us to pray. Did he ask us to pray because he wants us to bow down and worship him? Is that the main reason? I don’t think it is. He is our Heavenly Father, and we have been commanded to worship him and pray to him in the name of his Beloved Son, Jesus Christ. But the Lord can get along without our prayers. His work will go on just the same, whether we pray or whether we do not. … Prayer is something that we need, not that the Lord needs. He knows just how to conduct his affairs and how to take care of them without any help from us. Our prayers are not for the purpose of telling him how to run his business. If we have any such idea as that, then of course we have the wrong idea. Our prayers are uttered more for our sakes, to build us up and give us strength and courage, and to increase our faith in him. (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Fielding Smith chapter 22)

 Gordon B. Hinckley once said, ”Sometimes we pray as thought we are picking up the telephone and ordering groceries.”  We say, “Hey, I would like some butter, 2 dozen eggs and a gallon of milk” and then we wait for the delivery boy to bring them to us.  Or like sitting on Santa’s lap “I would like a new toy train, and a bow and arrow......”  Sometimes we think that prayer is our avenue to tell God what we want and to convince him why we need it.  This is not the proper purpose of prayer.

Dallin H. Oaks expressed it this way: “We should recognize that the Lord will speak to us through the Spirit in his own time and in his own way.  Many people do not understand this principle.  They believe that when they are ready and when it suits their convenience, they can call upon the Lord and he will immediately respond, even in the precise way they have prescribed.” As we pray, we also need to keep in mind that we must submit our will to the will of the Lord.”

I’d like to share a story with you about a couple dealing with infertility.  This is the wife speaking: “One summer night as Steve said our prayer, he told God (as usual) that we would like to have a baby, “if it be thy will.”  When he finished praying, I got mad and told him not to say, “if it by they will” anymore because it just undid all the good of my prayers.  I wanted to have a baby now, not wait around for God’s will.”

In the Bible Dictionary is says, “Prayer is the act by which the will of the Father and the will of the child are brought into correspondence with each other.  The object of prayer is not to change the will of God, but to secure for ourselves and for others blessings that God is already willing to grant, but that are made conditional on our asking for them.”  When it comes to receiving answers to our prayers, Jeffrey Holland has said, “You may not get everything you want, but you will always get what you need.

The second type of prayer Brother Worth describes in his book is a decision prayer.  A decision prayer is one in which we have an important decision to make and we go to the Lord to have him guide us and confirm our decision.  The Lord gives us a perfect outline as to how this is to be accomplished in D & C 9: 7-9.  I’ve read it multiple times, but if you listen closely, you may learn something new as I did.

“Behold, you have not understood; you have supposed that I would give it unto you, when you took no thought save it was to ask me.  But, behold, I say unto you, that you must study it out in your mind; then you must ask me if it be right; and if it is right I will cause that your bosom shall burn within you; therefore, you shall feel that it is right.  But if it be not right, you shall have no such feelings, but you shall have a stupor of thought...”

I think it’s important for us to understand “burning in the bosom” and “stupor of thought.”  To me, those are the extreme ends of the spectrum.  In my life, the burning in the bosom is felt simply as peace.  Each time I have to make a decision, I go until I achieve peace.  Then I know I have it right.  The stupor of thought I would describe as simply confusion, or a lack of peace. If things still feel unresolved in my mind, then I know that I need to do a little more homework.

Brother Worth describes the 5 steps of decision prayer.  I’ll share them with you and then share the insight I gained:

1. Ask the Lord for assistance through petition prayers.

2. Study the issue out in your mind.

3. Make a decision

4. Pray, requesting confirmation of your decision

5. Receive a positive response (or go back to step one if the response is negative.)

I have always followed these steps to the best of my ability when making decisions, but as I read his book, I realized that I was leaving out step 3  - make a decision.  I would study the issue out in my mind; I would do my homework and ponder my options.  Then I would go to the Lord in prayer and say, “What shall I do?”  But that’s not what the Lord told us to do in the scripture we read.

Brother Worth gives this wonderful analogy using the game Twenty Questions.  When we play Twenty Questions, we begin by asking if it is an animal, vegetable, or mineral.  Then the guessers can ask up to twenty questions to try to find the identity of the item.  The key is that the moderator can only answer yes or no.  The players can’t ask, “How big is it?” or “What color is it?”  All of their questions must be in the form of yes or no.

Our Heavenly Father is exactly the same way.  He told us in Section 9 of the Doctrine and Covenants that he will either give us a burning in the bosom (yes) or a stupor of thought (no.) There are no other options.  Therefore, we must phrase our questions in a yes or no format.  In order to do that, we must not only study it out in our minds, but must actually come to a decision and present it to the Lord.  It doesn’t matter if it’s right or wrong.  If we’re wrong, he’s not going to chastise us.  He’ll simply give us a stupor of thought letting us know we’re wrong so we can go back to the drawing board.

Why would he force us to make the decision?  Well, basically because he doesn’t need any practice making decisions. He is already a God.  We are in the process of becoming Gods and we need the growth that comes from making decisions.  I remember when my husband and I were taking a “Parenting with Love and Logic” class.  We were taught that we needed to allow our children to make their own decisions rather than us making all of their decisions for them.  Otherwise, our children would reach adulthood not having a clue how to make a decision.  The same goes for us.

Years ago I read a book called First Comes Love by Brinley.  It is an excellent book about dating, engagement and marriage.  In the book the author describes three levels of communication that are relevant to our discussion here.

1. Superficial Level - This is the level of communication that we use most often with others throughout the course of a day. Perhaps ninety-five percent of our daily communication occurs at this level. It is the level we use in normal conversations. It is a relatively safe, non-argumentative, information- processing level where we exchange information, ideas, observations, and comments with each other. This level is usually light in nature, descriptive and where we discuss events and observations without much personal risk on our part…..It is not a level of sharing that builds feelings of love in an emotional connection - "It's a nice day." "I love the fall colors; the air smells so clean and fresh." There is little personal risk involved in these expressions. "What did you think of the game?” “ So what ward are you in?”  “How was your vacation?" "I think the temple is beautiful."

2. Personal Level- The second level of communication involves more risk on our part. It requires us to go beyond a superficial level of exchange to a deeper level of thought and feeling. Here we risk more of ourselves as we put our personal ideas and thoughts on line for inspection by others who may or may not agree with us….. This includes thoughts and feelings about topics such as religion, politics, or philosophical positions. 
3. Validation Level - Validation generally involves more risk than either a personal or superficial level of communication, because there is always the fear of rejection. As human beings, we are somewhat fragile and sensitive to how others react when we express our ideas and feelings………. Couples who exchange validation will find their relationship moving to a deeper level of emotional attachment. 

He goes on to say, “To build a healthy, vibrant, affectionate relationship with another human being, personal and validating communication must be exchanged.  A relationship that cannot rise above a superficial level of communication will not develop into a healthy, vibrant relationship, where feelings and positive emotions are created and sustained.”

The depth of your prayers and the level of communication you use with your Heavenly Father will very likely determine the depth of your relationship with Him. You need to feel comfortable pouring out your heart to him and sharing your vulnerabilities, fears, hopes and dreams. Sadly, it is often adversity that brings us to this point of readiness.

Glen L. Pace once said, “I have tried to understand why we must experience tribulation before we can experience the ultimate communication.  It seems there is an intense concentration which must be obtained before our pleadings reach our Father in Heaven, and perhaps even more importantly before He can get through to us.  Sometimes we must be straining very hard to hear the still small voice.  Before we can be taught things hidden from this world, we must be on a spiritual frequency which is out of this world.  Adversity can help fine-tune this frequency.  Even the Savior communicated more intensely with our Father in Heaven when he was in agony.” 

Even when we do everything right, there may be times when we feel that we have not received an answer to our prayers.  Let me suggest a few reasons why this may be the case.

1. We may fear the response.  Maybe we don’t want to hear the answer the Lord is giving us.  We may receive a stupor of thought and interpret it to mean that we didn’t receive an answer at all.  We must be willing to act on the promptings He gives us. When the Lord told us to pray with “real intent,” it means that we “intend” to follow through on His guidance, whether we like the answer or not.

2. Perhaps we have a lack of faith.  Sometimes we know we haven’t done our part and therefore our faith is weakened.  Faith comes from obedience – knowing we have truly obeyed the commandments and qualify for His blessings.  After being in a coma, being somewhat paralyzed I was told that I would have to go to rehab and learn to walk again.  The thought absolutely overwhelmed me since I couldn’t even move my limbs. However, a scripture came to my mind found in D&C 89 – “And all saints who remember to keep and do these sayings shall receive health in their navel and marrow to their bones….. and shall run and not be weary and shall walk and not faint.”  I knew that I had obeyed the Word of Wisdom my whole life and that gave me the confidence to pray with faith for His blessing. I was expected to be in rehab for five weeks but was released after 14 days able to walk.

3. Maybe God has already given us an answer.  Why do you think the Lord had the ancient prophets write the scriptures on metal plates.  Perhaps it was because he knew that many of us would have similar experiences and similar questions as we went through life.  It’s like when we have a computer question and we call tech support.  They may say, “Have you read the instruction manual?”  Sometimes we are too lazy to look.  And we don’t need to ask him questions like “Shall I watch this R-rated movie” or a young couple saying, “Should we get married in the temple?”  Those questions have already been answered.

4. There might be more than one right answer.  If I am trying to decide if I should marry Bachelor #1 or Bachelor #2, and I get a burning in my bosom on both accounts, maybe it is because either young man would be a suitable husband and the Lord would support my decision either way.  

There are some times when the Lord leaves it up to our best judgment.  In D & C section 61:22 the elders of the early church were wondering how they should travel during their missionary labors.  The Lord said simply “It mattereth not to me.”

5. We cannot pray away someone else’s free agency.  This is perhaps the most difficult to accept, but probably one of the most common reasons why our prayers aren’t answered.  No matter how hard we pray, no matter how much faith we have, ultimately we may come up against the wall of someone else’s free agency.  God can force no man to heaven.  Does this mean we should stop praying?  Of course not.  We can always pray that a person’s heart can be softened so that they can use their free agency to find happiness.

6. The Lord gives us an answer, but we don’t receive it because either we’re too busy and distracted or because we are not worthy to have the Holy Ghost with us.  My mother and I wrote a book and had everything done except the title.  We were up against a deadline and I prayed that the Lord would help me think of an appropriate title.  I was at the computer all day stressing out, with children running in and out of the room.  After several hours I finally gave up and went to bed.  No sooner had my head hit the pillow than the title popped into my mind.  It was the first time all day I had held still for more than three seconds.  No wonder the answer didn’t come!

Sometimes we haven’t done anything wrong, we just haven’t done the right things long enough.  Like someone once said, “God will not always come when you call - but he will always be on time.”  


Perhaps the only thing better than receiving an answer to our prayers is to be the answer to someone else’s prayer.  As we pray for others who are going through difficult times, consider the following scripture: “let your hearts be full, drawn out in prayer unto him continually for your welfare, and also for the welfare of those who are around you. And now, behold, my beloved brethren, I say unto you, do not suppose this is all, for after ye have done all these things, if ye turn away the needy and the naked, and visit not the sick and afflicted, and impart of your substance, if ye have, to those who stand in need; I say unto you, if ye do not anything of these things, behold, your prayer is vain and availeth you nothing, and ye are as hypocrites who deny the faith.” [Alma 34:18–28.]

I hope that we have come to a better understanding of how prayer works in our lives. If we misunderstand prayer and the way we receive answers, we may reach the erroneous conclusion that God doesn’t exist, that he doesn’t hear or answer our prayers, or perhaps that he just doesn’t love us.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  

When I was young I shared a bedroom with my older sister.  Each night she would have me time her prayers to “see how spiritual she was.”  I don’t know if the length of our prayers has anything to do anything, but I do know that the sincerity and intensity of our prayers can make all the difference in the world.

I testify that God does live and that he loves us.  Don’t ever underestimate the power of prayer.

In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen. 
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