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  Foreword




  There is an incredible connection that happens through prayer between believers and the heavenly Father. It is something that intersects the physical with the spiritual and goes far beyond human comprehension. The ability for mankind to speak in the throne room of the Almighty is awesome in and of itself. But the fact that he, in all of his splendor, will stop and listen intently to our every word, as if nothing could be more important to him at that moment, is truly breathtaking. God desires relationship with us, and our dialog with him through prayer is where he reveals the deep things of his nature. Paul reminds us in the book of Philippians that our determined purpose is to become more deeply and intimately acquainted with God. There is great power in this fellowship, and Together in Prayer is your handbook through the journey.




  Andrew R. Wheeler has obviously spent a great deal of time compiling this exploration of prayer, as it unravels some of the complexities of the multidimensional conversation, perhaps as never before. Together in Prayer is full of wisdom and insight into personal, community and intercessory prayer. You will be enlightened and challenged.




  Honestly, as the senior director of the National Day of Prayer Task Force, I was thrilled to find such an outstanding book. We believe that community transformation begins where two or more are gathered together in God’s name. In corporate, or community, prayer we can petition the Father in humility with great expectation that God will heal our land.




  If you have been challenged to lead a small group in prayer or serve as a prayer coordinator, this book is a must read. You will be equipped and prepared to confront the mountains in our culture today. I highly recommend this resource and encourage you to read it cover to cover, again and again.




  John Bornschein




  Senior Director




  National Day of Prayer Task Force




  Acknowledgments




  This book is the culmination (to this point) of two journeys—a journey in community prayer, and a journey in writing. Only God could have molded these two journeys into one.




  I owe the beginning of my journey in community prayer to Valley Christian Fellowship, the InterVarsity chapter at Saginaw Valley State University (then Saginaw Valley State College) in Saginaw, Michigan. Through late-night prayer meetings, one-on-one prayer times, conferences and other events, God introduced me to people who loved to pray together—people like Ken and Missy Binder, Tom and Barb Bishop, and several others. The times we spent in prayer together still rank as the pinnacle of my group prayer experience. Recapturing the fervor and fellowship we shared has been a lifelong ambition for me.




  The next step in the journey was joining the International Ministries prayer team at Willow Creek Community Church. Sweet times of prayer and learning with Deanna Battreall, Tim Lennox, Jennifer Taylor and others both nourished and encouraged me. It was at this point that I began what turned out to be an early venture into writing about prayer, working with David Bulger to produce the IM prayer letter each month.




  When the McHenry County regional campus of Willow Creek Community Church was formed, a handful of us met in the beginning to strategize and dream about the prayer ministry. Our “prayer, planning and quiche club” consisted of Susan Minatrea, Karen Franzen, Karen Graham and myself. I learned to think strategically about the prayer ministry with these wonderful colaborers, even as my manhood was constantly challenged by the “quiche” aspect of our team! These dear coworkers were also among my biggest supporters over the course of writing this book.




  To date, this journey has led to my present area of service as codirector of the prayer ministry at Willow Creek McHenry County, a position I joyfully share with Jerry Lee. A better ministry partner one could not hope to find. Our core prayer team makes serving in prayer a privilege rather than an obligation.




  The writing part of this journey actually started shortly after WCMC opened its doors. Our prayer team had planned for a time of training small group leaders to lead their groups effectively in prayer. I taught this session, and afterward several members of our team said that I should go further with it. I had never considered writing a book before, but I began to put down some thoughts that eventually became the book you now hold.




  Any first-time author would tell you what I didn’t know at the time—writing is by far the easiest part of the journey. Getting a book published is much, much harder. I had no idea how to even get started with that until a friend at Willow Creek suggested that I attend the annual Write to Publish Conference in Wheaton, Illinois, directed by Lin Johnson. June 2005 found me in great fear and trepidation hoping to meet with David Zimmerman (editor at InterVarsity Press) at this conference. The conference itself was literally life-changing for me; I’ve been back every year since. And that initial meeting with David led to another encounter at the 2007 conference and eventually to the publication of this book. David’s interest in and encouragement for this project are largely responsible for this finished product.




  No worthwhile journey is undertaken alone, and my journey is no exception. Besides the people I’ve already mentioned, I owe a debt of gratitude to Denny Brogan, our InterVarsity staffworker at Saginaw Valley; Denny is the one who first showed me what real vision and passion for ministry mean. Not many people are fortunate enough to have a significant lifelong friend, but I have such a friend in Mike Pollard, who has both encouraged me and led me spiritually; Mike published my first article in ACMC Mobilizer. Sue Kline, then editor of Discipleship Journal, patiently taught me much about writing for an audience in the course of publishing an article I wrote (and rewrote, under her tutelage!) called “How to Wake Up Your Prayer Times” ( Discipleship Journal, November/December 2007). The many instructors I’ve had at the various Write to Publish conferences have gone a long way toward erasing my many deficiencies as a writer.




  Anyone who is married knows that significant ministry is far more joyful, more rewarding and more fulfilling when it’s shared with your spouse. My wife, Debra, has been my biggest encouragement all along. From putting up with my overcommitments to ministry, to reading and giving feedback on this book, to praying with me time and again during the ups and downs of writing and trying to get the book published, Debra has unswervingly supported and encouraged me. I’m grateful to have her as a life partner.




  Introduction




  “Feed my hungry children.” But there are so many!




  “Make disciples of all nations.” I don’t even know where they are!




  “Care for the orphan and the widow. Visit those who are sick and in prison.” How do I get started?




  “Love your neighbor as yourself.” You mean, not just “don’t hate my neighbor,” but take actual steps to show love?




  Over time, God has placed many different visions on my heart. Too many, in fact, for one person to make any significant difference in all of them. At times, I’ve been led to despair for all that I couldn’t do in answer to the promptings of the Holy Spirit. In response, God has led me to one consistent answer: prayer. I can’t reach all the unreached peoples, but I can get informed and pray for them. I can’t feed all the hungry children, but I can care enough to pray for them (and I can feed a few!).




  Even so, the needs for prayer seem nearly limitless, and I’m still just one person. Like many others, I struggle to pray consistently for all the people and situations I know God is leading me to pray for. But the good news is, I don’t have to. I’m part of a body, with people and groups to whom God gives different lasting passions.




  What if all those groups could pray more effectively together, both for their own needs and for the needs of the world around them? That’s the passion behind this book. I’m convinced that God’s call to prayer is a call not just to individuals but to churches and groups as communities. Consider the following commands to pray in the New Testament:




  

    I urge . . . that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made . . . for kings and all those in authority. (1 Tim 2:1-2)




    Pray for us, too, that God may open a door for our message. (Col 4:3)




    Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow prisoners, and those who are mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering. (Heb 13:3)


  




  In the highly individualistic Western world, we personalize and individualize these commands, but originally these and other commands to prayer in the New Testament were given almost exclusively to groups of people. Just as being part of the body of Christ is a major component of what it means to be a Christian, so praying in community is a major part of what it means to pray.




  Yet, praying in community is something that many Christians find very difficult, if they even try it at all. Many of us have been in group prayer times that seemed to drag on interminably, struggling to merely stay awake (let alone contribute). We’ve been part of group prayer experiences that left us feeling preached to rather than lifted up into God’s presence. We’ve seen our group prayer times devolve into sharing and counseling sessions. And we’ve concluded that group prayer is at best a necessary evil. Even those among us who have strong personal prayer lives often leave times of group prayer feeling disconnected and uninspired.




  It doesn’t have to be this way. The church of our earliest records was united, regularly experiencing God’s miracles and leaning heavily on God in prayer. Together, the believers sought God’s wisdom in making decisions (Acts 1:23-26), his intervention in difficulty (Acts 12:5), his blessing on ministry (Acts 13:3), his strength in trouble (Acts 20:36). Group prayer times can be dynamic, exciting, fulfilling experiences that draw group members closer to God and closer to each other. They can be times of sweet, impassioned prayer for those in the group and times of passionate mission as the group focuses prayer beyond its own walls. Such prayer times can build unity in a group as almost nothing else can. Most of us don’t regularly experience group prayer like this. This is not an intrinsic limitation of group prayer; rather, it’s an outcome of the fact that, as a whole, we don’t know how to pray together effectively.




  This book is an attempt to help group members pray more effectively in a group setting and to help group leaders set the stage for community prayer times that will be a highlight of a group’s life together. It’s born of a fervor to see people pray together consistently, passionately and effectively; and of the conviction that concerted community prayer is the first step to solving many of the world’s great problems.




  Prayer in a small group setting is often referred to as “group” or “corporate” prayer, but I prefer the term “community prayer,” as it is a closer reflection of the nature of effective prayer in a small group setting. In this book we will take a look first at some of the principles of community prayer. Then we’ll discuss specific ways to keep community prayer engaging and vibrant. After exploring ideas for casting a vision for community prayer, setting the tone and leading the time, we’ll conclude by applying community prayer concepts to other prayer settings, such as corporate prayer and one-on-one intercession.




  The principles and ideas for community prayer apply to any type of small group. Whether you are a small group leader or member, and whether your group is a church small group, a campus group or a neighborhood group: if your group is struggling to establish a vibrant group prayer life, this book is for you. My prayer is that God will use the ideas and suggestions in this book to transform your group’s prayer life into one of the highlights of your life together.
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  The Case for


  Community Prayer




  The closest that many believers come to group prayer is listening to a pastor pray from up front during the worship service. Prayer in the church today seems to be most often relegated to a few key leaders and perhaps a small set of people whose focus is to pray for the church.




  Although we don’t know for certain exactly how the New Testament church prayed together, it seems reasonable to believe that their experience of prayer was much more participatory than this. Phrases like “they all joined together constantly in prayer” (Acts 1:14), “they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching . . . and to prayer” (Acts 2:42), “they raised their voices together in prayer” (Acts 4:24) and many others seem to portray prayer not as a spectator sport but as a participatory practice.




  In many cases, the best way to move a church toward this participatory model of prayer is through the small group ministry. This is true for several reasons:




  

    	

      People are more comfortable praying with people they know than praying with strangers.


    




    	

      Small groups provide the best setting for a person to be fully known, and thus most effectively prayed for.


    




    	

      Small groups are usually a good place for encouraging spiritual disciplines, particularly community disciplines.


    


  




  In spite of this, somewhat rare is the small group that consistently prays together effectively. In most small groups, prayer is limited to perhaps an opening prayer before the Bible study and maybe a closing prayer, plus perhaps a prayer for a crisis situation in one member’s life. Consistent, ongoing prayer for life-change is simply not a part of the experience of most small groups; and yet, such prayer may be the single most empowering thing that a small group could do to develop Christlike character in its members.




  Why is it that so few small groups pray together consistently and effectively? I can think of a couple of reasons. First, we fail to understand the importance of community prayer. We have personalized most of the examples and teachings of the New Testament to the point that we neglect their relevance to a community setting. Second, we don’t know how to pray well together. Too often, small group prayer leaves group members flat and uninterested.




  In the next chapter we’ll consider whether there’s a “right” way, according to the New Testament, to pray together. But first let’s look at the importance of community prayer in the early church.




  The Importance of Praying Together




  From Jesus’ teaching to the practice of the early church to the commands and urgings of the Epistles, the New Testament paints the picture of group prayer as a normal part of the lives of believers and churches. Even before there was a church, Jesus clearly expected believers to pray together. The famous promise, “For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them” is given in a context of praying together: “If two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven” (Mt 18:19-20). This expectation also seems to be implied in the wording of the Lord’s Prayer in Matthew 6.




  

    Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.




    Give us today our daily bread.




    Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.




    And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.


  




  Note that all the first-person pronouns in this prayer are plural, implying that it is meant primarily as a prayer to be prayed in a community setting.




  In Jesus’ time of greatest trial, in the garden of Gethsemane, he took with him the three most trusted disciples, asking them to keep watch with him and pray. Knowing the temptations they would face in the next few days and already having predicted their denial of him, Jesus warned them: “Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation” (Mt 26:41). Jesus gave them each other to keep them watchful at prayer. How much more, two thousand years removed, does the church today need to be a body that prays together and keeps each other watchful?




  Scripture doesn’t provide much detail about how the early church prayed together, but we do know that it was the practice of the church to gather often, and a key component of that gathering was prayer. We read in Acts 1:14 that the disciples “joined together constantly in prayer.” Acts 2:42 implies a commitment to praying in community, as the other key practices mentioned are all community practices.




  We get a glimpse of an early church prayer meeting in Acts 4:23-31. The believers raise their voices together in praise to God after the release of Peter and John by the Sanhedrin. Again in Acts 12:12 we see the believers gathered together in prayer, presumably for Peter’s release from prison. Barnabas and Paul are commissioned for their first missionary trip in a context of community fasting and prayer in Acts 13. Paul and his companions, when in a town too small for a synagogue, go down to a place by the river to pray together (Acts 16:13, 16). Paul and Silas hold a two-man “prayer meeting” in prison in Acts 16:25. Again, we find Paul praying with the Ephesian elders in Acts 20:36.




  The church was begun in a context of prayer; the apostles and the earliest believers were in the habit of praying together regularly, and as the church grew and spread beyond Jerusalem, the focus on corporate prayer spread with it. In towns like Antioch and Ephesus corporate prayer seemed to be the norm. Again, we don’t know exactly what that prayer looked like, but we do know that it was a focus of the earliest church and then of the missionary church.




  The “rugged individualism” that so marks modern Western civilization has caused us to look at much of the instruction and narrative in Acts and the Epistles exclusively in terms of the individual. While there is no doubt personal application in these texts for the individual, Gene Getz, in his book Praying for One Another, points out that we miss the crux of these teachings when we ignore their corporate context. Consider the following commands regarding prayer from Paul’s epistles:




  

    	

      “Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer” (Rom 12:12).


    




    	

      “Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Eph 5:19-20).


    




    	

      “And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints” (Eph 6:18).


    




    	

      “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus” (Phil 4:6-7).


    




    	

      “Devote yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thankful” (Col 4:2).


    




    	

      “Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus” (1 Thess 5:16-18).


    


  




  Certainly these commands all apply to individual believers, but they also apply to churches as bodies, especially since that’s the audience for which they were originally written. These commands become richer when we realize that they are not just God’s will for individuals but also God’s will for his church. In addition, they become easier to observe when we can draw strength from one another as we obey them.




  When Paul writes to the churches to “pray for us” (Eph 6:19-20; Col 4:3; 1 Thess 5:25; 2 Thess 3:1) and when the writer to the Hebrews asks the same thing (Heb 13:18), the context indicates that they should lift up these missionaries in prayer together, not just in their own private prayers. When we recall that these letters were written to be read aloud during church meeting times, it’s not too hard to imagine the various congregations going straight to prayer for the authors of the letters as soon as they were read.




  James, in possibly one of the most challenging exhortations to community prayer, urged the believers to “confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed” (Jas 5:16). Obviously, the only way to confess sins to other believers is to do so in a context of community. To James, confession, repentance and prayer were to be corporate acts, not merely individual ones.




  Peter may have had something similar in mind when he spoke of the church being a “holy priesthood” (1 Pet 2:4-10). When he urges the believers to “be clear minded and self-controlled so that you can pray” (1 Pet 4:7), the context of loving one another and using spiritual gifts to serve one another clearly implies that he has in mind praying together. Perhaps he recalls in this verse Jesus’ admonition to his inner circle of disciples in the garden of Gethsemane to “watch and pray.”




  Prayer in the Church Today




  We can safely conclude that praying together was a significant part of the early church’s life. What was it about community prayer that kept the early church praying together like this? Was it God’s faithfulness in answering, even to the point of performing miracles? Was it the sweetness of coming into God’s presence together? Was it the encouragement of being lifted up in prayer by those who knew them best? Was it maybe a combination of all these and more?




  What was true of the early church is true of the church today: God reveals his power and his love consistently as the church seeks him in prayer. We can expect his blessing and direction in our lives as we come into his presence in prayer as a community. Community prayer, so important in the life of the early church, should occupy a similar place in the church today.




  Unfortunately, the fact that community prayer is so important to the life of the body doesn’t mean that it’s also easy to practice effectively. Many groups that do actually pray together regularly struggle to pray well together. They keep plugging away because they know it’s important to pray together, but their times of prayer are not as meaningful or effective as they could be.




  Is it possible that the reason we don’t pray well together is that we don’t know how to pray together? Might there be some principles that could guide our times of prayer together and improve our community prayer lives? In the next chapter, we’ll examine these questions in more depth.




  Questions for Reflection/Discussion




  

    	

      How do you picture prayer taking place in the early church?


    




    	

      What has been your experience of prayer in a group setting? Has that experience been positive or negative for you overall? How so?


    




    	

      Why might community prayer be less common today than it was in the early church? What are some of the hurdles to community prayer today?
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  The Distinctiveness of


  Community Prayer




  If praying in community was so important to the New Testament church, why is it that the Western church today largely fails to practice community prayer? Even churches that strive to base themselves on the New Testament model often neglect this crucial area of life together. To help us understand this, let’s consider the distinctiveness of community prayer and then some of the perceived difficulties in community prayer. We will then outline some principles for praying in community that can help us overcome these difficulties.




  Prayer has many definitions in the church today, from the narrow sense of intercession to the broad extreme that our entire lives are a prayer to God. A middle ground would include different aspects of prayer, such as intercession, praise, confession and thanksgiving, but limit itself to conscious, deliberate acts of prayer. For the sake of this book I define prayer as “conversation with God.”




  Prayer styles differ from the highly liturgical on one hand through a more conversational model to, at the other extreme, praying in unknown tongues. Additionally, there are many different types of prayer. In his classic book Prayer, Richard Foster lists and describes several different kinds of prayer, grouped into three major categories: inward prayers (focused on the transformation of our hearts), upward prayers (focused on intimacy with God) and outward prayers (focused on ministry).




  While some of these types and styles of prayer are best practiced privately, many of them find their fullest expression in community. God invites us into his presence in private settings, but he also invites us to come before him in community. Jesus’ model prayer in Matthew 6 seems to imply a community setting. Have you ever felt that the burden of prayer was too much for you to carry, that there were too many things to pray for and not enough time? Community prayer strengthens and encourages us for the task by reminding us that we are part of a body, and the burden does not fall on any one individual. Thus, community prayer is distinct from private prayer in that it incorporates the body, functioning as one.




  Community prayer is also distinct from community worship times in two major aspects: purpose and participation. Weekly worship gatherings generally serve several purposes. If you look at these purposes in terms of time spent on each, the primary purpose that emerges is instruction; secondary purposes include praise, imparting of information and fellowship. Community prayer has a more focused purpose: although there may be many topics, the focus of community prayer time remains on entering God’s presence.




  In terms of participation, weekly church gatherings for many take on a “spectator” dynamic. Personal participation is limited to singing a handful of songs and the obligatory “turn and greet.” In more liturgical traditions, congregants may recite prayers, responsive readings or learned responses together. In neither case is there any significant unscripted engagement on the part of the average person.
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