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  Scripture calls us to pray for one another—and promises the presence of the Spirit in the midst of our prayer. However, when people are presented with a specific situation of emergency, be it physical pain, a difficult relationship or grief in the midst of loss, words for prayer do not come easily. During my five decades in pastoral ministry, I have found that in times of pain (or even of celebration), I have yearned to have at my disposal words that speak appropriately to the heart. I have imagined a collection in a form small enough to carry from place to place at a moment’s notice, and not so cumbersome as to appear to symbolize another burden in the face of a situation calling more for sensitivity than overpowering presence.




  In these pages you will find A Book of Prayers. Most writings are my own, which I offer in humble gratitude to God for whatever freshness comes as you read and pray. When I have added the writings, here and there, of authors who have especially touched my life, they are clearly credited in the notes and on the copyright page. The book is divided into the following sections for ease in finding the right words at the right moment:




  Praying the Inner Life. Often when we are carrying the burden of others’ needs and hopes and the compelling issues of our larger worlds, we are aware most of our own inner hungers. The prayers in this section are intended to speak to the heart with an openness that liberates and encourages both wrestling and courage.




  Prayers for Times of Grief. The prayers here offered are intended to be quite specific. They address those moments in our lives when words do not form easily because of the surprise or pain we are encountering. Let them become catalysts for your own sense of freedom in approaching God on behalf of yourself and others.




  Prayers for Times of Difficulty. There are stress-points in our lives that arouse in us reactions that both deeply unsettle and surprise us. These unsettling occasions uncover a wide range of discoveries about ourselves—resentments, anger, fear and much more. We need prayers that help us to be free and honest before God in these times.




  Prayers for Ongoing Illness. When illness is diagnosed as chronic, the lives and plans of both the affected ones and their caregivers are dramatically changed. Phrases like “how long?” have the ring of despair and uncertainty. Family tensions and misunderstandings may arise. Clear prayer-words can ease the way.




  Prayers for Healing. Often our prayers for healing center on physical ailments and emergencies that have immediate visibility and what we perceive to be the best way for the Spirit to restore. For those ailments that are more hidden, like old memories that are not pleasant and sleepless nights, pray in confidence that God understands and welcomes our open conversations.




  Prayers for a Marriage. These prayers are offered with the recognition that even “good” marriages are an adventure in growth, progress and promise. The challenge to keep relationships strong, the intrusions of misunderstanding, even fractures in the wedding promises, are a human reality. Some are healed Some are not. And the fallout hurts in many ways. Use these prayers for your own situation and those of others in your circle of care.




  Prayers for Parents and Children. Who could adequately address the many challenges of parenting and child-raising? To draw on the continuing and faithful ministry of the Holy Spirit through prayer welcomes strength beyond our own. With the Spirit’s discernment, many of these specific areas will yield the fear and uncertainty to the comfort of being held in the midst of so much that demands the parenting of children, young people and even our aging elders.




  Prayer for Celebration. Praise and thanksgiving to God, that we have been given much to celebrate in our personal and common life. Here are just a few. Count your own blessings, add a prayer of your own for how good God is in the routines and emergencies of your life.




  Prayers for Home and Church. These prayers help us to “get ready” to enter worship. Then they can assist us as we carry our Spirit-life back home, formalizing the blessing God intends for us. We remember to sit at the table with prayers on our lips for what is prepared at this moment for us—nourishment, food, drink, good conversations.




  Praying for Our Larger World. These prayers are offered for times when public emergencies and local and national celebrations call for corporate petition, intercession and thanksgiving.




  Praying for the Year’s Seasons. Changes in the climate and atmosphere of our natural world and the transitions in the liturgical year are opportunities for acknowledging the power and nurture that accompany them. Here you will find resources for praise and thanksgiving for what God creates and sustains, for the liturgical year, for the turn of the seasons, for whatever nourishes the wondrous moods of our lives.




  Praying the Scriptures. Because many people have found the Scriptures to be our great consistent source of comfort, strength and peace, praying with them has historic precedent. My hope and prayer is that those biblical treasures will continue to fill our prayer experiences and yours.




  As you begin to explore the other offerings of the book, perhaps it will become a resource for you, a new milepost for a long tradition of a prayerful life for years to come.




  All of this would not have come to fruition were it not for outstanding preparation and editing gifts of a dear friend, Fern Katter. Sincere gratitude to her and the strong and sensitive support and encouragement of Cindy Bunch at InterVarsity Press.




  ARTHUR A. R. NELSON
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  Touch Me Deeply so That I Will Find a Sense of Self




  

    O Ingenious God,




    I rejoice in your creation,




    and pray that your Spirit touch me so deeply




    that I will find a sense of self




    which makes me glad to be who I am




    and yet restless




    at being anything less




    than I can become.




    Make me simple enough




    not to be confused by disappointments,




    clear enough




    not to mistake busyness for freedom,




    honest enough




    not to expect truth to be painless,




    brave enough




    not to sing all my songs in private,




    compassionate enough




    to get in trouble,




    humble enough




    to admit trouble and seek help,




    joyful enough




    to celebrate all of it,




    myself and others and you




    through Jesus Christ our Lord.


  




  Guide Me into an Unclenched Moment




  

    Gentle me,




    Holy One,




    into an unclenched moment,




    a deep breath,




    a letting go




    of heavy expectancies,




    of shriveling anxieties,




    of dead certainties,




    that, softened by the silence,




    surrounded by the light,




    and open to the mystery,




    I may be found by wholeness,




    upheld by the unfathomable,




    entranced by the simple,




    and filled with the joy




    that is you.


  




  I Need to Breathe Deeply




  

    Eternal Friend,




    grant me an ease




    to breathe deeply of this moment,




    this light,




    this miracle of now.




    Beneath the din and fury




    of great movements




    and harsh news




    and urgent crises,




    make me attentive still




    to good news,




    to small occasions,




    and the grace of what is possible




    for me to be,




    to do,




    to give,




    to receive,




    that I may miss neither my neighbor’s gift




    nor my enemy’s need.




    Precious Lord,




    grant me




    a sense of humor




    that adds perspective to compassion,




    gratitude




    that adds persistence to courage,




    quietness of spirit




    that adds irrepressibility to hope,




    openness of mind




    that adds surprise to joy;




    that with gladness of heart




    I may link arm and aim




    with the One who saw signs of your kingdom




    in salt and yeast,




    pearls and seeds,




    travelers and tax collectors,




    sowers and harlots,




    foreigners and fishermen,




    and who opens my eyes with these signs




    and my ears with the summons




    to follow to something more




    of justice and joy.


  




  It Would Be Easier to Pray if I Were Clear




  

    O Eternal One,




    it would be easier for me to pray




    if I were clear




    and of a single mind and a pure heart;




    if I could be done hiding from myself




    and from you, even in my prayers.




    But, I am who I am,




    mixture of motives and excuses,




    blur of memories,




    quiver of hopes.




    knot of fear,




    tangle of confusion,




    and restless with love,




    for love.




    I wander somewhere between




    gratitude and grievance,




    wonder and routine,




    high resolve and undone dreams,




    generous impulses and unpaid bills.




    Come, find me, Lord.




    Be with me exactly as I am.




    Help me find me, Lord.




    Help me accept what I am,




    so I can begin to be yours.




    Make of me something small enough to snuggle,




    young enough to question,




    simple enough to giggle,




    old enough to forget,




    foolish enough to act for peace;




    skeptical enough to doubt




    the sufficiency of anything but you,




    and attentive enough to listen




    as you call me out of the tomb of my timidity




    into the chancy glory of my possibilities




    and the power of your presence.


  




  Grant Me an Enchantment of Heart




  

    O God of children and clowns,




    as well as martyrs and bishops,




    somehow you always seem to tumble




    a jester or two of light




    through the cracks of my proud defense




    into the shadows of my sober piety.




    Grant me, now, an enchantment of heart




    that, for a moment,




    the calliope of your kingdom




    may entice my spirit,




    laughing,




    out of my sulky self-preoccupations




    into a childlike delight




    in the sounds and silences




    that hum of grace;




    so I may learn again




    that life is never quite as serious as I suppose,




    yet more precious than I dare take for granted,




    even for a moment;




    that I may be released




    into the possibilities of the immediate,




    and rush,




    smudge souled as I am,




    to join the parade of undamned fools




    who see the ridiculous in the sublime,




    the sublime in the ridiculous;




    and so dare to take pratfalls for love,




    walk tightropes for justice,




    tame lions for peace,




    and rejoice to travel light,




    knowing there is little I have or need




    except my brothers and sisters to love,




    you to trust,




    and your stars to follow home.
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  When Grief Is Raw




  

    When grief is raw and music goes unheard,




    and thought is numb, we have no polished phrases to recite.




    In Christ we come to hear the old familiar words:




    “I am the resurrection. I am life.”




    God, give us time for gratitude and tears,




    and make us free to grieve, remember, honor, and delight.




    Let love be strong to bear regrets and banish fears:




    “I am the resurrection. I am life.”




    The height and breadth of all that love prepares




    soar out of time, beyond our speculation and our sight.




    The cross remains to ground the promise that it bears:




    “I am the resurrection. I am life.”




    All shall be judged, the greatest and the least,




    and all beloved, till every hurt is healed, all wrong set right.




    In bread and wine we taste the great homecoming feast,




    and in the midst of death we are in life.


  




  Words: Brian Wren © 1983 Hope Publishing Company, Carol Stream, Illinois 60188. All rights reserved. Used by permission.




  Naming a Stillborn Child




  Well-loved child, nurtured for many months in his/her mother’s deepest warmth, our sorrow in knowing he/she cannot sustain life in this world loses some of its sting in knowing that he/she returns to your eternal home and your boundless love.




  It is comforting now to name him/her _____, a name drawn from our weeks of anticipation of his/her arrival and from hearts and minds that somehow sensed _____ was, and will continue to be, a significant part of the beautiful tapestry of our lives.




  And as we release _____ to resurrection living with you, help us all be reminded that even our deepest losses are redeemed, and that by the mystery of your ways with us, our mourning will ultimately be turned to joy.




  Farewell to a Newborn Child




  God of all days both glorious and heartbreaking, it is on this heartbreaking day that we pray for an unusual gift of comfort and strength. For today, _____, this tiny child who will not get to know the delight of this world, has died.




  _____ and _____ have embraced this child with the miracle of birth and graced family in heart and mind only to be asked to carry the grief that has come with this devastating disappointment. Bless them in their grief with the knowledge of your grieving heart as well.




  On the Death of a Loved One




  Understanding and loving God, we admit today that our grief hurts because we have lost a significant part of our own lives that we will miss deeply.




  We also are feeling guilty, in a way, that when we had the chance, we didn’t support more, share more, even love more. We console ourselves a little in the knowledge we didn’t know more or understand more, but we still would love to undo our neglect and our insensitivity.




  So we pray that you will take away our guilt by the strength of your great forgiving grace. Perhaps then we might be able to focus more on the wonderful life of _____, whom we have lost, than on whatever selfishness there is in our attention to our inadequacies.




  On the Anniversary of a Suicide




  Continue to hold us, O God, still struggling to comprehend how and why _____, whom we loved dearly and still do, took his/her own life. On this anniversary of that day of raw grief and sharp pain of mind and spirit, we remember with deep gratitude how you came alongside us with both comfort and strength clearly not our own.




  Now we ask that you keep ministering to us when at unshielded moments we continue to feel the anger of the hurt, the waste, and the self-accusations of not being able to help prevent the tragedy. Make us increasingly tenderhearted and compassionate, as you have been with us, and keep reminding us that neither _____ nor we are out of your sight and mercy.
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