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To Jeanette, who teaches me about prayer every day.
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To Alisha, who seems to be learning about the power of prayer every day.

To Gardner, who lets me pray with him every night, even though he’d probably rather play his Nintendo DS.
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INTRODUCTION

CONFESSIONS OF A LOUSY PRAY-ER




Probably the shortest prayer most Christians pray regularly is “Lord, help!”

I’ve prayed that prayer many times. Like when I can’t find my keys—which happens about once a week. Or when I can’t find other things—my three-year-old, for instance, when I’m in the mall. How is it that she manages to sneak off so easily? Oh, it’s because I’m not watching her every single second. Yes, we fathers do need some remedial instruction when it comes to parenting three-year-olds.

I know the power of a short, solid, concise, and heartfelt prayer.

“Uh, Lord, do you have any recommendations about this ant problem in my house?”

“Seriously, God, would you do something about this traffic situation? I want to get home.”

“By the way, Jesus…could you direct me to a parking space? I’d rather not have to walk four miles in this heat to take my daughter to buy a sports bra.”

And, “Really, Lord, won’t you do something about the Kansas City Royals? They’re losing like crazy out there. They stink to high heaven. I’ll bet you can even smell them.”

Short, quick prayers without big spiritual ramifications are my specialty. But what about longer, pastoral, in-depth, heartfelt, and passionate prayers of greater consequence? Prayers that go on for hours pleading and interceding to really get action from God? (Unlike His answers about the Royals.)

That kind of prayer is really tough. And here’s where my confession comes in: I’ve never been able to pray for large blocks of time. When I say “large blocks,” I’m talking about fifteen minutes or more—straight, unwavering, God-centered prayer, every day over a long period of time, say, several months. Usually, when I get down on my knees to pray (or sit in my easy chair or lie on my bed), I run out of ideas in five to ten minutes. I can praise, petition, confess, give thanks, and all that, but when I glance at my watch, fewer than five minutes have crawled by.

The one method I’ve used to help me pray longer is to pray when I walk for exercise. But since I don’t walk every day, and since illnesses and other problems can halt my exercise program, interruptions wreak havoc on my prayer life. If I can’t keep my eyes open and my feet in motion, I lose my focus and concentration in prayer.

Years ago I read a statement, I’m not sure by whom, that has always stuck with me: “I have so much to do today that I’ll have to spend the first three hours in prayer or the devil will get the victory.”

Three hours? Of prayer? In the morning, when my brain is foggy as Seattle in April?

I decided long ago that if that was what it took to keep the devil from getting the victory in my life, then he was practically guaranteed a heyday with me.

I also read great books about David Brainerd, John Wesley, John “Praying” Hyde, and others who prayed for hours at a time. One entry in Brainerd’s famous diary told of his lying in the snow and praying with such passion that he melted the snow around him and afterward rose up in a sweat.

Rather than inspiring me to pray more, these stories only amplified my miserable feelings of failure. I could never hope to measure up to such powerful examples of intercession.

Some years ago I read that the average pastor spends about seven minutes a day in prayer. I was horrified—for about a second. And then it struck me: how was I any better than them?

Over the years, as the guilt piled up, I wondered what was wrong with me.

I come to those scriptures that talk about Jesus’s getting up early in the morning to pray, and I feel delinquent. I stumble on the texts that say he prayed all night before embarking on some new direction in his ministry. When I compare myself with him, I’m conscience-stricken at my lack of spirituality.

Have you ever felt that way?

If so, then this book is for you. I’ll show you how to build a tremendous prayer life in small bits—both easy to bite off and easy to swallow. You’ll see that such prayers can be incredibly powerful and spiritually fulfilling.

Let me tell you about something that happened recently. My seven-year-old got into kids’ collector cards and games last year. I didn’t think much about it, and I heard nothing negative from other parents; nor did I see anything negative about it in my reading. But my son was terrorized every night by bad dreams. He imagined monsters in the dark. I began praying short, clipped prayers of desperation and befuddlement: “Lord, please help Gardner get over this, and please help me and Jeanette [my wife] to know how to deal with this.” I had no idea what the underlying problem was. This went on for about a month.

Then one night Gardner staggered into our bedroom crying and terribly frightened. Shivering, he crawled into bed between me and Jeanette and lay there sobbing his little heart out. After some comforting and gentle questioning, he told us, “Satan keeps tricking me. I see demons in the dark. I’m really scared, Dad. He’s going to get me.”

We questioned him more, trying to get to the bottom of things. Had he seen something harmful on television? Had he seen a scary movie? What books had he been reading? We had to figure out why these terrors had come upon him and take steps to ease them. “It’s those cards and games,” he suddenly confessed after a barrage of our fruitless queries. “They have spells. And the spells make you see monsters.”

Believe me, that word spells horrified me. I thought the cards, games, and videos we bought for our children were harmless, but suddenly it seemed our son was involved in occult activities.

We talked to him gently, and suddenly he said, “I want to accept Jesus.” He had never said that before, though we’d talked to him about faith in Christ. I led him in a prayer, and when we were done, he said, “I don’t feel afraid now.”

Over the next week, Gardner spoke of Jesus in his life.

I was astonished…and grateful…and overjoyed. We took away all the games and cards related to this set. He hasn’t seen any more monsters in the dark, and he’s been much happier since then.

As I reflect on our prayers in the midst of that situation, I realize now that they didn’t include lying on the floor begging. No fasting, no long hours of pleading and making our case: nothing but a sweet, short, simple prayer in the dark. It took us less than a minute to utter.

I had thought Gardner was having a normal, seven-year-old problem. But God knew the real nature of the problem, and though my prayer was small, what a whopper of an answer! And God responded quickly. It’s not often that I see prayers answered with barely a pause at the end before God’s resounding reply.

Yet I do think it’s the heartfelt utterances in the middle of the night, the sobbed one-sentence prayers at a sickbed, and the keening cries for help out of the pit of despair that often get God’s swiftest responses. Perhaps our cries of desperation are more eloquent to God than any longwinded pulpit prayers that cover everything but matter little.

I believe that for most people, short, earnest prayers sent heavenward while driving or exercising are just as important—and a lot more manageable—than spending hours in prayer each morning.

Please understand: I don’t mean to knock people who pray for long stretches of time. I revere those people. But for most of us, such lengthy praying is next to impossible. Not only do we not have sufficient stretches of time to do it, but even if we did, we’d quickly run out of things to say.

My goal is to show you how being a ten-second prayer warrior has enabled me to pray about all kinds of specific, consequential issues without having to stop the car and kneel under the dashboard or even bow my head. I can “shoot off” a prayer to God in my mind in just seconds. I’ve found that not only does he hear such prayers, but he often answers them quickly and positively.

I also hope to show that you can learn to pray for longer periods, and even pray in groups, without getting bored. But that’s putting the goal before the game.

If you dread the prayer part of your quiet time, I’d like to share with you some wonderful principles of prayer that are simple and effective yet biblical and spiritually powerful.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE TEN-SECOND PRAYER PRINCIPLE




Tom never thought of himself as a prayer warrior. In fact, he never thought about himself as being much of anything except a regular guy who loved his family, his church, and his country.

He had a decent job: he was a middle manager at a local telecommunications company. He had a nice family: loving wife and three relatively well-adjusted and happy kids. He had fun with his family on vacation a couple of times each year. He was actively involved at church too. He taught a Sunday-school class, usually working through a book of the Bible in five, ten, or more weeks. He studied his Bible, although sometimes he knew he relied too much on the curriculum notes the church gave him.

He was faithful in all those areas.

But Tom had picked up a unique concept about prayer early in his Christian life. He liked it because it gave him a way to pray without getting bogged down in minutiae or struggling to keep his mind from wandering when he tried to pray for longer periods. He had heard it called “praying without ceasing” and “the ten-second prayer,” but the fact that it was short and quick made it easy for him to utter many prayers in the course of a day.
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