IS PRAYER A WASTE OF TIME? – Mark Acker – 8/16/2026
A few weeks ago, Karla invited our congregation to submit questions that we could talk about in a sermon.  One of the questions submitted was “Is God more likely to answer the prayer of fifty people than the prayer of one?” and someone else wrote simply “Is prayer a waste of time?” I’m excited to explore this today, because prayer has always been an important part of my life.  My understanding of prayer, however, has changed drastically over the years. 
This week, as I was preparing this sermon, I came across some prayers that children had prayed. Chad prayed “Dear God, thank you for the baby brother. But what I prayed for was a puppy.” Connie prayed “Dear God, it must be super hard to love all the people in the world, especially my little brother. I don’t know how you do it.” George prayed “Dear God, who do I pray to when you go on vacation?” and Ann prayed “Dear God, when my mom makes leftovers, do I have to pray over the food again?”
As funny as these children’s prayers are, some of us have had a hard time letting go of our childhood understanding of prayer, which was often based on a religious Santa Claus to whom we submit lists of our wants.
A more progressive theology of prayer, however, views prayer not as a way to secure transactional outcomes, but as a transformative practice that deepens our awareness of the divine, aligns our hearts with compassion, and changes us from within.
This progressive understanding of prayer does not see God as a vending machine, but rather, it focuses on connection and listening. And it holds the potential to change the person who prays, often inspiring us to be more empathetic, and to support the work of justice for everyone.
Many philosophers and theologians have written about their understanding of prayer.  The 20th century French philosopher and priest Teilhard de Chardin, for example, described prayer as the most dynamic, unifying energy in the cosmos. He saw prayer and spiritual contemplation as an energy that draws all creation to higher consciousness.
Many of us have come to agree with de Chardin’s view of prayer as primarily an energy force. We have come to see prayer not merely as passive petition, but as a dynamic, potent form of energy that can set the invisible forces of the goodness of the universe into motion.
My answer to the questions submitted is that I believe prayer is not a waste of time, but  I do not believe that God responds to our prayers based on “the more people praying the more likely God is to respond” concept. That’s a transactional kind of God.   But, when I see prayer as an energy force of love and goodness and spiritual presence, then I do believe that there is power in many people joining together in prayer. And, when many of us join together in this prayer energy, we are often drawn to be the hands and feet of love and compassion in the midst of the challenges for which we are praying.
Philosopher Charles Eisenstein writes about this energy through the principles of what he calls inter-being, which means that we are connected to each other, and to the universe; that what we do to another, we do to all others; that every act is significant and has an impact on the cosmos; that every act of generosity, forgiveness, kindness, truth and unconditional acceptance offers us an experience of inter-being with the world.  Our prayers matter, Mr. Eisenstein says, because they are a force that sends the resonance of love into the world.  
Each week when we offer the prayers of the people, we are offering an energy force to those for whom we pray. Sometimes, we raise our hands and pray for someone, or to bless a person.  Recently, we had this kind of prayer for Kay Davis, who was about to go to Florida for chemotherapy treatment for her cancer.  After church, Kay told me that she could feel the powerful energy of the prayer that we offered as a congregation. And this week, she wrote me “I feel the prayers being said for me.” Last year, when I was about to have an ablation for my a-fib, I asked for prayers. I felt, without a doubt, the energy of those prayers. 
Understanding prayer as energy, however, doesn’t answer every difficult question about prayer.  Most of us, for instance, have prayed for healing that never came. We’ve prayed for wars to cease. We’ve prayed for cancer to cease. We’ve prayed for the safety of those we love. And yet, the outcomes sometimes broke our hearts. Our faith does not ask us to pretend otherwise. Our faith allows us to grieve honestly. It allows us to say “I just don’t understand.” 
Years ago, Rabbi Harold Kushner wrote a bestselling book after losing his young son.  Rabbi Kushner concluded that God does not micromanage every event in life. Rather than seeing God as causing everything or selectively intervening, he described God as the one who offers strength, courage, love and hope in the midst of suffering. There is wisdom in this perspective, not because it solves every mystery, but because it preserves what we know about God: God is always compassionate, always present, and always working toward healing. Even when miracles don’t happen the way we hoped.  
I too have come to believe in a God who is involved but does not intervene. Because I believe in science, the skill of doctors and others who care for humanity, and even miracles that we do not understand, I have been able to let go of thinking that God will intervene and perform a miracle, which allows me to let go of the “why did God cure your child but God didn’t cure my child” or “why did I pray for someone’s safety and yet God allowed them to die” kind of questions. I do believe, however, that God is involved in wanting the very best for all God’s children, and that God grieves with us when bad things happen. God has chosen to allow for free will, good and bad decisions to exist in the autonomy of our lives, the wisdom of science, the skill and art of people who work for the good of humanity, and even the miracles beyond our understanding that exist in the mystery of the universe.
It has helped me to articulate the difference in healing and cure when I pray. Healing is when there are moments of goodness, even in the midst of challenges.  A person feeling surrounded by peace and love, a reconciliation that occurs, the emotional acceptance that we offer ourselves are all ways that healing can occur, even if a cure is not experienced.
I also believe that God is not looking for all our prayers to be proper prayers or theologically wise prayers. We can pray for a cure for someone, or a miracle in our country or world, and God understands our hearts. I think God is even OK with us praying for a parking spot on Main Street downtown, although I suspect that she just smiles and shakes her head at those prayers. The bottom line, I think, is that whenever we are in any kind of encounter with the spirit of God, whether it is through formal prayers, nature, art, music, conversation, meditation, worship, volunteering, or anything else, it is a good thing. 
In his book, “Unbelievable,” Bishop John Shelby Spong tells this story. “When I was the rector of a church in Richmond, Virginia,” he writes, “I received a phone call one day from Cornelia, a woman that I had known for many years. ‘Jack,’ she said, ‘I’m in the hospital in Charlottesville and I wonder if you could come see me. I need to talk with you as soon as possible.’ Cornelia was in her early forties, the wife of a physician, and the mother of three children between the ages of nine and fourteen. I had known her for a number of years, and knew her to be a lovely person in every way.
“The next day,” says Bishop Spong, “I drove to Charlottesville to visit Cornelia. As I entered her hospital room, I pulled up a chair to the side of her bed and said ‘Tell me what’s going on.’ Cornelia told me of the journey with her illness, and that her cancer diagnosis offered little possibility of a good outcome. She had, in all probability, a short time to live, probably less than six months. Choking down my emotions, says Bishop Spong, I spoke softly and asked ‘Tell me what this does to you.’
And that question, he said, ‘opened the door to what was probably the most remarkable and meaningful conversation I have ever had with anyone in my entire life. There was radical honesty that only happens in moments like this. All pretending ceases, and it is as if every barrier is lowered. She told me of her life, of her concern for her husband and for her children. And how she was also now grieving the massive loss of never seeing her children graduate from high school and never seeing them get married and never meeting potential grandchildren.
For almost three hours we walked over the peaks and valleys of her life. Every moment was sacred ground.
As I brought the conversation to a close, writes Bishop Spong, I said “Cornelia, may I offer a prayer?” Taking her hand in mine, I strung together a series of religious cliches that I had used many times before. They were words, however, that were suddenly void of authenticity and intimacy.
On my journey home, I compared the significance of our conversation, one in which vulnerability, love and connection were present, with the shallowness of my prayer. And I asked myself, which part of this visit was the real prayer? The conclusion was obvious: the conversation was in fact the real prayer, not the closing thing I called prayer. It was in the conversation that the beauty of God was shared between two people; it was in the conversation that the boundaries we humans erect to keep ourselves safe from each other were removed. That day, says Bishop Spong, was a turning point in my learning to pray. To be able to live the meaning of prayer, rather than just to pray, became the goal of my life. 
From that day to this, prayer has been far more about being than about doing.”
When the disciples asked Jesus “Teach us to pray,” perhaps they expected a technique. Instead, Jesus gave them a way of living. A life rooted in trust. A life centered in love. A life open to grace. A life willing to become the answer to someone else’s prayer.
So today…may we bring God our fears. Bring our questions. Bring our grief. Bring our depression. Bring our anger.  Bring our gratitude. Bring our hopes for this broken and beautiful world. 
And then…may we listen. Open our hearts. Allow ourselves to be filled with the wind of the Spirit.
And when the prayer ends… may we rise. Walk into the world. Love someone. Love ourselves. Forgive someone. Forgive ourselves. Welcome someone. Feed someone. Stand with someone. Accept ourselves as beloved, created in the image of God.
Because perhaps the deepest answer to prayer is not merely what God does for us. It is what God does through us. Dear friends, may we know that prayer is not a waste of time, and may we be people whose lives are a living prayer, each and every day.  Amen. 













I too have had my own experiences with prayer




