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Prayers of Petition 
 
I’d like to try today to offer some reflections on prayer, and on a very specific type 
of prayer that we call a prayer of petition, the type that is exemplified by our 
reading this morning from Psalm 86. But even as I begin I’m aware of the 
difficulty in trying to talk about prayer, in part because it’s so personal and so 
individual to each of us, and in part because it’s the type of thing that can be 
difficult to put words to. I think if I were asked, in an interview or something, what 
prayer is, I’d be tempted to borrow Louis Armstrong’s answer when he was 
asked what jazz is and when he responded, “Man, if you have to ask what jazz 
is, you’ll never know.” 
 
Man, if we have to ask what prayer is, maybe we’ll never know.  
 
But then again, maybe unlike a highly stylized and specialized art like jazz, 
maybe prayer is something much more natural and basic and universal to us all, 
something as natural as our breathing, something that, in a sense, we cannot not 
do.  
 
Philip and Carol Zaleski, professors of Religion at Smith College, put together an 
interesting book recently on the history of prayer, specifically from an 
anthropological perspective, and their conclusion was that “wherever one finds 
humans, one finds humans at prayer.”  
 
The first sentence of their books suggests I think a fine working definition for 
prayer when they write, “The story of prayer is the story of the impossible: of how 
we creatures of flesh and blood lay siege to heaven, speak to the Maker of all 
things, and await, with confidence or hopeful skepticism, a response.”  
 
Prayer is how we lay siege to heaven, daring to speak to the Maker of all things.  
 
Prayer might be universal to us all, but it’s also been lifted up as an absolutely 
central spiritual practice in our own Christian faith tradition. We can remember 
how Jesus would often be noted to take some time apart by himself to pray, or 
how he would often use the very words from the Psalms, the prayer book in the 
Hebrew Bible, to give voice to his own prayers, or how he gave us such beautiful 
words to pray together, such that the early church arose primarily as a church 
that shared in that same Jesus prayer. Also we can remember Paul and how in 
his letters to early church he would write about prayer every chance he had, 
encouraging the development of prayer as a way of life, as with some of the nice 



little mantras that he wrote: “rejoice always, give thanks in all circumstances, 
pray without ceasing.” 
 
Pray without ceasing. It’s a very challenging thought, and different generations 
and movements within our faith history have tried to live into that injunction in 
different ways. Ora et labora, work and prayer, or maybe better work as prayer, 
as the Benedictine mantra puts it. Or even earlier, I sometimes think with awe 
about a group in the third century that we now call the Desert Fathers and 
Mothers who wanted to devote their entire lives to prayer and so they moved out 
into the desolate Egyptian desert in order to live lives of extreme simplicity and 
contemplation, to live lives of total and absolute prayer. 
 
Here’s an example of how seriously they took the call to pray—a young brother 
once asked one of the Desert Fathers, Father Agathon, “Amongst all good works, 
which is the virtue which requires the greatest effort?” Agathon answered, 
“Forgive me, but I think there is no greater labor than that of prayer to God. For 
every time a man wants to pray, his enemies, the demons, want to prevent him. 
For they know that it is only by turning him from prayer that they can hinder his 
journey. Whatever other good work a man undertakes, if he perseveres in it, he 
will attain it. But prayer is different. Prayer is warfare to the last breath.” 
 
If in the third century prayer was experienced as something like warfare to the 
last breath, my feeling is today we’d describe it a bit differently, and I wonder if a 
general sentiment of our time would be that prayer is fine and good, but who 
really has the time for it anymore? With so many other distractions, so much else 
to do, who has the time to pray? If this describes your experience at all, then I’d 
counter with this great statement by Martin Luther, who put it well when he said, 
“I’ve got so much work to do today that I’ll have to spend the first three hours in 
prayer.” 
 
Okay so we’ve made a few stops along the history of prayer in our faith, and in 
order to get back to Psalm 86 and to petition as a specific type of prayer, I want 
to invite you to think now a bit about your own prayer history. What, for example, 
are your earliest memories of prayer, and how has your understanding and 
experience and practice of prayer changed over time? 
 
For myself, my earliest memories involve praying at night with my brother and my 
mom. My brother and I shared a bedroom until I left for college, and so we had 
many years to pray together at night, but the first prayers I remember would 
always end with us lifting up people that we knew, family members and friends, 
lifting them to God. Prayer, in those earliest memories of mine then, was about 
giving thanks for people that we loved, and so it was an early training in trying to 
expand the circle of compassion, the circle of moral concern, which I think still to 
this day is a good way to think about what prayer is.  



 
I remember soon after that though, perhaps especially on the nights when it was 
just my brother and I, that like most kids we would pray for certain things that we 
wanted—a new bike, a skateboard, the cool new basketball shoes that our 
friends at school had. The thought was that if we prayed enough for something 
then we might just get it. In other words, these were prayers of petition, prayers 
asking God for something specific. Whereas at first this seemed like a fine and 
natural way to pray, as we got older I think we had the common experience of 
feeling a type of shame at these types of prayers—the feeling that to ask God for 
something was a selfish act, that God wasn’t there to grant our every wish, that 
God wasn’t like Santa Claus.  
 
When we reach this point, I think, many of us simply give up on prayers of 
petition all together. I know for myself, for example, after that, I found myself 
praying less for certain things, and praying more as a way of giving thanks for 
what is—prayers of praise and gratitude rather than prayers of petition. I’ve come 
now to think though, that there’s something about the fullness of the prayer life 
that is diminished if we don’t allow ourselves to petition God. The Bible, and the 
Psalms specifically, are absolutely saturated with prayers of petition. Psalm 86, 
the prayer we heard today, has no less than fifteen petitions in it—fifteen 
petitions in only seventeen verses!  
 
Incline your ear. Preserve my life. Save your servant. Gladden my soul. Teach 
me your way. Turn to me. Show me.  
 
Psalm 86 is typical of the Psalms in general in that they encourage us to bring 
our whole selves to God—the good, the bad, the ugly. This type of whole-hearted 
prayer I think can be nothing less than an act of faith, faith that God can handle 
anything, and especially that God can handle our utter and complete honesty, 
and that prayer, at its best then, is the most honest conversation that we can 
have. 
 
Here’s another way that I now think about prayers of petition as essential to the 
prayer life. I think that when we ask God for certain things—be it a new bike or 
help in making a difficult decision or healing for a loved one—when we ask God 
for certain things, we are opening up our desires to God, and in the prayerful 
conversation, the prayer of petition can help us sort out our desires, it can help us 
discern which desires are worthy and which are unworthy, and it can even help 
us I think to redirect our desires in more life-giving and life-affirming ways. The 
prayer of petition then, as a chance to hold our desires up to God, as a chance to 
sort out which are our better and our best desires, is one of the most important 
and powerful types of prayer that we have.  
 



The Danish philosopher Kierkegaard gave us a nice little prayer maxim when he 
said that “the point of prayer is not to change God, but to change the one who 
prays.” It’s good for us I feel to spend some time reflecting on prayer this 
morning. We often worry that prayer in the end can’t change anything, but 
perhaps it’s precisely the opposite, that prayer can change that which is so often 
resistant to change, namely, ourselves.  
 
“The story of prayer is the story of the impossible: of how we creatures of flesh 
and blood lay siege to heaven, speak to the Maker of all things, and await, with 
confidence or hopeful skepticism, a response.” 
 
And so I hope this week that you pray often. I hope even that you might you pray 
without ceasing. I hope you dare to petition God for what you most want, 
because I believe that in turn God will help you figure out what it is that you most 
need. And I hope you trust that prayer can change things, and that perhaps it can 
even change you. Amen.  
 
 


