Spiritual Disciplines Journals: Prayer 2

Week 1: Praying Scripture
This will be the second series of journals on the discipline of prayer. Most of you have done the first series on prayer in How to Study the Bible. Before we jump into the theme of this second series of journals, we are going to do a quick review of the central idea of the first series: praying scripture. You will be praying scripture as an integrated part of this second series on prayer, so I wanted to refresh your memory on it.

In the first series on prayer, you practiced and reflected upon a few different ways to pray scripture.


1. Praying a scripture prayer. Whether it was the Model Prayer or a prayer like Paul’s in Colossians 1:9-12, there are many prayers in the Bible that can be spoken directly to God or personalized with “I” or “me.” In some biblical prayers you can put a person’s name right into the prayer. This is a simple and powerful way to pray scripture. Here are some other prayers from scripture:

a. Psalm 51

b. Psalm 100

c. Ephesians 1:15-19

d. Ephesians 3:13-19

e. Philippians 1:9-11


2. Proclaiming God’s promises in your life or the lives of others. The people of Jesus time were amazed because Jesus taught as one having authority. Praying God’s promises brings God’s authority to your prayers. Do you remember this example:


Dear God, I know your promises are true and you always keep your promises. _______ really needs the peace and power that comes from your Word that says…”…being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus" (Philippians 1:6).


3. Praying through any scripture. You learned a simple method to pray through any scripture. In so doing, you hopefully also gained a sense of “conversation” in your prayers. Here is a review of the steps.

a. Start by affirming that the Bible is God’s Word (2 Timothy 3:16-17). That is to say that it is what God has said to us.

b. Read a verse or paragraph from the Bible. God has spoken that Word. Now you respond to God (talk to God=prayer).

c. Ask yourself these questions about the portion of Scripture you read:

i. Is there something to praise God for? (1 Peter 2:9)

ii. Is there some sin you need to confess? (1 John 1:9)

iii. Is there something to ask God to do or provide—either for you or someone else? (Philippians 4:6)

iv. Is there something to thank God for? (1 Thessalonians 5:18)
(Mnemonic: PART. Praise. Admit sins. Requests. Thanksgiving.)

· Assignment: As a part of at least one of your prayer times this week make a point of praying through a portion of scripture that is at least three paragraphs long (a chapter is good). Use method number 3 above.

· Make a journal entry in which you respond to these prompts:

a. Have you been regularly praying scripture since doing the first series of journals on prayer? Why or why not?

b. Describe in your own words what is different about praying scripture in contrast to praying “normally” (out of your head or from a prayer list).

c. Does this review stimulate in you a desire to pray scripture more regularly? Why or why not?

d. Optional: If you lead a small group, try to teach them about praying scripture. How did they respond?
Week 2: Looking Forward to an Extended Prayer Time

Did you ever read the narrative about Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane and wonder how He prayed for an hour at a time? I know I did.

Well, the goal of this journal series on prayer is to help you spend an extended time in prayer. We will use one hour as our benchmark.

If you have never experienced an extended time in prayer, your first question might be, “How can I pray that long?” In nearly every church I served, I called the congregation to prayer. Oftentimes, that was a prayer vigil in which I asked people to sign up to pray for an hour at a time. Inevitably they would ask the same question, “How can I pray that long?” I promised them that they would be able to do it, and that I would provide help. I always created a prayer guide to direct them. The result? Everyone was able to pray for at least an hour. I say “at least,” because some people found out that once they really got going they could not get done in “only” an hour! Most found that with a prayer guide it was easy.

The second question that might come to your mind is “Why? Why would I want to pray that long? ”Let me offer a few reasons to help motivate you.

· Biblical example. I already referred to Jesus praying in the Garden. We also see Jesus praying all night before he chose his disciplines.

· Going deeper. Have you noticed that with your dearest friends the conversation really gets rolling when you have plenty of time to be together? You get through some of the “surface” items and finally get to the important matters. When we spend only ten minutes with God in prayer, we often just keep covering the “surface” matters over and over—never really getting to “the good stuff.” We thank God, we run over our regular list of requests, and maybe confess sins. We ask God for direction, but then we never stop and quietly listen for God’s voice to speak to our hearts or through His Word. Spending more time with God in extended prayer allows you to go deeper with Him.

· Joy, peace, and direction. Do you know that sense of renewal that comes from spending significant time with a true friend? It is a kind of mixture of joy and peace. That happens when you spend an extended time in prayer. Have you ever “talked something out” with a friend (or counselor), and found that the longer you talked the clearer things became. Sometimes the reason I have set aside an extended time for prayer has been to seek direction from God. I talk. I listen. I talk some more. I come out in a different place than when I was just throwing up a prayer for direction and moving on to the next item on my list.

Trust me…you can do it and you will be glad you did.

Over the next few weeks you will be constructing your own prayer guide (like I created for our prayer vigils). In the fifth week of the course you will be setting aside an hour for prayer. I hope you believe you can do it and believe it is worth it.

· Assignment: Set aside ten minutes and pray. 

· Make a journal entry in which you respond to these prompts.

a. Did ten minutes seem like a long time or short time for you?

b. Have you ever prayed for an hour (or more)? What do you remember about the circumstances and how it went?

c. Do you believe you can stay focused to pray for an hour?

d. Do you believe it will be worth it? What do you think would be the greatest benefit?

e. Write a prayer in which you ask God to help you to focus on this as growing closer to Him and not “another assignment to get done.”

There are three entries for your journal next week, so please start it early in the week.

Week 3: Preparing for an Extended Prayer Time
Journal Entry #1

This week you will begin planning for your extended prayer time.

Start by thinking about a specific purpose for your prayer time. I noted last week that I had led different congregations to extended prayer times or prayer vigils. Sometimes it was a seasonal thing—we often did a prayer vigil around Easter. Other times it was a call to prayer because of specific needs in the church—a major transition, finances, guidance, etc. It may be that there is something significant that you want to focus on in this extended time of prayer. Do you have a major decision you are facing? Are you struggling with a very important relationship? Are you trying to clarify your calling? Do you have a besetting sin you need to overcome in God’s power? Is there an important person in your life that needs your focused prayer for healing or salvation? Any of these—or a combination of two or three—might become a focus for your extended prayer time.

· Assignment: Make an entry in this week’s journal in which you write out some possible ways to focus your extended prayer time. You may need to begin by pausing and asking God to show you where your focus needs to be. Give yourself time to quietly meditate on this. Hone in on a couple of them and expand on them. If God does not show you an emphasis or focus for your prayer time, that is okay. You can respond in one of two ways: a) Ask God to show you over the next few days or b) Plan on a more general extended time in prayer.
Journal Entry #2

Now it is time to identify some scripture passages to guide your extended prayer time. You will want to use your prayer focus to direct this selection. If you are dealing with a besetting sin, you may want to include a passage such as Psalm 51, which is King David’s psalm of confession after the incident with Bathsheba. Trying to sort some things in a relationship? Then 1 Corinthians 13 might be one passage to choose. Need some practical direction for life? Well, you might want to pray through the book of James.

A favorite passage for me to pray through is Philippians 4:4-9. It does so much to get my mind in the right place by reminding me that I can rejoice at all times, bring requests to God with thanksgiving, and set godly thinking patterns. I also love Isaiah 6, which gives us a picture of God’s throne room.

Remember that one way we talked about praying scripture was to proclaim God’s promises? You may also want to find passages that include promises that speak to your prayer focus. Make a point, however, of using the entire section that includes the promise. You are likely to find a new depth or understanding of the promise when you prayer through it within the context from which the promise comes.

· Assignment: Take the time to select at least 4 passages that you will pray through during your extended time in prayer. Enter these passage references in this journal entry along with a note or two describing why you selected each one. These notes might be helpful when you do your extended prayer time. God may clearly show you specific passages, but a couple weeks from now you may not have a clear memory of why you chose them.
· The temptation may be to just quickly grab some passages and write them in this journal entry. I want to encourage you to do this in a way that gives God time to direct you. Maybe you can use your Bible reading over the course of this week to investigate different passages and be aware of God’s direction.
Journal Entry #3

One of the tensions in online learning is developing a helpful sense of community among learners that are miles or even time zones away from one another leading very different lives. DCC Online does not push very hard to connect students, because we know that you all have a very present community in your local church. Those are the people with whom you need to connect most regularly (though I see that people often form a bond with 1-3 other students who seem to share a great deal in common). In the case of this extended prayer time, however, I want to ask you to make a small effort to connect with others in this class.

· Assignment: Go to the Community Forum at the top of the class site and post a thread in which you share one or two prayer requests that are close to your heart. This is not a place to share “Aunt Martha’s cold.” Rather, it should be something that is on your heart and mind on a regular basis. It could very well be connected with the focus of your extended prayer time.
· Visit the Community Forum towards the end of the week and take time to pray for your fellow students and their requests.
There are three entries for your journal next week, so please start it early in the week.
Week 4: Continue Planning Your Extended Prayer Time
Journal Entry #1

An extended prayer time can be enhanced by the spiritual discipline of fasting. Most likely you have already worked through the journal series on fasting. In case you have not, I would encourage you to watch this video lecture from Mark Worley on fasting: click to watch video (35 minutes). I would encourage you to seriously consider combining a fast with your extended prayer time.

Hopefully, by now you have begun thinking about when you are going to have this extended prayer time and where. Both “when” and “where” are important? It needs to be at a time when you can be alone for at least an hour—more if you need time to get to your “where.” It needs to be in a place where you will not be interrupted by visitors or any type of phone calls. That may just mean using the place where you normally have your quiet time (with phones off) or it may mean finding a suitable place. I have used church sanctuaries, vacant rooms in the church building, hospital chapels, beautiful outdoor spots, etc. This may require arranging for childcare as well. Let me make one more “plug” for fasting. It may be that the only way for you to get this time is to skip your lunch hour or supper. It creates a natural fast, because it can also “buy” you the extra time for the extended prayer time. I do not want to be legalistic about the hour. If your one-hour lunch break is enough to get you someplace, pray for 50 minutes, and then get back to work, that is fine. Understand, however, that doing an extended prayer time in the middle of your work day will require you to plan some focused time at the beginning to center yourself on the purpose of your prayer time and set aside the cares of your work day.

· Assignment: Make a journal entry in which you describe the details of how, when, and where you will have your extended time of prayer. If you need to make any special arrangements such as childcare or getting a key to get into the church building, get that done as well.

Journal Entry #2
For this journal entry you will be making three lists:

1. At least three Psalms of praise from scripture that you can read aloud directly to God. (Alternatively, you can list at least three songs of praise to sing.)

2. A thanksgiving list of people, events, and things that reflect God’s providential care in your life.

3. A focused list of requests.

When I have written prayer guides for my congregation, I always include what I call “praise breaks.” These are times to get up (if you have been seated or kneeling), open your eyes (if you have been praying with them closed), and praise God—usually out loud. This has the positive impact of refreshing your body and mind as well as reminding you how awesome God is. That is why I want you to make the list of Psalms (or praise songs) to use during your extended prayer time.

Paul tells us in Philippians 4:6, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.” That is why you need a thanksgiving list. The delightful thing that often occurs when doing a thanksgiving list is I realize how much God has already been doing.

Finally, you need a list of requests. These requests may come from several sources. They will come from the purpose of your extended prayer time. They may come from personal needs. They can include a list of two or three people you regularly pray for to come to salvation. It may include missionaries or other servants of God that are dear to you. The primary directive in making this list is to be certain that these are things that are close to your heart. This list will probably not be exhaustive. It is mostly to be certain you have the key items that you know you want to bring to God. Go to the Community Forum and add some of your classmates’ requests to your list as well.

· Assignment: Enter these three lists into your journal.
a. At least three Psalms of praise or titles of three songs you will take to your prayer time to sing
b. Thanksgiving list
c. Request list
Journal Entry #3

· Assignment: Create your prayer guide using the lists your have written into your journals over the past two weeks. When you are done, you will probably want to copy and past it into a Word document that you can print. I am providing a rough outline to guide you in developing your guide. This is by no means a required pattern but just one way these items can be put together to guide an extended prayer time.

a. Clear your mind of the day’s cares by writing down anything that is still on your mind that you need to do. Put everything on God’s dependable shoulders for at least the hour you will be in prayer.

b. Confess your sins. Sin comes between God and us. Allow God to wash those sins away, so you can enter His throne room made holy through the blood of Jesus.

c. Pray through one of your selected Bible passages (use method #3 from week one). List that passage here. You may need to stop to meditate on what you are reading. That is a good thing. It gives God a chance to speak.

d. Praise Break! List one of your selected Psalms of Praise or songs of praise to speak or sing aloud to God.

e. Thanksgiving. Put about half of your Thanksgiving list here and offer thanks to God.

f. List part of your requests to bring to God.

g. Be quiet before God. We so often ask God for guidance, wisdom, or any number of other requests, but fail to pause to give God a chance to speak to our hearts. 

h. List another scripture here that you will pray through using method #3 from week 1

i. Add the other half of your thanksgiving list and bring it before God

j. List some more of your requests to bring to God

k. Praise Break! List one of your selected Psalms of Praise or songs of praise to speak or sing aloud to God.

l. List another scripture here that you will pray through using method #3 from week 1

m. List the prayer requests of other classmates that you will bring before God. Important note: If that person is asking for guidance, and God shows you something that could be relevant to your classmate, make a note of it so you can send that thought him or her.

n. List another scripture here that you will pray through using method #3 from week 1

o. Be quiet before God. Let your mind go back over the last hour or so to meditate on any highlights.

p. Praise Break! List one of your selected Psalms of Praise or songs of praise to speak or sing aloud to God. This is a good way to close your time of extended prayer.
This journal entry should reflect a full plan or prayer guide for your extended time in prayer. Please note: The suggest pattern is only a suggestion. Organized it in a way that suits you.
Week 5: Engage in an Extended Time of Prayer
You have a plan. You have created a prayer guide. The major task this week is to engage in your extended prayer time. I will add one piece of advice: the more you pray out loud, the easier will be to stay focused.

· Assignment: Engage in an extended prayer time as planned. After completing your extended prayer time, respond to the following prompts for your journal entry this week.
· If you were keeping a diary, what would you record about this prayer experience?

· Was it harder than you thought it would be or easier?

· Describe any immediate benefits you realized from the experience.

· If time allows, send a note to one of your classmates for whom you prayed. It might just be to say that you prayed for him/her. It might be that God gave you some insight into the situation or a word of encouragement of that person. It is wonderful to pass that along.

Week 6: Capstone Journal
Before you write your capstone journal for this second series on the discipline of prayer, I want to add a couple of notes.

First, many find it helpful to keep a prayer journal. In a prayer journal you can do a number of things. The simplest is a chart of requests that you regularly bring to God. You put a start date indicating when you started asking. Then you put an ”answered” along with the way the request was answered. It may be that God showed you that you needed to ask for something different. It may be that God said, “No.” It may be that God did a wonderful miracle to give you what you asked for or more! Sometimes people write out prayers in a prayer journal. If you have trouble keeping your mind from wondering while you pray, this is an excellent way to focus. I have several friends who always carry a prayer journal in which they regularly write thoughts, prayers, and insights. When I have kept a prayer journal, I have done it on the computer. I say that to encourage you to do what works for you.

I also want to note that an extended prayer time may be the best way to jumpstart personal spiritual growth, because it actually integrates a full spectrum of spiritual disciplines. In this one experience, you most likely engaged in these disciplines: prayer, solitude, the Word, fasting, worship, meditation, and confession. Although some Christians pray for one or more hours every day, most are not likely to do it that often. That being said, doing this once a quarter or once a month would keep you engaged in spiritual disciplines you might not otherwise do regularly.

· Assignment: Write a capstone journal entry. You will either submit this journal into your e-portfolio (which is expected for online students in fall, 2010) or keep in your files to be added to your e-portfolio later. Please respond to the following prompts.

· Reflect on the experience of an extended prayer time. What benefits did you see from it? Why would you choose to do it again?

· Can you see yourself integrating an extended prayer time into your regular disciplines? If so, how often?

· Can you see doing an extended prayer time with your spouse or a friend—each of you alternating praying out loud? What might be the benefit? Could this be a way to disciple or mentor someone in his/her spiritual walk?

·  If you have done an extended prayer time before, how was this experience similar or different?
Note: Bruce Long, the Associate Dean of Distance Learning at Dallas Christian College, wrote this series of journals. The first person references are to him and refer to his experiences either in personal prayer or leading different congregations where he has ministered.
