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Thankyou so much for your welcome.  I’m delighted to be in Deepcar this morning.  
I passed the one year milestone as bishop of Sheffield last weekend.  I love being here.  I’m discovering that a bishop leads a varied life.  This time last week I was at the Cathedral in the morning with the School of Ministry – people learning to be readers and pastoral workers.  I was in Lodge Moor in the evening sharing in an ecumenical confirmation.  On Monday I was out in the Marshlands beyond Goole for Rogation.  At our first stop we drove all the way to the edge of a field to bless some cattle who promptly retreated to the other end of the farm.  There is a lovely picture of me blessing their retreating backsides.  On Tuesday I was in Doncaster prison, meeting with the chaplain and some of the prisoners.  On Thursday I was a guest at what was described as the best meal in the north of England:  the Cutlers Feast. 

We also began on Thursday our Ten Days of Prayer as a Diocese.  I’ve been receiving email messages all week telling me what different parishes are doing.  I know there is a great wave of prayer being offered by the church all across the diocese in a thousand different ways.  Thank you for your part in that.  The take up has been very significant.  

You won’t be surprised that I want to spend some time this morning reflecting on the importance of prayer.  I want to take as my text the story of the Church in Philippi told in Acts 16.  We had the first part of the story last Sunday as the reading: the conversion of Lydia.  We had the second part of the story today: the story of the Philippian jailer.  

The theme of prayer runs all the way through the story.  I’ve counted five different references to prayer.  They all tell us that prayer is vital in our lives – but in five different ways.  Let’s explore them.

The first prayer comes right at the beginning of the story.  This is prayer for guidance.  Paul and his companions have come to the end of one journey.  They don’t know which way to go next as the spread the good news.  They pray: should they go north, south, east or west?  They place the decision in God’s hands and pray for guidance.  Their prayer is answered in a vision in the night of a man from Macedonia saying: “Come over and help us”.   And they set off.  

Part of our prayer in this ten days must be prayer for guidance.  Many of us here will be taking big decisions at the moment or we will have big decisions to take in the next year.  They will be decisions about jobs or retirement.  Decisions at work.  Decisions about relationships.  Decisions in the life of the church.  How do we make those decisions?  Do we just make up our minds? Or do we come to God and ask for his grace and peace and leading in prayer.

This story shows us that God does guide his people as we pray.  That guidance is sometimes very specific and clear.  At other times we pray and then take the best decision we can.  I’ve met several people this week who are praying for guidance and help.  I will be at the House of Bishops on Monday and Tuesday and I will be praying for guidance for the whole Church of England at that meeting.  Prayer is vital if we are to know which way to go.

Paul and his companions come to Philippi.  They look and listen for a few days.  They hear about a place of prayer where people meet on the Sabbath Day.  That is where they head for to find fellowship and worship and also to proclaim the gospel.  This is a different kind of prayer.  This is prayer and worship at the centre of the week and at the centre of each day.  

Men and women were created for a relationship with God.  That relationship is founded in prayer and worship.  That prayer and worship is rooted in discipline.  The discipline of public worship, Sunday by Sunday, on the first day of the week, the day of resurrection.  We come together to reset our compass; to recentre our lives; to be fed spiritually for all that lies ahead.  We don’t come simply to be entertained or to be loved or to meet our friends.  We come as a statement of who we are – because we are Christian people centering our lives on God again.  

We need to recover again a stronger disciplines of worship and prayer together:  putting this habit and commitment first and letting the rest of our lives fall into place around it.  Sunday by Sunday coming together in prayer and worship to God.  

The story continues.  Lydia is converted.  The church is founded and grows.  One day as they are going to a place of prayer, Paul and Silas meet a slave-girl: someone who is trapped and exploited by her owners.  Eventually, they pray for her.  The girl is set free.  The owners are annoyed and have the apostles thrown in prison.  But the girl is made well.  

Here is a fourth kind of prayer.  This is prayer for others.  Our love and compassion for those in need overflows into prayer:  asking God to help them.  Sometimes that is focussed prayer for healing when people are with us: we might lay hands on them and pray for them in whatever they are going through.  Sometimes it is gentle, persistent disciplined prayer for those we know and love who are far away.  Prayer for others is a privilege.  Prayer for others makes a difference.

I guess a great deal of prayers in this Ten Days will be prayer for others.  We will be praying for our communities; for those in most need; for those trapped in sickness.  I met with a group of a dozen inmates in Doncaster prison this week.  They asked me to pray for them so I moved round the group asking God’s blessing on each one.  At the end the chaplain asked them to pray for me, so they surrounded me and prayed God’s blessing upon me.  It was a very moving moment.  You don’t have to be a special person to pray.  Anyone can pray for someone else.    
The girl’s healing has an unintended consequence.  Her owners complain to the authorities and Paul and Silas are dragged away.  They are beaten and flogged and thrown into prison.  It is worth us noting the freedom which we enjoy today to pray in public and in private.  Those freedoms are not enjoyed in every part of the world.  

The jailer puts them in the innermost cell and fastens them with chains and puts their feet in stocks.  What do Paul and Silas do?  They pray and sing hymns to God.  

This is a different kind of prayer again.  It’s not prayer for guidance.  It’s not prayer at the heart of the routine of our lives.  It’s not prayer for others.  This is prayer and praise in adversity.  Paul and Silas are in deep trouble.  In that moment of trouble and persecution they do not lose faith and they do not lose heart.   They pray and they sing hymns to God.  They are not praising God for their troubles.  They are praising God in the midst of their troubles.  The prayer and the praise lift their spirits.  They are better able to face what is coming to them.  
What do you do when adversity strikes you or your family? What do you do when adversity strikes you as a church?  Often at those moments we forget to pray and we forget to offer praise to God.  Those are the moments when our faith is tested and when we most need his help and grace and support so we can be at our best and strongest in that situation.  The picture of Paul and Silas singing hymns in that prison cell is a powerful picture of praise in adversity.  

As Paul and Silas sing there is an earthquake.  The effect of the earthquake is not to set the prisoners free.  The prison is destroyed but the prisoners remain inside.  The effect of the earthquake is to set the jailer free from all that holds him prisoner from the inside.  He brings Paul and Silas outside.  They talk about the gospel with his household.  Then he and his household are baptised.  Here is a different kind of prayer.  Prayer with and for new believers, new Christian disciples, to grow God’s kingdom and build his church.  

This was the kind of prayer I was involved in at Lodge Moor last Sunday as four people were confirmed and brought into membership.  This is part of our Ten Days of Prayer as a Diocese:  prayer for people to become Christians; to be baptised and confirmed; to become part of God’s church here; to grow the church and build the kingdom of God.  

Billy Graham once said that three things were important in preparing for one of his crusades.  The first was prayer; the second was prayer and the third was prayer.  

The story of the church in Philippi goes two better than Billy Graham.  This church is founded in prayer for guidance as Paul prays about where to go.  We have prayer placed at the centre of week as the church is founded in the place of prayer and continues there.  We have prayer for others in the healing of the young girl.  We have prayer and praise in adversity as Paul and Silas are thrown into prison.  We have prayer with and for new believers as the church in Philippi begins to grow and be established.  
May God give you and to all of us grace in these five kinds of prayer.  Amen.  

