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By the show of hands, how many of you pray with your eyes opened?  I would think most people naturally close their eyes when they pray….perhaps it helps us to stay focus and not be distracted by others who make noises or movement while we pray.  On the practical level, when we pray with our eyes open, we also resist the temptation of falling asleep.  We remain alert and engaged in listening and communicating to what God has to say to us, and not just what we have to say to God. 

Some people pray while they are driving or walking.  Some pray out loud while others pray in silence.  Some pray kneeling down and some pray standing up.  Some prays in the morning and some pray in the evening.  Some pray 5x a day and some 24/7, while some only pray as needed or they are in desperate needs of some divine interventions.  Whatever format or frequency of prayers that one may take on, one thing we do know for sure is that there is no one fixed way to pray.  God hears us not by our audible voice, the right vocabularies, or physical posture, but by the sincerity and genuineness of our hearts. 
A few years ago, I was involved with a small group from my home church.  We had a weekly small group meeting of about 6-7 of us.  We usually meet on a weeknight somewhere in Manhattan, Sometimes it’s in Bryant Park, if the weather is nice, or in someone’s office conference room.  Sometimes we meet in a restaurant or in a nearby Starbuck’s.  And then there’s my favorite place to be - the food court in the basement of the 33rd Street Midtown Manhattan Mall, which no longer exists. 


As customary, we opened and concluded our time together with prayers.  Just as everyone was about to close their eyes and bowed their heads for prayers, suddenly I realized that, “Wait a Minute” we cannot all closed our eyes to pray at the same time....this is NYC!  There are hundreds of other people, total strangers all around us in the food court.  We don’t even know who these people are.  One of us needs to keep watch of our belongings when we prayed.

As awkward as it may seem, I volunteer to pray along with the group with my eyes wide opened.  As we were praying, with my eyes wide opened scanning across the food court, all of a sudden I began to notice there were a lot of other people out there…minding their own business.  I noticed there was a young man who was in his mid-upper 20’s, wearing T-Shirt and jeans, going from table-to-table asking if people had finished their food and drinks.  

A little further away, I noticed a mother with two kids going from station to station in the food court sampling different food, perhaps this was their way of getting their meal of the day.    
Then there was a cleaning lady, who didn’t speak much English, going from table-to-table gathering and wiping the trays and cleaning up the mess that people left behind.  From the look on her face, she didn’t look too happy at all, but at least it was a job – better than no job at all. 
 Further away I saw someone who was interviewing with one of the store managers, looking desperately hoping to find a part-time job in one of the food court stands.
I overheard conversations of a couple who was arguing and having a difficult time in their relationship.  I heard co-workers who were complaining about their boss and other co-workers, gossiping on office politics.  The list goes on and on and on.  To be honest, I didn’t pay much attention thinking about our own prayers, but I was more intrigue by what were noticed when I prayed with my eyes opened.  All of a sudden, I realize that all these people around us need more prayers than we do ourselves, and not just focusing on OUR needs.  Often times when we pray, we only focus on our own needs, our own problems and situations, as if that’s the most important thing that God needs to hear but we’ve often neglected the needs of others who are out there, the people, the lives all around us, those who are more vulnerable than we are, desperately yearning for prayers by others as well.

As Rev. Jane Donnelly shared with us last week, each day we are called upon to make important choices, whether consciously or subconsciously.  We’ve often times tuned out the rest of the world and even tuned out on God.  God has offered us the opportunities to choose what is right.  God entrusted us that we would make the right choices of choosing God first and above all things, and not the other forms of “gods” in our lives.  


As Christ challenged and commanded us to “look out for our neighbors and to love them as God has loved us and as we love ourselves.” Each day, God has led us to the frontline of the spiritual battlefield while equipping and preparing us in order for us NOT to be harmed when we are out there.  

When we pray with our eyes opened, we become more vigilant of what’s around us, by “looking out” and praying for and seeing the needs of others over the needs of ourselves.  
As we read together earlier, in his letter to the early church in Ephesus, even though he could not be with his fellow brothers and sisters in Christ, Paul continued to encourage and to influence the faith of others through his prayers.  The needs of others outweighed his own.  Even though he was held in captive because of his belief and he was sustained because of his faith that was anchored in Christ alone.  Nevertheless Paul thanked God for the circumstances and the trials that he was in.  He praised God for all the seeming challenges and disappointments and fully trusted God for deliverance and hope.  He had no idea what was going to happen to him, but one thing that he knew for sure was that he had Christ within him no matter what would happen, whether he’s imprisoned or free, whether he’s alive or even unto his death.  For to Paul, to live is Christ and to die is gain.
  We shall live our life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ.
  
In our chapter today, Paul reminded the early Christians then (and to us today) to put on the full armor of God, so they can be equipped and be ready to stand in battle for God, against the forces of evil in this world.  Not only do we need to keep our eyes to ourselves but we also need to remain vigilant upon our neighbors as well, as we keep one another accountable.  We pray that God will protect us and shield us from all evils and temptations of this world.  
When it comes to prayer, it is more than just the words that we say on our mouths.  When we pray, it is a reflection and a sign of our faith, as well as our act of worship.  Our whole life shall be nothing but a life-long continuous prayer with God.
Our prayers need to be expressed “outwardly” from within rather than “inwardly” focused on ourselves.  Pray to God for opportunities in which we can be an agent of God’s love to others.  Pray that we can make a difference in someone else’s lives.  The more we are empathetic to the others’ needs, the less we focus on ourselves and our own needs.  

Each Sunday, we dedicate a portion of our worship time to share our prayers of joy, thanksgiving, and concerns with one another. These are vital signs of a community that focuses on the needs of others first, and then ourselves.  These are signs that we are equipping and nurturing ourselves as we support and encourage one another to grow spiritually. 

So therefore, let us keep on praying for one another, just as the Holy Spirit is constantly praying for us.  We shall pray continually (or pray without ceasing) and give thanks [to God and to others] in all circumstances.
  

“Pray [therefore] in the Spirit at all times in every prayer and supplication.  To that end keep alert and always persevere in supplication of all the saints.”
  

Friends, God hears us no matter how big or small our requests may be. This does not mean that God will grant what we pray for, but know that God hears our cries and measures the sincerity of our hearts.  However big or small our prayer requests might be, God wants to hear from us.  God wants to stay in relationship with us.  No prayers are too small and no plans are too big for God.  

As we read in our Call to Worship earlier, the Psalmist described to us, “For a day in God’s courts is better than a thousand elsewhere.  Happy are those who live in God’s presence and in God’s house, ever singing our praises.  Happy are those whose strength is in the LORD, in whose heart are the highways to Zion.”

Friends, our prayers are the best defense we can put on against the evils of this world.  Through our constant prayers with God, we acknowledge God’s living presence as we walk in strides with the Holy Spirit.

This is the Good News for all of us today, as “ambassadors”
 for Christ that we keep our hearts and our minds focused on God’s calling in our lives.  Let us keep our eyes opened when we pray.  Put on the full Armor of God and be ready for the battle that’s yet ahead of us.  Be alert, and do not lose sight of God’s work already on display right before our eyes.  Thanks be to God.

In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit….and all of God’s people say, Amen.
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