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Today we celebrate Palm Sunday, remembering the excitement and hope of hundreds of 

people as they watched Jesus ride a donkey into Jerusalem.  They waved palm branches and lay 

their coats at his feet.  Their hope was born of all that he had taught them.  That they are loved by 

God and made in God’s image!  They understood that what is most important is how they live.  

The one thing that could change the world is for them to love God and love each other.  In Jesus, 

they saw the promise of justice as they lived in an unjust empire.  They heard him say that those 

who had the least would ultimately inherit the kingdom of God.  He represented for them the 

possibility that they could live lives of hope and righteousness. 

 

It’s important to remember all that he represented for those in attendance that day - 

because this week we will also remember how they turned on him, how he was arrested, put 

through a sham of a trial, was beaten and humiliated and, ultimately, executed on the cross.  That 

is our journey between here and Easter. 

 

I’ll be honest and say that, for as painful as it is, I love Holy Week.  I know from my own 

experience and from walking the journey with so many others, that the joy of resurrection only 

comes after days, weeks, sometimes years of living in pain, grief, betrayal, or despair.  That 

Easter is only as sweet as the relief and release it brings from the ache of all that hurts us, limits 

us, frightens or breaks us.  So, we walk through these days, traveling from the excitement of Palm 

Sunday to the holiness of the Last Supper to the despair of Good Friday so that, because we 

remember, we will know the true power of Easter morning. 

 

The other thing I love about Holy Week is that it is in the stories of Christ’s passion that 

we see him at his most human, his most vulnerable.  We are given an intimate look into his heart 

as we hear his prayers at the Last Supper, in Gethsemane, even on the cross.  I am always struck 

by these prayers and, particularly, by how often his prayers during this most horrific time of his 

life, are actually for other people. 

 

Throughout Lent, we have been exploring prayer as the means to listening to the still, 

small voice of God.  We’ve talked about breath prayer and body prayer, lectio divina and music 

as prayer.  Today I’d like to look at how God speaks to us when we pray for others. 

 

In church talk, the prayers we say for others are called intercessory prayers because we are 

interceding with God on behalf of someone else or asking God to intercede for someone 

else.  They are, perhaps, the most common prayers we hear or pray as people who live together in 

a community of faith.  Our weekly time of prayer in worship is usually made up of intercessions - 

prayers for people and circumstances in our lives and in the world that we hope God might 

influence in some way.  In our private prayer lives, we pray for each other, for those we love who 

are in crisis, and again for situations we know are contrary to God’s vision of abundant life for all 

of God’s children - war, poverty, hate, abuse. 
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There is probably no more poignant example of intercessory prayer in scripture than the 

one found in our scripture passage today.  Jesus is talking with his disciples at the Last Supper 

just before leaving for the garden of Gethsemane.  It’s a long, long speech, often called the 

Farewell Discourse, in which he tells them that the Holy Spirit will come to teach and inspire 

them. He gives them his peace and a new commandment - to “love one another as I have loved 

you”.   

 

At the end of his teaching, he prays this beautiful and complex prayer - an intercessory 

prayer for his disciples’ protection.  He speaks about his own relationship with God and his 

relationship with the disciples, praying that they will share the same unity among themselves as 

he shares with the Father.  He says that he knows they are hated by the world just as he is.  Their 

lives will be threatened because of their connection to him and because they will carry his 

message out into the world.  What is interesting is he doesn’t ask God to change those truths.  He 

understands the inevitability and necessity that they will be hated and threatened.  His prayer is 

that God protect them and sanctify them. 

 

I bring up that distinction because I think one of the most challenging things about 

intercessory prayer is knowing what to say.  What is okay to ask of God?  I wonder if, in this 

prayer for the disciples, Jesus isn’t teaching us something about how to pray for others.  As a new 

pastor, I often struggled with what to say as I sat at the bedside of someone gravely ill or prayed 

with someone whose life seemed to be in an unresolvable set of circumstances.  When someone is 

clearly dying, you can pray for a miraculous healing - and sometimes that is what their loved ones 

want you to pray for - yet no matter how strong your faith, you know that the likelihood of a 

miracle is low.  So, what do you pray for? 

 

I’ve come to realize that the words you say when you pray for someone else have 

everything to do with what you believe about God.  Do you believe that God can stop the progress 

of a chronic disease?  Do you believe that God manipulates our lives in acts of divine favor or 

punishment?  What do you understand to be God’s desire for creation?  How does God effect 

change in the world?  If God is love, what is the loving thing to pray for? 

 

 It is in this work of discerning who God is and what God’s will or purpose is that I believe 

God speaks to us as we, with open hearts and sensitivity, pray for others.  As is always true with 

prayer, we have an opportunity to grow in our own faith as we listen to our hearts about what is 

helpful, meaningful, and faithful to pray. 

 

 Prayer opens us to the different possibilities for how God might be at work in the situation 

we are praying about.  We may have a clear result we want.  Yet, when we pray, we have the 

opportunity to consider where God might already be at work in this circumstance or what result 

fits with who we understand God to be. We reflect on how this story fits in the bigger picture of 

God’s creation and God’s relationship with God’s people. These moments of reflection help us to 

recognize when perhaps rather than praying that the person not die, it is more loving to pray for a 

peaceful death.  It is the difference between asking God to protect the disciples and asking God to 

stop the progress of spreading the Good News after Jesus’s death.  As the Rev. Calvin Whitman 

puts it, “Prayer opens our eyes, enabling us to see what God is doing, to see things we are blinded 

to without prayer. That's because prayer is communication. We speak to God, God answers us, 

speaking to us, showing us.” 
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 Praying for others also offers us the opportunity to search our own motivations. If we pray 

for our child to get into Harvard, how much is that a prayer for the well-being of the child and 

how much is it about what boosts the parent’s ego?  Again, we ask, what is God’s will or purpose 

rather than my own?  Thus, prayer helps us to align our own hearts with the heart of God. 

 

 Finally, I think praying for others helps us to see how we might partner with God in 

creating change in the person or situation we are praying about.  We often hear the phrase, 

“thoughts and prayers are not enough” when there is a social crisis.  With the clarity that comes 

from time spent in prayer, we may recognize that God is calling us to action.  We can be the voice 

of comfort, the advocate for change, the source of support, the bearer of hope in ways we might 

not have seen had we not listened to the still, small voice of God. 

 

 All of this is not to say that I don’t believe in miracles. I firmly believe in the power of 

intercessory prayer.  I have seen miracles happen enough times to trust that there is a divine force 

of goodness and love at work in the world.  And I have seen how just saying “I am praying for 

you” or offering to pray with someone in crisis instantly changes how they feel.  You see their 

face brighten, their shoulders relax.  You can sense their relief as they realize they are not in this 

crisis alone.  Someone is carrying their burden with them.  Someone is interceding on their behalf. 

 

That said, I believe that in our humanness, it is easy for us to forget that what we yearn for 

may not be what aligns with either the natural rhythms of creation or the power of God’s love at 

work in the world.  And in our humanness, we also forget that God calls us to play an active part 

in sharing God’s love and light in times of pain or crisis. 

 

 I am sure that, ultimately, Jesus would much rather not have his disciples hated and that 

their lives not be threatened.  Yet, the very future of his message and the founding of his church 

depended on them going out into a threatening world and speaking words that would make the 

powerful tremble. 

 

 In a few moments, we will share together in a time of prayer.  As we do, I invite you to 

open your heart to how God might be speaking to you in the words that are spoken and in your 

responses to those words.  When we pray for others, we come to know God and the ways of God 

more deeply.  May this be a time of holy conversation, and as we enter this week we call holy, 

may you listen for the still, small voice of God. 


