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Sweet hour of prayer, sweet hour of prayer that calls me from a world of care and bids me at my Father’s throne makes all my wants and wishes known.  In seasons of distress and grief, my soul has often found relief, and oft escaped the tempter’s snare, by thy return, sweet hour of prayer.  William Walford, the author of these words, was a blind preacher, a man of obscure birth and connections, but at least one historian records he had a strong mind and an even stronger memory.
  It is said that William Walford learned the scriptures by heart and meditated on them night and day.  Was that his sweet hour of prayer, his time of quiet contemplation, of quiet conversation with the God he loved?  But how sweet could Walford’s prayer really have been when the church he loved deemed his handicap so severe that he was allowed no consistent pulpit from which to preach or classroom in which to teach? 

Unknown, unrecognized, unheralded, alone; given his circumstances how sweet was Brother Walford’s prayer indeed?  I imagine we might ask the same question of King David this morning; for when we meet him in the 51st Psalm he is ardently praying, but it is not a sweet sound we hear.  David is praying for forgiveness, praying for the return of a joyous relationship with God; praying because he has sinned.  The actions that occasion this text are this, with malice and forethought David schemed to have a man murdered so that he, the chosen one of God, might have the murdered man’s wife for his own.  This Psalm follows David’s dastardly choice to have Uriah, the Hittite, killed so that he might have Bathsheba for his own. 
And now, now that Uriah is dead; now, that the child conceived as a result of David’s heinous crime has also died; David finds himself in a position of prayer, ardent, fervent, desperate prayer.  How sweet indeed? 

And Jesus, in our Gospel text, is also engaged in a prayer that may not be so very sweet.  Just after the Last Supper had ended, just before he and his followers cross the Kidron Valley and head toward a Garden called Gethsemane; Jesus begins his last discourse this side of the cross.  The conversation spans almost five full chapters in the Gospel of John.  
In the 13th chapter Jesus tells the disciples I give you a new commandment that you love one another as I have loved you.
  In the 14th chapter Jesus assures them that he will provide for them a comforter who will be with them forever.
  On and one as they sit at the supper table – dinner dishes pushed aside – Jesus teaches them telling them finally, but, I will not always be with you, I am going away.  And where I am going you may not come.
  And some of you who sit with me, who say you love me, who have walked with me and served with me, will betray me, all of you will desert me.
  How sweet indeed?
Knowing that they would scatter and run, knowing he will die alone; in chapter 17, Jesus – never-the-less – turns his face toward heaven and begins to pray the longest recorded prayer of his life for himself,  Abba, it's time.  Display the bright splendor of your Son, so the Son in turn may show your bright splendor;
  for his disciples, these are the ones you gave me and I have kept them.  I pray you keep them safe;  and for us; those who will some day believe because of the witness of the disciples. 
He prays, but how sweet can his prayer be?  He knows what is coming next.  He knows that in just a few moments the chief priests, the Pharisees and a band of soldiers will gather in that Garden and arrested him, the disciples will run and Judas’ betrayal will be done.  As he prays he knows so how sweet can his prayer really be?
This morning we might wonder whether the prayers uttered in Brother Walford’s house, near David’s throne or by Jesus can ever be held as sweet.  We may wonder, but in the end I would suggest that they are.  They are sweet not because of the circumstances that surrounded them but because each heart that offered them was grounded by faith, and filled with the power to trust a God whom they believed had a plan for their lives.  
Their prayers were sweet because Walford and David and Jesus the Christ knew that the current circumstances that brought forth their prayers were not the conclusions of their stories.  They believed that their God would, in the end, bring out of difficulty success, bring out of what seemed bitter something sweet.  
By precept and example, Walford in his hymn, David in his psalm, and Jesus in his prayer spoke out about the sweetness of loving and trusting God.  Each, in the difficulty of the moment, birthed words which we can hold when we find ourselves in places that are not so sweet.  
What a gift, what a blessing to have their words.  But what would we do if we did not have them?  What would we do if they had stopped and looked about and believed all was over and that the bitter had been victorious?  What would we do without the soaring sounds of Walford’s Sweet hour of prayer, sweet hour of prayer; thy wings shall my petition bear, to Him whose truth and faithfulness engage the waiting soul to bless.  And since He bids me seek His face, believe His word and trust His grace, I’ll cast on Him my every care, and wait for thee, sweet hour of prayer.

What would we do without David’s create in me a clean heart oh God and renew in me a right spirit?  What would we do without Jesus’ words, do not let your hearts be troubled,
 in this world you will have trouble, but be of good cheer, I have overcome all of the trouble, all of the world.
  What would we do with the words of the Apostles, Peter’s, words, Lord, there is no where else I would go for you have the words of life;
 the words of John, How great is the love God has lavished on us that we should be called the children of God;
 or the words of the Apostle Paul, For I am persuaded that nothing . . . in all of creation can separate us from the love of God.
  What would we do without these words indeed?
And now, remember the request I warned you this sermon would bring, well it is coming, but first – if you will – imagine with me someone who has gone through a circumstance or a situation very much like one you have come through.  Imagine someone who has had an illness, lost a loved one, failed and taken that failure into their being as if it is all they will ever be.  Imagine them not being able to see beyond the moments of challenge or difficulty.  And imagine that you, because you have experienced what they now experience and because you are now on the other side; imagine you can share with them words that will encourage them.
Well, I do not have to imagine.  I know those words, in the form of prayers and meditations, are in your hearts and souls.  I know because I have seen evidence of them.  I have seen evidence in Lucia Beth’s quiet meditation
 reminding us that God does keep God’s promise; evidence in Bunny’s call to worship that we may ask God to fill us.  I have seen evidence in Jean Capellos’ meditation on “having heart” and in  Bonnie Stevens’ prayer for God’s gracious help.  I do not have to imagine, because I have seen evidence in the prayers and poems offered by Betty Mitchell and Clarke Robinson and Christy Davis.  I do not have to imagine, I know they exist.   
And so the question I would pose this morning is this, what will those people, who need to hear your story, do without the gift and grace of the prayers that you alone may write?   What will we do without your words?  
Beloved, we are called to pray for one another.  We are called to pray for our leaders and our friends, our enemies and ourselves.  Your bulletin contains the nine recorded prayers of Jesus.  And I want you to note they are not words of eloquence, they are not words of sophisticated structure, they are words of teaching, as in the model prayer.  They are words in support of others, the innocent, the murderers, the crowd, the disciples and you and me.  And they are words for himself; simple, clear, authentic, heartfelt, words of need.
And now it is our turn.  It is our turn to share with the words of prayer and meditation God has formed in us.  My request this morning is that we take the moments of our lives, both bitter and sweet, and share them in authentic, simple, clear life giving words of prayer.  Share them in our next volume of Community Church prayers.  Share them so that others might know they are not alone.  Share them so that the same God who took the loneliness of a blind preacher, the transgressions of a fallen king, the truth of a hunted rabbi might take the fear and the joy of your heart and mine and transform it into sources of hope and endings of joy for others to hear.  
Beloved of God, in your bulletin are descriptions of many kinds of prayers and guidelines for writing prayers.  On the last Sunday of this month we will practice together writing prayers and throughout the summer, we will collect your prayers and meditations.  Then, with the help of our expert editors, Bonnie Stevens and Jean Capellos, we will place them into a volume to encourage others whom we meet.
Come beloved of God, come first into your own sweet hour of prayer, a sweet hour that holds each of us in the grip of grace, a sweet hour that will make room and space for each to write and share; come into a sweet hour of prayer and offer what God has taught you, what God has given you, what is still undone, what is being done; offer it as meditation or prayer.

Brother Walford, you have said it well, Sweet hour of prayer! Sweet hour of prayer!  The joys I feel, the bliss I share, of those whose anxious spirits burn with strong desires for thy return!  With such I hasten to the place where God my Savior shows His face, and gladly take my station there, and wait for thee, sweet hour of prayer!  
Now, let us pray.  Through the prayers that together we will pen, as we sang this morning, make us a blessing.  And as we will sing in moments to come, help us gather prayers that will guide us and others as we search all matters out.  In your presence and in your name craft our prayers as gifts through grace.  Amen.
� For those reading this on line, please click on the bulletin for June 114, 2009 and review the words to the morning’s anthem, Sweet Hour of Prayer.  Much of the sermon will return back to the beautiful words of this great hymn of the church.


� We would know little of Walford’s story but what we do know we gain from the accounts of a fellow clergy person, Thomas Salmon.  During one of their visits Walford recited the words that would become Sweet Hour of Prayer for Rev. Salmon.  He jotted them down and shared them with a writer for the New Your Observer.  The magazine published them in 1845.  For more information, please see http://nethymnal.org/htm/s/h/shop.htm.


� John 13:31-35.


� John 14:16.


� John 13:33.


� John 13:36-38.


� John 17:1 from the Message.


� John 14:1.


� John16:33.


� John 6:68.


�  I John 3:1.


� Romans 8:38-39.


� For those reading this on line, all portions of today’s liturgy, which is reflected in the bulletin, were taken from prayers and poems written by former or current members and or friends of this church.  I will refer to several of these prayers and poems in the next few lines.  If you wish to read them, please click on the June 14, 2009 bulletin on our website.
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