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In a small, conservative town in the mid-western United States, a new resident made 
plans to build and open up a new bar and tavern.  The local church, which would be 
pretty much right across the street from the new bar, started a campaign to try to keep 
the bar out of their quiet little town.  They circulated petitions seeking to block the 
building.  They held town meetings to try to sway public opinion.  And when it became 
obvious that there was nothing more they could do to keep the bar from being built, they 
began to hold prayer meetings to petition the Almighty to intervene where human efforts 
had failed.  Work on the new tavern progressed, however, right up until the week before 
the grand opening, when a lighting strike hit the new building and burned it to the 
ground.   

The church folk couldn’t have been more pleased and were rather smug in their outlook 
after the event, that is until the bar owner filed suit against the church, alleging that the 
church was ultimately responsible for the demise of his building, whether though direct 
or indirect means.  The church, of course, vehemently denied all responsibility and any 
connection to the destruction of the man’s property.   

As the case made its way to court, it began to attract the attention of the media outside 
their town.  And in response to questions about his feelings regarding the case, the 
presiding judge was quoted as saying, “I don’t know how this thing will shake out, but 
from the looks of it, we have a bar owner who believes in the power of prayer and an 
entire congregation of professing Christians that doesn’t!”     

On an unknown day in August 1708, in the town of Schwarzenau in the district of 
Wittgenstein in what is now Germany, eight individuals gathered at the Eder River to 
participate in an illegal act – rebaptism of one another as adults.  Standing on 
convictions at which they had arrived by gathering together for study of the scriptures 
and prayer, they waded into the water in defiance of both church and state in order to 
join themselves together into a new community of believers.  They did not do this lightly, 
but after a significant period of fasting and prayer – a time when they were intentional 
about counting the cost of their planned action. 

Thus, through believer’s baptism, the Schwarzenau eight, led by Alexander Mack, 
inaugurated a new group of followers of Jesus that eventually came to be known as the 
Brethren.  They sought to put their individual faith into communal practice by sharing 
their goods in common, confessing their sins to one another, and spending large 
amounts of time in prayer.  Despite persecution, they continued to live out their new 
commitments to one another and to spread their understanding and practice of the 
Christian faith to others, resulting in more baptisms and the formation of several other 
small communities of Brethren.   
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Today, we conclude our four week long kick-off of our congregation’s celebration of the 
300th Anniversary of the Church of the Brethren.  As we consider the third and final 
aspect of the Anniversary theme, “Empowered by the Spirit,” it is with an intentional look 
at the power of prayer.  For if anything is clear about our beginnings, and if anything can 
be said with certainty about all those Brethren saints who have gone before us, it is that 
we have been a people who have empowered by a life of prayer.  It could be said 
without much exaggeration that along with Bible study, prayer gave birth to the 
Brethren, and prayer has sustained the Brethren movement to the present day.   

Unfortunately, many of us have come to regard prayer in the manner put forth in the 
joke about the new bar.  We pray when we are desperate, when everything else we 
have tried fails.  And truth be told, many of us pray without expecting much to come of 
it.  We pray as a matter of convention and habit, at mealtimes and bedtime, at public 
events and before meetings.  We pray at funerals and weddings, in Sunday morning 
worship, and before trips and ball games.   

There’s nothing necessarily wrong with these prayers, but generally speaking, they are 
not exactly the first thing that comes to mind when I think of power.  They are not the 
kind of prayers that I think sister Belita Mitchell was talking about when she proclaimed 
that prayer should be the “standard operating procedure” for the people of God during 
her message as moderator of Annual Conference this past summer.  Nor were they the 
kind of prayers that gave courage and conviction to those eight who waded into the 
Eder River to be baptized and begin the Brethren movement in defiance of the law.   

But when I think of the power of prayer, I also do not think of it purely in terms of 
effectiveness.  Prayer is not simply some kind of pragmatic system of exerting our 
individual or collective wills – a sanctified means to “Git R Done”.  The power of prayer 
is not found in results or in its ability to bring into reality our desires.  So regardless of 
my personal opinions regarding a new tavern in town, I would not agree with that owner 
that the prayers of the church folk were to blame for the lightening strike which burned 
his bar to the ground.  Last I checked, God was not bound to do the bidding of any 
human being, so if that fellow wants to sue the one responsible for the destruction of his 
property, he would need to go after God, which Senator Ernie Chambers of Nebraska 
proved was quite possible last week.   

So if it is not in the so-called results that we find the power of prayer, where is it?  For 
that, we should look where Brethren have always looked for their source of authority 
and inspiration – the New Testament, and specifically the teachings and example of 
Jesus.  When I think of Jesus’ teaching and example on prayer, two scenes from the 
gospels come foremost to mind.  First, is the prayer that Jesus modeled for his 
disciples, which we typically call the “Lord’s Prayer.”  The second is Jesus praying in the 
garden of Gethsemane on the night of his arrest in Jerusalem.  And in both scenes, a 
key aspect of that prayer is the appeal for the will of God to be fulfilled.  Jesus taught his 
disciples a prayer that led them to proclaim the will of God being done “on earth as it is 
in heaven.”  And in the garden, when faced with the looming cross and with the weight 
of the world on his shoulders, Jesus prayed that he might not have to go through with it 
all.  But he immediately followed that up by affirming not his own desire, but the desire 
and will of God.   
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From what I see of Jesus in the gospels, the power of prayer lies in its ability to bring us 
into line with God.  It is powerful not because we can get what we want, but because in 
the moment of prayer, we surrender ourselves – all our desires, our ambitions, our 
plans, our will – we surrender them to God.  In prayer we allow ourselves to be 
transformed, so that our desires and ambitions and plans and will become those of God.  
And in prayer, we can let that same Spirit that was in Christ Jesus be in us, and 
empower us to continue what he began.   

The purpose and power of prayer, then, as I see it, is to give us the opportunity to empty 
ourselves of our selves, to fill ourselves up with the Spirit that was in Christ Jesus, and 
to prepare and empower us to be agents in bringing the Kingdom of God to this world.   

Dallas Willard has suggested in his book, The Divine Conspiracy that God has a plan to 
intervene in human history for the purpose of overcoming evil with good.  If this is 
indeed God’s will, then the power of prayer is that it provides us with a way of becoming 
co-conspirators with God.  Let me say more:  The word conspire literally means “to 
breathe together.”  In Hebrew, the word for breath, wind, and Spirit are the same – ruah.  
Our Judeo-Christian tradition has maintained this connection, so that we might say that 
in prayer, we receive inspiration – we breathe in the Holy Spirit.  That Spirit brings us life 
and gives us power and in a very real sense, allows us to breathe together with God.  In 
true prayer, we become conspirators with God, and in that breathing together, we are 
empowered to immerse ourselves in the work of bringing the Kingdom of God to this 
world.   

Which brings us to the story of Jesus curing the boy with a demon which Marian read 
earlier from the gospel of Matthew.  Given an opportunity to participate in the Kingdom 
work of Jesus and cast the demon out of the afflicted boy, the disciples found 
themselves powerless over the demon, even though they had earlier been given the 
authority and power to do so.  Why were they not able to do it now?  Because of their 
lack of faith, Jesus tells them.  That’s it – if they only had more faith, they could do it.  
End of discussion right?   

Well, not quite.  As we read this story in most Bibles today, it only goes through verse 
20 (Marian’s version?), and the next passage skips to verse 22.  That’s because the 
oldest existent manuscripts of the Gospel of Matthew, do not include verse 21.  So if 
you look at pretty much any modern edition of the New Testament other than the King 
James Edition, verse 21 will be reduced to a footnote that reads something like, “other 
ancient authorities add verse 21, “But this kind does not come out except by prayer and 
fasting.”  Basically, the scholarly consensus is that this verse was not original to the 
gospel, but was an editorial addition to it by later copyists.   

Now this verse is a great example of why it is so interesting and so telling to look at how 
the scriptures were formed and reformed by the early church.  In its seemingly original 
form, we are left to guess why the disciples were lacking enough faith to cast out the 
demon.  But apparently some in the early church felt compelled to provide an 
explanation as to why the disciples did not have sufficient faith to deal with the demon – 
and the explanation they provided was that the disciples had not prayed and fasted, for 
that was the only way to bring out this kind of demon.  If faith was lacking for the 
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disciples, it was because it had been starved of nourishment in the form of prayer and 
fasting.   

And with this addition, we see a glimpse of the mind and experience of the early church.  
In their unedited context, Jesus’ words about faith provide a diagnosis of what the 
disciples are missing if they want the power to join Jesus in his work, in this case the 
work of casting out demons.  If they just had more faith, it says, they could do anything 
– no difficulty would be too much for them to handle.  But though the diagnosis is there, 
it lacks the prescription to remedy the insufficient faith of the disciples.  But someone in 
the early church believed they had discovered the prescription and felt compelled to add 
it to the gospel: Faith that can move mountains is fueled by prayer and fasting.  

This is the lesson learned by a church which faced seemingly insurmountable difficulties 
in its beginnings.  And in that, the early church shares something with the early church 
of the Brethren.  As they gave birth to something new that God was doing in the world, 
both were faced with mountains of trouble.  It would have been easy to fail, to find 
themselves lacking the faith to carry on.  But as the early church of Acts devoted 
themselves to the apostles teaching and to prayer, so too did the early Brethren.  And 
when faced with persecution, economic ruin, exile, journeys to new lands, and even 
internal dissention, the early Brethren persisted to seek God’s will in prayer and from 
that, to draw the strength of faith to move those mountains so that the Brethren could 
survive and eventually thrive.   

Through 300 years, the Brethren have had their share of ups and down, and like the 
disciples there have been times when our faith has been found lacking.  But there have 
also been many times when we have found ourselves conspiring with God, empowered 
by the Spirit to bring the Kingdom of God into this world.  It is those moments, those 
efforts which have enabled us to claim such a bold motto as “Continuing the work of 
Jesus.”   

But if those words are to be more than a slogan for us – if we hope to truly conspire with 
God in continuing the work of Jesus – overcoming evil with good and working to bring 
the Kingdom of God to earth – then we must draw our strength from no source but from 
the Spirit of the Living God.  If we wish to be Empowered by the Spirit in the days and 
years to come, we must continue to seek the inspiration of Christ’s Spirit in prayer.   

For in prayer we will find the power and strength to face all manner of evil and difficulty.  
In prayer, we will find our wills conformed to the will of God, who breathes new life and 
new purpose into those who empty themselves to make room for the Spirit.  In prayer 
we will find the power to confront the demons that possess humanity, both in individuals 
and in communities.  In prayer we will find the courage to act in the name of Christ and 
with the power of Christ.  In prayer we will find ourselves prepared to be involved in the 
divine conspiracy, prepared to participate in the mighty work of spreading the Kingdom 
of God in this world, prepared indeed, and empowered by the Spirit, to continue the 
work of Jesus, peacefully, simply, together. 

May it be so with us… 

 


