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Jesus has taken Peter, James, and John up to a mountain top, where they have the experience of 

seeing Jesus transformed in dazzling white and Elijah and Moses have appeared before them.  It 

is as they come down from the mountain that our reading for today begins in 

Mark 9: 14-29 

When they came to the disciples, they saw a great crowd around them, and some scribes arguing 

with them.   15When the whole crowd saw him [Jesus], they were immediately overcome with 

awe, and they ran forward to greet him.16He asked them, “What are you arguing about with 

them?” 17Someone from the crowd answered him, “Teacher, I brought you my son; he has a 

spirit that makes him unable to speak; 18and whenever it seizes him, it dashes him down; and he 

foams and grinds his teeth and becomes rigid; and I asked your disciples to cast it out, but they 

could not do so.” 19He answered them, “You faithless generation, how much longer must I be 

among you?How much longer must I put up with you? Bring him to me.” 20And they brought the 

boy to him.                  

When the spirit saw him, immediately it convulsed the boy, and he fell on the ground and rolled 

about, foaming at the mouth. 21Jesus asked the father, “How long has this been happening to 

him?” And he said,“From childhood. 22It has often cast him into the fire and into the water, to 

destroy him; but if you are able to do anything, have pity on us and help us.”  

23Jesus said to him, “If you are able! —All things can be done for the one who believes.”    
24Immediately the father of the child cried out, “I believe; help my unbelief!” 25When Jesus saw 

that a crowd came running together, he rebuked the unclean spirit, saying to it, “You spirit that 

keeps this boy from speaking and hearing, I command you, come out of him, and never enter him 

again!” 26After crying out and convulsing him terribly, it came out, and the boy was like a 

corpse, so that most of them said, “He is dead.” 27But Jesus took him by the hand and lifted him 

up, and he was able to stand.                     

 28When he had entered the house, his disciples asked him privately, “Why could we not cast it 

out?” 29He said to them, “This kind can come out only through prayer.” 
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What Does Prayer Do? 

We have been, these past weeks, addressing questions about prayer.Why do we pray?    And in 

simple summary we discussed that we pray in part because we are taught to, but mostly because 

prayer is that channel or conduit between God and ourselves.                                                                                          

We have discussed the question of how to pray; is there a right or wrong way?  And basically, 

affirmed there are many ways to pray and that we should “just do it!”  

And we have talked about the question, “Is there such a thing as something ‘too small’ for 

God? And quoting Marty’s sermon last week, the response is, “There is no such thing as a 

prayer too small for God. The question is whether or not the prayer might be too small for us. 

This week we look to the question of prayer and effect. Does the number of people praying 

make a difference?  Does prayer change God? Does prayer change me? 

In our reading from Mark’s gospel this morning Jesus seems pretty annoyed when he speaks of 

the “faithless generation.” And we don’t get a very good picture of the disciples, when they ask 

why they hadn’t been able to cast out the unclean spirit-   for Jesus’ answer seems to say,              

because you did not pray. Our reading this morning points to a connection between belief, faith, 

healing, and prayer, and so our question for this week; What Does Prayer Do? 

We heard Jesus say, “This kind [of spirit] can come out only through prayer.”                            

Uh oh!  The final line here seems to say,  there are indeed things that we cannot make happen.  

That there are things, that are simply out of our control… unless, of course,  we believe that we 

can control things, and by that, I mean, that we can control God by our prayers!   

We look for evidence of the effect of our prayers and are grateful when things like the exam we 

were worried about - and prayed for help with, ends up easier than we thought. Or when we find 

out that the job we prayed our friend would get has been offered to them.     

And we are even grateful for the seemingly answered prayer when the snowpocalypse and 

freezing rain ,we heard forecast on the news, seems to flurry south of us-…but then we have to 

wonder what the people south of us, who were pounded and paralyzed by snow, were praying 

for?  

And oh, we are so very grateful, on a personal level, when a sick loved one gets better. We have 

shared prayer in this very room for a loved one who seemed at their end and the following week 

we praised God for an unexpected, miraculous recovery!  Yet we have also shared hopes in 
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prayer that have not resulted in the miracle we wanted -  But Marty is addressing that question 

next week. 

What does prayer do? 

What is going on in your prayer life when you reach out to someone who is struggling with a,  

“How can I help?  What can I do?”    and their reply is to ask simply that you pray…  And you 

feel this urge to say, of course!    But you want to follow it up with, “what can I really do?”     

because prayer doesn’t satisfy that need you have to somehow personally make a difference.                                       

And lately we have heard people protesting the response to recent tragedies and school 

shootings, by saying that thoughts and prayers are not enough.  

But is that the full truth?  What does prayer do? More on that later. 

Does the number of people praying make a difference? Will God be able to hear better if more 

people pray?  Can we rate things on a scale of importance and act as if  we can persuade God to 

cause what we want by getting 1,000 people to sign a petition?  Is that the way that prayer makes 

a difference? 

Does prayer change God?  I think many of us embrace the idea of God as all knowing, all 

powerful, unending. The Psalms speak of God’s creation that will change but then, of the creator   

it says, “you are the same, and your years will never end.” 

Through the prophet Malachi, God speaks of a messenger who will bring change and restoration,    

and that justice will prevail while saying,  “I the Lord do not change…” 

Yet scripture is also full of situations that speak of a merciful and loving God who is moved by 

the plight of the people such as in: 

• Exodus 32 Where Moses please with God for the stubborn people who have turned away  

from God--- and the LORD changed his mind about the disaster that he planned to bring 

on his people.  

• Through the prophet Amos we hear, “The LORD changed His mind about this. "It shall 

not be," said the LORD.” 

 

And scripture speaks of a God who is moved when people come to a change of heart and 

behavior such as in the story of Jonah and the sinful city of Nineveh: 

• Jonah 3:10 When God saw their deeds, that they turned from their wicked way, then 

God relented concerning the calamity which He had declared He would bring upon them.    

And He did not do it. 

 

Who is changed?  We do come before our God,  that I believe is all powerful and all- knowing,    

as well as merciful, and forgiving.  And the very idea of God’s mercy and forgiveness    indicates 

a movement of the heart.  After all, Jesus meets individuals in need as well as crowds of people, 

who seem lost and without a shepherd, and has compassion for them.                                             

And on the cross, Jesus prayed for those that put him there saying, “forgiven them, they do not 

know what they are doing.”      The heart of God is moved. 

https://bible.knowing-jesus.com/Jonah/3/10
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But then, let us also remember that Jesus- just before he offers what we call The Lord’s Prayer 

with a,  “pray then in this way” says, “Your Father knows what you need before you ask him.”     

So, given this, we might ask ourselves, why should I pray?  God’s got this. I don’t need to 

change God. God knows what we need.   

And that is where the final question comes in; Does Prayer change me? 

I am sure for many of us when we come to God to ask for something, we already know what we 

want to have happen.  And so, our prayer contains the flavor of, “Hey God, see things my 

way…please?”  Of course we do,  But it is never wrong to offer our heart and hope to God! 

 

There is a quote that I have hung on to, from the movie Shadowlands that actor Anthony 

Hopkins, playing C.S. Lewis says, “I pray because I can’t help myself. I pray because I’m 

helpless.  I pray because the need flows out of me all the time, waking and sleeping. It doesn’t 

change God, it changes me.”   

Does prayer change me?  

I can tell you of a time when Margaret was in the hospital, frighteningly gaunt and sick  and was 

during that time receiving nourishment through a feeding tube.  Meanwhile, a diagnosis was 

fleeting, and possible solutions unknown.                                                                                           

I remember how this community offered up and wrapped us in prayer.  And I remember sitting in 

her hospital room day after day praying.   

But I also remember at a certain point I felt hopeless and I simply could not pray anymore, the 

words wouldn’t come    and my heart was dark and silent. And I felt like that frustrated father 

from our gospel reading who cries out, “I believe, help my unbelief!”  It was an awful feeling,     

but somewhere down in the depths of that pit, I began to feel a sense of peace.  I remembered 

and became aware of the prayers of others, lifted up for us.   And I heard in my heart, “It’s ok if 

you can’t pray because others are for you.”   

And this is a way that God works in and through a praying community. It did not bring the 

diagnosis I wanted, but I knew we were held close in God’s heart by the prayers of others, and I 

was changed. 

And there is something else we can also hang on to  during these time- when we are unsure about 

our ability to pray, and wonder about the effectiveness of our prayers. Because our prayers are 

not only our own.  Paul wrote in his letter to the church in Rome   “… the Spirit helps us in our 

weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us 

through wordless groans. And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit,    

because the Spirit intercedes for God’s people   in accordance with the will of God.”  (Romans 

8:26-27)  

Does prayer have the power to change God? Does prayer have the power to change me? 

Author Ann Lamott wrote a book that sums up prayer as either - please, please please! Or thank 

you, thank you, thank you!                                                                                                                         

Our prayer life is an offering of things we are grateful for, and things we are asking for,                                        

but it also very much about listening.                                                                                                               
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In our insert this morning I offered a framework for a type of “listening” prayer called Lectio 

Divina.  It is a practice that I find helps me remember that it is not God who needs changing 

through the prayers we offer, but the opportunity to be changed as we listen for God and seek to 

follow God’s will. 

Does prayer change God? Does prayer change me?  Is prayer enough? 

Ultimately it is not a question of thoughts and prayers not being enough, it is not a question of 

how our prayers might change God, it is more a question of how prayer changes us as a people,   

seeking to grow in God’s will.  For ultimately, as the prophet Micah writes, what does God 

require of us?  To act justly  and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.   

God calls us to action in so many ways, but always remember that prayer – listening for God’s 

will, is an action to base your life on.   

Prayer is an action that has the power to change us. 

May this be so! 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


