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One of the most offensive words in the English language to me is the word “waste.”  I hate to waste things.  As a child my parents drilled into my head that it is wrong to waste food.  With all the children starving around the world, it is sinful, my parents told me, to let the food on my plate go to waste.  And you can be sure that I gave the same lecture to my kids when they were growing up.  It particularly grieves me to see really good food go to waste, like donuts.  It doesn’t happen often, but once in awhile when I am cleaning up after church I will notice that there is a donut or two left over, donuts that are going to go to waste, donuts that will just get thrown away.  And it breaks my heart to think that these donuts gave their lives for no good reason.  Really, there’s only one thing to do, there is only one honorable and righteous alternative … unless, of course, it’s got coconut on it, and then I just throw them away.
Here are a couple of facts about waste you probably didn’t know.  The average American household wastes 10% to 15% of its solid food every day.  The average American produces half a pound of trash per day.  The largest landfill in America, located near New York City, has enough waste to fill the Panama Canal.  It may bother us a great deal to waste things, but we still waste a great deal.

Here’s something I know you hate to waste – money.  We work hard for our money, and there is nothing so distressing as knowing we have just wasted some of our hard-earned money on something of on real value.  That, of course, is why we have garage sales.  Our homes and garages are littered with things we wasted our money on, and so in an act of desperation we try to sell our mistakes to other people in the hopes we will recoup just a fraction of the money we already wasted.  And for some reason we think it is a cause for celebration when we sell the back-massager that never worked for $5.00 even though it cost us $100.  I guess we have to celebrate because the thought that we just flushed $95.00 down the toilet is just too painful.
But even more than wasting food and wasting money, the one thing I most hate to waste is time.  Did you know that by the time your life is over, you will have spent six months at stoplights, eight months opening junk mail, a year and a half looking for stuff you’ve lost, and five years standing in lines?  Nothing frustrates me more than to waste time.  I know I’m supposed to stop and smell the flowers, to enjoy lying in the tall grass looking at the clouds float overhead, but can’t you do something productive at the same time, like mow the tall grass and water the flowers?  There are some of you who are very much like me in this.  You can’t sit still for more than a few minutes.  You can watch ten minutes of a TV show, but during commercials you’ve got to be up doing the laundry or putting away dishes.  For you and me, wasting time is a crime.

Now not all of you, I’m sure, are quite as anal about wasting certain things as I am, but I do know this about you – you don’t want to waste your life.  Wasting some food from time to time, wasting some money here and there, wasting some time every so often – in the big scheme of things, it’s just small stuff.  And life is too short to sweat the small stuff.  But wasting a life – that’s big stuff.  None of us here wants to look back at the end of our lives and say, “I wasted my entire life.”  We all want to live lives that really matter.

The history books tell us that only one man ever lived a perfect life; one man did everything in his life right.  He didn’t waste his food, he didn’t waste his money, he didn’t waste his time and he didn’t waste his life.  His name is Jesus, and this is what he taught us about living a life that really matters: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.  This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself.” (Matthew 22:37-39)  
Two weeks we talked about loving our neighbor, about living our lives for people.  We said that loving people is never a waste of time, that no matter what happens in the life of the person we love, the time and energy we spend loving them is never wasted.  We said that love is often hard, it’s often risky and it’s often messy, but it’s never a waste.  And last Sunday we tried to put all of that into practice on Faith In Action Sunday.  We tried to live out what Jesus taught us about loving our neighbor.

Yet according to Jesus, there is something even more important than loving other people, and that is loving God.  The first commandment, the best use of our time and resources, the most important thing we can do, is to love God with all our heart, soul, and mind.  If we want to live a life that really matters, Jesus tells us, we must love God.  
So how do we do that?  How do you love a God you can’t see or touch?  The Bible tells us there are a number of ways to love God.  For example, in 1 John 5:3 the Bible says, “This is love for God: to obey his commands.”  (1 John 5:3)   That makes sense.  That’s one of the ways my kids showed me they loved me over the years, by obeying me when I told them to pick up their rooms or to do their laundry.  To love God is to obey God’s commandments.

In Isaiah 56:6 the Bible tells us two other ways to love God.  In this verse God is referring to people outside the nation of Israel who want to follow him; he refers to them as foreigners.  This is what God says: “And foreigners who bind themselves to the Lord to serve him, to love the name of the Lord, and to worship him … these I will bring to my holy mountain and give them joy in my house of prayer.”   Two other ways we love God are to serve him and to worship him.  Like obeying God, serving and worshipping are actions we can take to love God, things we can do to love God.  

But there is another way to love God that we want to talk about this morning that seems much less active and which is much harder for many of us.  It is the most obvious way to love God, yet is it the one many of us do the least.  I’m talking about prayer.

Prayer Is Not A Waste Of Time
Let me explain one reason why I think prayer is so hard for so many of us.  From time to time Brenda and I will recognize our need to spend more time together, just the two of us.  So we will bandy about some suggestions about what to do together.  I will suggest going to a movie or going to a game, and she will suggest going shopping or taking a walk, and from time to time we will do some of those things.  But once in awhile she will make a suggestion that I would never think of in a million years, despite the fact that we’ve been married for nearly 29 years and she has made this suggestion many times.  She’ll say, “Let’s just go somewhere and talk.”  Now to most of you I’m sure that makes perfect sense.  It is perfectly reasonable for two people in love to talk to each other.  Communication is the lifeblood of a relationship.  But let me confess to you what my first reaction is when Brenda says let’s go somewhere and talk.  My first thought is, “Just talk?  You don’t want to do anything but talk?  Isn’t that sort of a waste of time?  Can’t we do something productive – like watching a game – while we’re talking?” 
Stupid, isn’t it?  Now to my credit, I know that’s a stupid way to think.  But I still think that way.  I love my wife dearly and I love being with her, but there is something in me that says it’s a waste of time to just sit and talk.  Is it a waste of time to spend all my attention and energy and time talking with my wife?  Of course not.  That’s love.  That’s how a relationship survives and grows.  Without those times, our relationship deteriorates into an economic alliance instead of a marriage.

But let me ask you this – do you ever find yourself not praying because it feels like it’s a waste of time?  Now I’m not talking about the kind of praying we do on the run.  We’re OK with that, aren’t we?  It’s a little easier for us to pray when we’re driving or working or going about our business.  It’s like me talking with my wife while we’re doing something else.  When we’re doing something productive while we’re praying, it feels a bit easier for us.  But how often do we stop and do nothing but pray?  How often do we focus all our attention and all our energy and all our time on just taking with God?  For most of us, that’s much harder.  Why?  Because we don’t want to waste our time.  Loving God by keeping his commandments?  We can do that.  Loving God by serving?  We can do that.  Loving God by worshipping him?  We can do that.  We prefer to love God in those ways because we prefer to be doing something, to be active, to be productive.  But just talking to God, just sitting down at our desk or by our bed and bowing our head and doing nothing else but praying?  That doesn’t feel right.  It feels so passive.  It feels like a waste of time.  
Stupid, isn’t it?  I mean, if you’re going to agree that I’m stupid for thinking it’s a waste of time to just sit down and talk with my wife, then let’s agree that it’s stupid for us to think it’s a waste of time to just sit down and talk with God.  You see, God is very proud of us when we obey his commandments.  God is very grateful when we serve him.  God is very honored when we worship him.  But what God wants most is for us to know him.  We are inclined to do things for God.  And God sees our busyness and our productivity and he says to us, “Do you know what I’d like?  I’d like to just sit down and talk.  I want you to get to know me; I want us to know each other.  I want us to connect with each other.  I want you to know my heart and my passions and my joys, and I want to know yours.  Would you have time to just stop everything you’re doing for awhile so we can just talk?”
Have you ever been to a dinner or a party with a lot of people you don’t really know?  What do we do when we’re at one of those events?  We try to size each other up, don’t we?  And what is the one question we are sure to ask each other?  “What do you do?”  And then we tell each other what we do – it’s our way of defining our identity, of explaining what it is about our lives that are important.  After all, a person who lives a life that really matters is a person who does something that really matters, right?  What would you think of a person who said, “Oh, I don’t really do anything, but you’ll never guess who I know?”  And then that person proceeds to tell you who they know, maybe someone like Barack Obama or Steven Colbert or Hannah Montana.  We have a name for a person like that – a name-dropper.  It is not flattering to be called a name-dropper.  We look down on a person who is so shallow that they define themselves by who they know instead of what they do.
But the Bible says we’ve got it all wrong.  Listen to what God himself says in the Old Testament book of Jeremiah:
This is what the Lord says: “Let not the wise man boast of his wisdom, or the strong man boast of his strength, or the rich man boast of his riches.  But let him who boasts boast about this: that he understands and knows me, that I am the Lord, who exercises kindness, justice and righteousness on earth, for in these things I delight,” declares the Lord.  (Jeremiah 9:23)
A person who is living a life that really matters is a person who is devoted to knowing God.  According to God, our claim to fame is not that we have four degrees or that we’ve written a book or that our picture has been on the cover of a magazine.  Our claim to fame is not that we can out-lift anyone in the gym, or that we got accepted into a prestigious college, or that we got promoted to CFO of our company.  Our claim to fame, what really matters about our lives, is that we know God, that we personally know God’s kindness, that we personally know his justice, and that we personally know his righteousness.  Our claim to fame is that we know what brings God joy and what breaks his heart.  We know God because we spend time with him, time where we do nothing else but talk with him.  According to the Bible, there is nothing more important that we can do with our lives than to know and love God.  Nothing will bring us more joy, more meaning, or more satisfaction.

Taking the time to talk with God is not the only way to love God.  But I am convinced that it is the way that brings God the most joy.  As a parent, I wanted my kids to obey me, and I wanted them to admire me, and I want them to live lives that will make me proud.  But most of all I want their love.  I want us to know each other.  God is no different.  He wants our obedience and he wants our admiration, but most of all God wants our love.  God is not an object to be studied.  God is not a concept to be analyzed.  God is a person to be loved.

When We Make Prayer Happen, God Makes Things Happen
Now I have some good news for all of us who are activists, for all of us who think a life that really matters is a matter of doing things, of making things happen.  There is a bonus to making prayer a priority in our lives.  The bonus is this – when we make prayer happen, God makes things happen. 
 Let me see if I can explain what I mean by that.  Let’s break this point into its two halves.  The first half says this – “when we make prayer happen.”  Here’s the point – if we are going to develop a relationship with God, if we are going to know God as he wants us to know him, then we need to make prayer happen.  The truth is that prayer won’t just happen on its own.  Again, it is very much like our relationships with the people we love.  I see my wife all the time.  I talk with her all the time:  “What’s for dinner?  Do you want to get a video?  Did you talk to the kids?”  You know, deep, meaningful conversations.  But the reality is that unless Brenda reminds me that we need some time together to just talk, it doesn’t happen.  We need to make it happen, to intentionally plan time that we will devote to nothing but talking to each other.
Prayer is the same way.  If we are going to love God as he desires to be loved, if we are going to connect with God’s thoughts and get close to his heart, we need to intentionally and purposefully set aside time just to talk with God.  And I know that’s the case because that’s what Jesus did.  Jesus regularly set aside large chunks of time to do nothing else but to talk with his Father.  Let me show you what the Bible tells us about this.  In Luke we read this: “Yet the news about Jesus spread all the more, so that crowds of people came to hear him and to be healed of their sicknesses.  But Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed.” (Luke 5:15-16)  Notice that it’s not like Jesus didn’t have things to do.  He was plenty busy, and could have been busier doing things to bring honor to his Father.  He could have been healing more sick people.  He could have been preaching the good news to more people who very much needed to hear it.  But Jesus knew that as important and as valuable as those things were, it was even more important for him to set aside time to do nothing but talk with his Father.  And so Jesus intentionally stopped everything he was doing and left everyone behind and went off to do nothing but pray.  And notice that the Bible says Jesus did this “often.”  Jesus regularly, consistently and frequently left everything he was doing to devote himself to spending time alone talking with his Father.
When you read through the four Gospels, you will be able to see for yourself just how often Jesus did just that.  In the next chapter of Luke, for example, we read this: “One of those days Jesus went out to a mountainside to pray, and spent the night praying to God.”  (Luke 6:12)   In Mark’s Gospel we read, “Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house, and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.”  (Mark 1:35)  In Matthew’s Gospel, after Matthew tells us the story of Jesus feeding the 5,000 with only five loaves of bread and two fish, Matthew writes, “After Jesus had dismissed the crowd, he went up on a mountainside by himself to pray.  When evening came, he was there alone.”  (Matthew 14:23)   And do you remember what Jesus taught his disciples about prayer?  In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus told his disciples this: “But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen.” (Matthew 6:6)
By his example and with his words, Jesus taught us this about prayer – make it happen.  It is a good thing to pray while you are doing other things, to pray while you are cooking, to pray while you are driving, to pray while you are working, to pray while you are exercising.  Jesus surely prayed as he walked the countryside and as he worked at his carpentry.  But Jesus also knew that it was absolutely necessary to set aside a time and a place when he would give all his heart and all his soul and all his mind to nothing but prayer.  And so it is for us.  To live a life that really matters, it is vital that we regularly and consistently set aside a time and a place where we give all our attention and all our energy to prayer.  We need to make prayer happen.

And when we do, God will make things happen.  First of all, and most importantly, God will make things happen in us.  One of the most exciting discoveries many people have made about prayer is that when we make prayer happen, God changes us.  He changes our attitudes, he changes our values and he changes our perspective.  He gives us hope where there was despair, joy where there was despondency, peace where there was pain.
Have you even been on a plane in a storm?  My worst experience was in my days as a lawyer when I took a small plane from San Jose to Santa Barbara, and just as we were coming into the Santa Barbara airport we flew right into a very strong storm.  It was the most frightened I’ve ever been on a plane.  In one of his books Max Lucado writes about being in that kind of a storm, one where even the flight attendants were visibly nervous.  But through the whole experience there was a passenger sitting behind Max who kept laughing.  After awhile Max’s curiosity got to him; he couldn’t help but turn around and see what in the world this man thought was so funny and why this man was so relaxed when everyone else in the plane was on edge.  When he turned around, Max instantly understood.  The man was wearing headphones.  He was listening to a recording, a recording Max later learned of a comedian, and this man was laughing out loud at this recording in the middle of the storm.  So why was this man relaxed when everyone else was stressed?  Because he was wearing headphones that enabled him to hear a voice no one else could hear.

And that’s what prayer can do for us.  When we set aside everything else and focus all our attention and energy on talking to God, we are able to hear God’s voice in a way we can’t when we talk to God on the road.  Those times of prayer are like putting on a pair of spiritual headphones that enable us to hear the voice of God.  And when we connect with God in that way, God changes us.  He gives us peace and calm and joy, even when we’re under pressure.  
And something else happens when we make prayer happen – God makes things happen in our world.  One of the great mysteries of prayer is why God answers our prayers at all.  Usually we come at it from the other way.  When God doesn’t answer our prayers, and by that we mean that God didn’t do specifically what we asked him to do, we say it’s a mystery.  But the mystery to me is why God ever answers our prayers.  In a world populated by billions of people, in a world where millions of people pray to God every day, why should God, the Creator of the universe, ever answer even one of my prayers?  But the undeniable fact is that God does answer our prayers.  The truth so many of us have experienced is this – when we make prayer happen, God makes things happen.

With our oldest daughter graduating from college and about to get married, my wife and I have been indulging in a bit of reminiscing about when our kids were younger.  One of the things I was reminiscing about was when my kids were small enough to crawl up in my lap and give me hugs and kisses.  All three of our kids did that, but Kelsey probably did it a little more than the other two; she has always found great joy in giving people hugs.  And Kelsey was also the most talkative of the three.  Someday Kelsey is going to tell her husband, “Let’s go somewhere and just talk,” and her husband is going to think, “I’m not sure there’s enough time in the day for us to just talk.”  I also remember that when it came time to ask for a snack, the kids knew to ask Dad.  And they knew how to ask Dad.  Kelsey would come into my office, crawl up into my lap, put her arms around my neck and give me a hug and a kiss, and tell me she loved me.  Then after a minute or two just sitting there with me while I tried to work, Kelsey would say, “Daddy, can I have a snack?”  And what do you think I would say to her, to this adorable girl who loved her Daddy and loved to give him hugs?  I’d have given her anything.
When Jesus taught his disciples to pray, here is how he said they should come to God, with these words: “Our Father.”  Jesus didn’t say, “When you pray, be sure to use God’s titles.  Be sure to say, ‘Your Majesty, Your Greatness, Your Holiness, You who are all-powerful and all-knowing, the Creator and Sustainer of all life, the Uncaused Cause, the Alpha and Omega.”  No, Jesus said when we come to God we are to say, “Our Father.”  In fact the word Jesus used for Father is better translated as “Papa,” a term of intimacy and endearment.  Why does God answer our prayers?  Why does God make things happen when we make prayer happen?  Because he is our Father, and he loves us.  And you can be sure that the more time you spend sitting in the Father’s lap, loving him and talking with him and getting to know him, the more eager the Father will be to make happen in your life and in your world all of the good and great things you so much want to see happen.

Do you want to live a life that really matters?  Then every day, stop everything you’re doing, even the good and important things, and give your full attention to just talking with God.  Believe me; I have learned my lesson.  Just talking is not a waste of time.
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