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Growing up, I always thought there was something wrong with the way I
prayed. By nature an introvert, I was a talker with God, a private chatterer.

But based on my Lutheran congregation’s liturgical, more formulaic prayers or the
overly exuberant prayers of praise from our youth director who was given to “rap-
ture practice,”1 I did not feel my daily and conversational prayers with God were
sufficient nor could they be considered my vocation as Christ’s disciple. Certainly,
there were bedtime and mealtime prayers that, although formal in structure, felt
more intimate. But could deliberating with God while riding my bike or swimming
in the ocean or playing with frogs or small flowers count as prayers? Do small
prayers of gratitude from a kid actually count as our daily work?

So I never mentioned to anyone the first time I felt like I prayed. I was sitting
at my grandparents’ kitchen table when the sun cut through the hummingbird
feeder outside the window and light split into a prism on the table. A humming-
bird loitered outside. In that moment—maybe six years old—I believed this was a
small revelation of God although at the time I couldn’t name it as such. My first in-
stinctual response, however, was to pray: to thank God for beauty and gifts and
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We pray not as a justifying work but because God wants to hear from us. We can
embrace and practice ways of being, working, and praying in the world because
we acknowledge that our salvation—and everything else—is not dependent
upon our prayers but dependent upon the One who hears them.

1Rapture practice is a game wherein the youth director yells “Rapture!” and the youth raise their hands over
their heads and respond with a loud “Wooo!” as if being taken up in the air.



family and light. Little did I know then about the ordinary bearing the extraordi-
nary, or the freedom or hiddenness of God, or any of the categories that systematic
theology provides. I had little concept of God beyond the ritual of evening prayers
and the Little Golden Book, The Story of Jesus. Yet a form of communication began
that day that has continued throughout my life, a form that seemed unsanctioned
in my Lutheran tradition and for which I was given no language or practice. Little
did I know that prayer was my primary vocation as a Christian.

MAKING MY WAY TO THE BENEDICTINES

In 2003, I began studying at Our Lady of Grace Monastery in Beech Grove,
Indiana. I, along with twenty-nine other Protestant women of various denomina-
tions, was part of a grant sponsored by the Lilly Foundation where we, ordained
clergy, from Mennonite to Episcopalian, learned about prayer and monastic life.
As a follower of Luther, I had learned from a young age that consorting with pa-
pists and indulging in the monastic life rarely led to good things. After all, monks
led lives removed from this world, cloistered from real life. A true vocation serves
one’s neighbor and the life of a monk does not. I subscribed to what Gustaf
Wingren writes about Luther’s doctrine, “Vocation belongs to this world, not to
heaven; it is directed toward one’s neighbor, not toward God.…In his vocation
one is not reaching up to God, but rather bends oneself toward the world.”2 I had
been taught as a Lutheran that a monk, or in this case a sister, toiled away in prayer
and self-serving labor removed from the “real” world in monasteries where they
practiced a vague works righteousness as if they believed that the decision alone to
follow a monastic life was salvific. Monastic life was indulgent and didn’t serve the
neighbor. Monastic life was escapist from life and its real, human toils. Monastic
life was stepping over the sidelines into the devil’s turf. At least that’s what I was
told.

But these women were (and are) not the monks of misguided Lutheran lore.
Sure, they did set aside time for daily prayer but they were funny and silly, and they
drank bargain white zinfandel. Although prayer was their primary vocation, they
worked during the day as nurses and teachers and librarians and scientists in the
real world. I doubt Luther would recognize them as the dull monks with whom he
associated, and likely Luther and these women would have enjoyed sharing a beer
or two. The sisters were political and social and deeply engaged in their civic com-
munities. All my prejudices and misconceptions about living in cloistered commu-
nities and the hope-to-be saints and self-serving pious behaviors were dismantled
and undone in the time I spent with them, and it wasn’t long before I realized I
could learn a lot about prayer, work, and daily life. Although I had studied Luther
on vocation it had always remained an idea, a doctrine, a concept removed from
my life, something I could regurgitate from the pulpit to comfort and offer mean-
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ing to unhappy workers, parents rooted in their children’s incessant schedules, or
frustrated retired folk, but I didn’t have access to a language wherein daily life itself
becomes a liturgy, a form of prayer, a way of being a child of God, or, in Lutheran
terms, living out one’s baptismal identity as a vocation. It was a heady and pasto-
rally intoxicating concept for me—and all us Protestant women—to imagine ways
we could engage new practices and, within our various traditions, teach about
meaning in our vocations and the myriad ways we could pray. And so questions
began to surface: How do I as a Lutheran leader help others live out their baptismal
identities in practical and concrete ways when Luther’s doctrine of vocation seems
vague and awkward for most people in the pew? How do we understand these
prayer practices within the Lutheran tradition and not regard them as forms of
works righteousness? Can prayer be both our vocational calling for our neighbor
and simply something we do “because God loves to hear from us”?3

LUTHER AND PRAYER

Luther did not shy away from the value of prayer; prayer and its importance
permeate his work. Even the novice reader of Luther will note that he stresses the
importance of daily and family devotions. Yet, due to his time in history (and per-
haps partly his personality), prayer was vaguely contentious, a way “one endures
injustice without resistance.”4 In Luther’s world, prayer meant business, so much
so that prayer, for Luther, could hardly be made by someone who was not in des-
perate and deep need,5 and it was through prayer that one’s relationship to God
changed from despair to freedom.6 It would seem for Luther that when we pray we
are praying for God’s mercy against all the powers and principalities that dog us,
whether that is our own flesh, the second use of the law (the law that condemns
and drives us to the gospel), or the devil himself. At times Luther’s prayer life was
troubled by the Deus absconditus, this unknowable and hidden God who has been
and will likely remain a theological and pastoral thorn in the side for almost all
people of faith. Yet Luther, I imagine, would argue it is precisely because of the na-
ture of this hidden God, as well as our own sinful natures, that we simultaneously
have faith while despairing of it so.

One wonders if, for Luther, prayer could be humbler and perhaps less com-
bative than praying for God’s help against all the forces of sin, hell, and our own
trembling flesh? It seems so. Luther does not appear as plagued by these matters in
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and simply something we do “because God loves to hear
from us”?



his responses to the petitions of The Lord’s Prayer in his Small Catechism. Here, the
primacy of prayer does not arise from duty as much as from a relationship with a
gracious God. There is a certain liberty and joy that erupts in his writing, and in his
responses to the petitions Luther is free to write about God with passion and de-
light. Perhaps there is no more eloquent, lovely, accessible theology than what he
writes in response to the Introduction of The Lord’s Prayer:

Our Father in heaven
What is this or what does this mean?

With these words God wants to attract us,
so that we come to believe he is truly our Father
and we are truly his children,
in order that we may ask him boldly
and with complete confidence,
just as loving children ask their loving father.7

Further, despite Luther’s harsh judgment of monastic prayer, he embraces an
ecclesiology that is gracious and all-encompassing, the community of all the saints:

Never think you are kneeling or standing alone, rather think that the whole
of Christendom, all devout Christians, are standing together beside you and
you are standing among them in a common, united petition which God cannot
disdain.8

It is impossible to determine the source of the disparity in Luther’s writings
on prayer, but punctuated as they are throughout his work, the intention was never
to be systematic. It is enough to imagine him as very flawed man seeking a gracious
God, and in turn, a gracious God manifesting Godself in a very flawed man. And
this affiliation is enough for prayer.

THE “ICK” FACTOR, OR WHAT HAPPENED AFTER THE REFORMATION

Are a child’s spontaneous words of gratitude sufficient to count as prayer?
Even the most jaded among us would like to affirm this to be true. But if prayers
are not for the neighbor then who or what are they for? Prayers outside daily devo-
tions, despair (a response to the second use of the law), or special exigencies might
in a strict reading of Luther fall into the realm of works, and thus a way to seek jus-
tification. For Luther, justification comes from God alone and is entirely the work
of God, something only faith alone can receive. Even faith is a gift from God. Faith
grasps Christ’s righteousness for itself and this faith, given through the Holy Spirit,
appropriates it for itself in the believer’s heart.

In the Smalcald Articles Luther writes what he means by justification:

The first and chief article is this: Jesus Christ, our God and Lord, died for our
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sins and was raised again for our justification (Rom 3:24–25). He alone is the
Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world (John 1:29), and God has
laid on Him the iniquity of us all (Isaiah 53:6). All have sinned and are justified
freely, without their own works and merits, by His grace, through the redemp-
tion that is in Christ Jesus, in His blood (Rom 3:23–25). This is necessary to be-
lieve. This cannot be otherwise acquired or grasped by any work, law, or merit.
Therefore, it is clear and certain that this faith alone justifies us.…Nothing of
this article can be yielded or surrendered, even though heaven and earth and
everything else falls (Mark 13:31).9

In 1537, twenty years after the posting of the Ninety-Five Theses, Luther
needed to draw clear lines in the sand about the nature and character of God, for
much was at stake theologically. After the Theses’ posting, Luther was drawn into a
protracted battle, although some might argue he took the first shot. His life and the
lives of others were threatened and when one is at war, as Luther was, one cannot
be wishy-washy. For Luther and his cohorts it was all God or all go home, which
meant unequivocally asserting that we creatures have no control and there is noth-
ing within our power to justify ourselves, not even prayer. God is the sole elector,
the sole justifier, and it is solely by God’s grace alone that we are given faith, life, all
our creaturely comforts, forgiveness of sin, and finally resurrection from the dead.
This meant that anything squeaking of anything else needed to be jettisoned, in-
cluding but not limited to the papacy and their incantations, the church’s habit of
robbing the poor and needy through indulgences, the quirky desert monks and
their strange asceticism, and the monastics with their futile attempts to justify
themselves through prayer and rigorous austerity. But because of those clear lines
in the sand, much good from the Christian tradition was lost along with the down-
right bad.

One of the things that surprised me at first entering the Benedictine monas-
tery in Indiana was that there were no pictures of the pope. Not one, anywhere. It
seems my prejudices and misinformation about Catholicism had shaped my ideas
about what to expect from the monastic life. The Benedictine monasteries have re-
mained independent, although more than one leader in Rome would have liked to
rein in these disruptive women. I was surprised to hear many of the women echo
Luther as they described incompetent priests who showed up, blessed the sacra-
ments, and promptly left. “Why do we need them?” they asked. Even more, I did
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not know there were Anglican Benedictine communities as well as Lutheran. After
the Reformation, a lot of things shook loose and much of it didn’t land in tidy piles,
and sadly, much of the rich beauty of the greater Christian tradition was misplaced,
including living our daily lives as a prayer, as a vocation.

What the Reformers, chief among them in this case Luther, could not have
anticipated was how radically differently prayer is observed in many of today’s
monasteries compared to his day. The Benedictine women with whom I study
would in no way view their daily prayers as a way to justify themselves before God.
Of course, one cannot speak about all monasteries, but the Indiana women clearly
see their prayer life for the sake of the neighbor and the world: “Benedictine prayer
is not designed to take people out of the world to find God. Benedictine prayer is
designed to enable people to realize that God is in the world around them.”10

Prayer does something in, with, and under life, although it may be hidden,
much like Luther’s understanding of the sacraments with the extraordinary prom-
ises of Christ attached to the ordinary stuff of water, bread, and wine.11 Much like
participating in liturgy, in prayer we attach ourselves to all prayers in distance and
through time, and God takes our feeble and humble words along with our broken
and mortal beings and attaches God’s promises to them. Right now, as you read
this, someone is praying. As the world turns, we take our turn praying. “We are
speaking of cosmic time. And it is always noon somewhere.”12 It is the work of the
Holy Spirit in due season. Although my grandparents have long been dead, I still
feel their prayers working in my life. In other words, there is an incarnational real-
ity to prayer as it emerges from the hopes and grief of real people. As we take time
out to pray, we join with people of faith everywhere for the sake of the world.
Like liturgy, we only understand this strange gift through faith, but is it not
possible that a God who is willing to take our death into God’s being so we might
have life also longs to hear from us just as a loving parent longs to hear their child’s
voice?

Yet, there remains what had been termed an “ick” factor between Protestants
and Roman Catholics. The monastic life with all its trappings is still viewed as su-
perstitious, popish nonsense. Moreover, the abuses of the Catholic church keep
many at bay and remind Protestants of the very reasons for Luther’s reforming
stance. Regardless of our prejudices, it would be prudent and helpful for our own
traditions to revisit the many reform movements that have occurred in the Roman
Catholic Church and reclaim for ourselves the prayer and other practices lost to us
since the Reformation.
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WHO IS THIS GOD FOR WHOM WE LABOR?

We cannot imagine prayer as work without imagining to whom we pray, for
our theology shapes our identities, prayer, and work life. For the sake of brevity, I
will assert a definition. Christians worship a Triune God who is ultimately gra-
cious. This God is the God of passionate suffering and of deliverance, a God who
will not let God’s people go, a God who loves justice and mercy and has a heart for
“the least of these.” This God was made manifest in Christ, and it is through him
we know God. This God is one who loves to forgive sin, make things new, and who
cannot help but raise the dead. The Spirit of this God has been with us since cre-
ation began, and this Spirit of crucified and risen love is with us now and will be
forever. And because of this God in Christ, we will never be separated from his
love. It is this God to whom we boldly pray, for it is this God who loves, as Luther
writes, to hear our prayers as does a loving father. And we can claim along with Lu-
ther that when we pray we stand with all devout Christians, united, and these
prayers God cannot disdain.

Theology matters. We need to start with an agreement about to whom we are
praying. And it turns out that, with many Roman Catholics, our theologies are not
as far apart as we once thought. Since Luther’s time there have been several refor-
mations within the Roman Catholic Church that have united us in theology,
ecclesiology, and practice. Prayer as our life, work, and our primary vocation may
be the last practice to follow. It is doubtful Luther would find fault with Protestants
making claim to some of the early church prayer practices if we remove them as
much as we are able from Luther’s location in history and culture. Claiming as
Luther does, and we do, that God is ultimately gracious and loving, what does
prayer look like as we live out our baptismal identities, a defining vocation as a
child of God?

We are free to live our lives not solely defined by our vocations as mother,
son, teacher, or monastic, but as children utterly dependent upon God for all our
needs, be they food and shelter, or forgiveness and salvation. We are free to live in
relationship with a God who first loved us into being and whose grace will always
outrun us. We are freed to simply live as creatures, to speak to God with candor,
trusting that the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of the love between the Father and Son, is
with us in all we are, all we do, all our relationships with others and all creation.

What does this mean? It means that we can embrace and practice ways of be-
ing, working, and praying in the world because we acknowledge that our salva-
tion—and everything else—is not dependent upon our prayers but dependent
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upon the One who hears them. And the One who hears them takes joy in our being
and longs to have Christ’s love known to all people and nations. If we confess that
the Spirit of the risen Christ infuses all there is—“for God so loved this whole
world” (John 3:16, emphasis mine)—we cannot help trust that our primary work
becomes prayer, a way of being in the world that reflects our theology, namely,
God with us. So, we chat with God. We tell God what is on our mind and in our
hearts, and this chatting becomes our work, a practice. This prayer practice is
enough, simply because God is what God does; God first reaches out to us in all
God’s creative and revelatory work, and we respond as creatures. We respond as
ones who are loved. Kathleen Norris writes: “The Bible is full of evidence that
God’s attention is indeed fixed on the little things. But this is not because God is a
Great Cosmic Cop, eager to catch us in minor transgressions, but simply because
God loves us—loves us so much that the divine presence is revealed even in the
meaningless workings of daily life.”13 Daily life, our bodies, and our work become a
means for prayer. Often, our daily work, which we find so full and overwhelming
due to burgeoning schedules and demands from others, the very architecture of
too-busy lives, can often lack significance. Yet, in the midst of this we pray, we
grieve, we despair, we are given to wonder, we thank, and we find meaning. We
wash our child’s hair and realize it is holy work. We dance with a loved one, our
head resting on their chest; it is poignant; it won’t last forever. We pray for our ene-
mies who happen to be our coworkers. We wonder at the perfection of a transient
snowflake on our sleeve. We ache with the acne-ridden teenager who appears so
nonchalant. We, on this gray day, bury our dead. We ask a child what it is they
would like to pray for this evening, simply because a child’s prayer matters to God.
We notice light, the slant of the smallest things. We say thank you. We realize that
our lives, our work, our vocation are the very grounds in which God manifests, and
we are free as God’s creatures to offer praise with the psalmist:

O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good,
for his steadfast love endures forever.

O give thanks to the God of gods,
for his steadfast love endures forever.…

who alone does great wonders,
for his steadfast love endures forever. (Ps 136:1–2, 4)
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