“What is the point?” a friend asked me last week . “We keep on praying for peace  and it doesn't happen  - so what’s the point “ 
It’s a question worth thinking about because it raises two issues – what kind of God do we believe in  and secondly what do we think happens when we pray ?      I have a short answer to the second question because I have felt for a long time that prayer is really about an attitude to life – an atmosphere in which we can choose to live – but you may have another answer and I don’t think that there is a “proper” one .
Our three readings this morning are part of the answers we might give .
Th Gospel reading follows on from last week and really the two belong together .  Last week St Peter is given a flash of insight and faith and led to blurt out before he really knew what he was saying that Jesus in Messiah .     This week we learn that no sooner has he voiced it  than he swiftly has to learn that whatever he thought it meant , he was wrong .   Peter and the other Apostles need to learn that the kind of Messiahship that Jesus brings is of a different quality and  that will change their understanding of the nature of God . Jesus shall reign  - but from a cross .   The story of Jesus from birth to death is telling us that God does not act by compulsion  but by inviting co-operation .  Conquering kings their title take from the foes they captive make ; Jesus by a nobler deed from the thousands he has freed”    “ not by warriors spear and sword , not by art of human word, preaching but the cross of shame rebel hearts for Christ ye tame” .    Sadly the history of the Christian Church is that on many occasions  Christians have forgotten what Peter had to learn . God moves through human co-operation from Jesus’ mother  Mary’s  “ I will” . We are invited to work  with God , never compelled .
From  Moses and on   there was a gradual  understanding about  the faith that began with Abraham .    When Moses meets the divine presence shown in the flaming bush  he starts from a position of ignorance and has to ask   “Who are you” .     The answer is one that still provokes debate  because God gives the answer  “ I am” and that is open to many understandings  - but perhaps it is possible to say that the name “I am” is most significant because it evokes a dynamic image . Paul Tillich a theologian of the 1960’s  spoke of God as “ the ground of our being”  - that captures some of the flavour of  “I am” .   The image is not a static one .  Some things about God we affirm do not change – like God’s never failing love and that was shown in Jesus’ ministry , but the attempt to try to pin God down using  human descriptions as definitive is to miss the point I think .   Human language about God must always allow for new insights.
That is why I also think that our understanding of prayer needs to be quite fluid as well .   It is surely right to pray for peace – how can we not do so – but not to  pray for God to enforce it or for God to make people make peace - rather to pray that people will respond to God’s invitation to live in a world as God intended it to be .” Guide with thy peaceable wisdom those who take counsel for the nations of the world” as the Prayer Book expressed it .   My answer for my friend’s question was along the lines of  what happens if we stop keeping alive the idea that peace needs to prevail in order to honour God’s creation .  If we stop praying for peace then the vision -the very idea of peace as an alternative will disappear .  Prayer does not change situations but it can change people .
My suggestion that prayer is about an attitude to life makes me think of the picture painted by St Paul in this morning’s reading from the letter to Romans .    Is Paul describing a situation that exists do you think or is he putting in front of his readers a vision of how things should be when Christians are living as followers of Jesus ?   We can hedge our bets and say perhaps a bit of both .  But if prayer is about being in relationship with God  then the vision of a Christian community must surely be the outcome of prayer and of such a relationship  .
The record of the New Testament is quite clear  - people became followers of Jesus and joined the church not because of what Christians believed but because of how Christians acted -which was so different from the world of their day .    Christians were called to act as they did because of their faith – but it was their behaviour and their actions that people outside saw and wanted to be part of .

As a curate in Dundee the then Provost Haggart used to say to us “Before you invite anyone to join the Cathedral congregation be sure that they will be encouraged by what they find “.  There is no congregation in existence of whom an observer would  not say  “ could do better” .
St Paul’s check list in Romans   is a challenge to us all .  Sincerity – let your love show itself in how you relate to each other . Unflagging zeal  even when perhaps there are a thousand and one other things to be doing on a Sunday morning ;  express some joy  and be generous with all people in your attitude especially those who may not be very pleasant to us .  
Then there  is that strange thing about heaping coals on someone’s head .  No one knows quite what Paul meant but perhaps it is about bringing  light and human warmth into a situation in order that  everyone involved has a clearer understanding of what can change in order to allow reconciliation to take place  .    So that the generosity of attitude Paul speaks of has a chance to work .
And to come back to  prayer . Its also  about creating space to allow  God to be real and to be present .
Rabbi Lionel Blue ended one of his stories by saying  “When I was a young Rabbi the Holocaust was happening and  I used to pray for God to change the world  .God didn’t  : now when I pray its to ask  “God change me” .
