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Last week we began our series with the First Bow: gratitude. 

We spoke about prayerful meditation not simply as a way of relaxing the body or quieting the 
mind, but as a way of opening ourselves to the Presence of God—to that deeper consciousness 
that is both within us and beyond us. We spoke of becoming like trees planted by streams of 
water, rooted in something deeper than circumstance, nourished by a source that does not dry 
up when the world around us does. 

Today we turn to the Second Bow: intercessory prayer—praying for another. 

For some people, praying for others comes naturally. For others, it raises all kinds of fair 
questions. If God is good, why would God need to be persuaded to care for someone? If God is 
loving, why would God wait for enough prayers to pile up before acting? And if prayer “works” 
for one person, why not for another? 

Those are not small questions. They matter. Especially if you have ever prayed hard for 
someone you love and watched the outcome remain painful, uncertain, or unresolved. 

Questions like these made me skeptical about intercessory prayer for a long time, even years 
into my ministry. I would pray for others, yes, but with little expectation that I was doing much 
more than holding them warmly in my heart. 

That changed sharply in 2008. 

It was August 3rd. My family had just arrived in Omaha. We were moving into what felt like our 
dream home. It was supposed to be the beginning of a bright new chapter. 

But that same day, Arianna fainted. 

She had fainted once a couple months earlier while she was in Arizona, and we had attributed it 
to heat and dehydration. But this was not Arizona. This was Omaha. So we decided, out of an 
abundance of caution, to bring her to the ER. 

There, a CAT scan revealed a dark spot in her brain. 

Further testing would show that it was a tumor. A cancerous brain tumor. A Level 2 
astrocytoma. 

And just like that, life turned upside down. 
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Every hope and dream we had for our new life shattered into a million shards. We were 
terrified. I remember Arianna turning to me for comfort and assurance, and I tried with all my 
might to offer it while feeling such desperate need for it myself. 

Some of you know what that kind of moment feels like. Maybe not that exact circumstance. But 
the feeling. 

The phone call. 
The diagnosis. 
The conversation in the office. 
The words you never imagined hearing. 
The instant when the ground gives way beneath your feet and nothing in you knows quite how 
to stand. 

Happily, both our new congregation and the old one we had just left were eager to help. We 
asked them to pray for Arianna and for our family. 

And they did—more than did. 

Word spread through prayer chains and lists all over the country. Soon, hundreds—perhaps 
thousands—of people were praying for us regularly. 

Arianna’s tumor did not simply disappear. Prayer did not spare us the surgeries, the fear, the 
exhaustion, or the long uncertainty. But something happened. Something real. 

We experienced what it is like to be held—held by a strength that did not feel like our own, 
held by a love that upheld us when we had nothing inside ourselves that could hold us up any 
longer. 

That experience changed my mind about intercessory prayer. It persuaded me that prayer may 
be real in its effects even when those effects are not dramatic, measurable, or provable. 

But it also made me nervous. Because once I began to suspect that prayer might move 
something real—energy, presence, whatever one wishes to call it—I realized that prayer might 
move not only what is healing in us, but what is fearful in us as well. 

And as Arianna’s father, I knew I was carrying fear. Deep fear. Anxiety. A desperate need to 
control the outcome. I did not want to pour that panic into her life under the banner of prayer. 

So I realized that if I was going to pray for her, I first had to let God work on me. I had to find 
some way—however imperfectly—to let fear drain out of me, to let go of anxiety, to release 
my need to control what would happen, and to let that space be filled instead with peace, 
assurance, steadiness, and what I can only call healthy energy. 

That is when I began to develop the approach I still use to this day: I begin not with the other 
person, but with myself. I try to settle my body, quiet my mind, loosen my grip on the outcome, 
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and open myself to God’s healing presence. Only when I sense some measure of peace, 
spaciousness, or steadiness growing within me do I turn my attention toward the other person 
and hold them there in prayer. 

In other words, I try not to pray at someone from a state of fear. I try to hold them in God 
from a state of peace. 

Because subtle things can still be powerful. A small daily dose of poison can make a person sick 
over time. A small daily dose of medicine can help make them well. A steady stream can carve a 
canyon. 

Prayer, it seems to me, often works more like that stream than like a lightning bolt: gentle, 
cumulative, often unseen, yet real in its effects. 

Intercessory prayer is not only about physical healing. It can be about inner conflict, fear, grief, 
confusion, exhaustion, spiritual struggle. 

If someone is anxious, for example, I may begin by bringing my own anxiety before God—some 
analogous thread within myself. I do not need to share their exact circumstance to find a 
corresponding ache in my own life. Then, when I begin to feel some measure of peace within 
me, I turn toward them and hold them in that same peace-building field of prayer. 

In that sense, intercessory prayer is not simply thinking about someone else. It is allowing one’s 
own soul to become a kind of tuning fork, so that what has grown steadier within me may be 
offered, in love, toward them. 

That, to me, is what the Second Bow is. 

It is not anxious management. 
It is not spiritual control. 
It is not trying to fix someone from afar. 
It is becoming quiet enough, open enough, loving enough, that we can hold another person in 
God. 

And perhaps that is why Jesus’ teaching on prayer is inseparable from his teaching on love. Pray 
for your enemies, he says. Bless those who curse you. Pray for those who wound you. Not 
because prayer is magic. Not because prayer gives us secret power over outcomes. But 
because what moves through the heart matters. If fear, resentment, or contempt shape the 
prayer, then something distorted is being offered. But if compassion shapes the prayer, then the 
prayer begins to sound more like God. 

I suspect that is why so many people who have been deeply prayed for, even when the 
outcome remained hard, still say some version of the same thing: 
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“I could feel it.” 
“I could feel the love.” 
“I could feel that I was not alone.” 

At the very least, prayer reminds us that no one suffers alone. At its best, it becomes a way of 
carrying one another in the heart of God. That may be miracle enough to begin with. 

So that is what we will practice together now. 

Not straining. 
Not forcing. 
Not trying to make something happen. 

But opening ourselves to God, 
offering thanks, 
and then holding another person there in Love. 

 

Questions for personal and small group reflection 

The Second Bow: Holding Another in God Eric suggests that intercessory prayer is not 
about persuading God to care, but about joining more consciously in God’s care for another 
person.  
 
How does that shift your understanding of prayer for others? 
 
Panic Can Live Inside a Loving Heart One of the sermon’s central insights is that we may 
love someone deeply and still carry fear, anxiety, or a need to control the outcome for them.  
 
Have you ever experienced that tension? What helps you move from fear toward peace? 
 
A Tuning Fork of Peace The sermon describes intercessory prayer as allowing your own 
soul to become “a kind of tuning fork,” so that what grows steadier within you may be offered 
in love toward another person.  
 
What do you make of that image, and how might it change the way you pray? 
 


