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Based on James 5:13-18 

 If you come here very often, you will know that we often deal with scriptural 

passages that are a bit unclear and hard to understand.  Part of the interest I find in 

ministry is exploring and unpacking those unclear passages in the Bible and helping to 

bring the meaning of the text into our current reality. 

 Well, assuming that’s correct, then I have to wonder if anyone else here was 

surprised by the passages we just read from James.  Because those texts, and in particular, 

the second piece from James 5, seems to require no explanation whatsoever.  “If any 

among you are suffering, they should pray.  If any among you are sick, they should call 

for the elders of the church and have then pray over them.”  Now really - is any of that 

unclear?  Is any of that impossible to do?  Is any of that even difficult to do?  No, not 

really. 

 But how often do we ask “the elders” of the church for prayer?  Certainly, some 

of you ask me to pray for you from time to time, and you are all in my prayers in any 

case.  But in general, when we pray, what sorts of things do we pray about? 

 The National Prayer Bank is a web site where people submit, and respond to 

prayer requests.  When I last checked, they have handled 1,258,273 prayers.  So I did a 

bit of research to see what people - on that web site at least - pray about. 

Here are some real examples of prayer requests on the web site: 

• “I pray that [name] might find comfort and wisdom in a right relationship with the 

Lord and saviour Jesus Christ”. 

• “I need a financial miracle” 

• “Pray for my sister who loves the Lord to pass her Nurse Practitioner Exam.” 

• “Asking prayers for me and my wife to be completely debt free and the money to 

pay all our weekly financial obligations.” 
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• “Pray for my mom and dad who have ailments that they are healed.  That I will be 

a daughter who honours them and take care of them effortlessly.  I am a full-time 

care giver of my mom.  It is very burdenful and dread to go because of unresolved 

issues when I was younger.  Please pray for my soul so that I am free to also 

intercede for those the Lord has placed in His will for my purpose to come to 

fruition.” 

• “Not being able to get pregnant has devastated me.  I’m beginning to feel like 

God is punishing me for some unknown reason and that in some strange way, He 

is enjoying my pain.  I know he’s not punishing me and I know my pain causes 

HIM pain, so why won’t He let it happen?  Why do teenagers and drug addicts get 

to have a child but I do not?  Please pray for healing my ovaries and spiritual 

renewal.” 

• “Please pray for me that I will quit smoking.  I have been praying about this for 

years and I continue to smoke.  Please pray that God will take the desire for me to 

smoke away and that He will help me to quit.” 

• “Please pray Ross does not go to the Philippines.  This is a mistake … he needs to 

realize the risk and that he is abandoning his child.” 

• “God please supply my rent today and money for all of my bills.  God please help 

me with my life, bring restoration to me for all the things I lost.” 

 I found the experience of reading other people’s prayers to be very humbling 

actually.  Some prayers made me wonder about the theology of the person making the 

request, but many were very thoughtful and seemed to reflect a much deeper 

understanding of the human condition.  Yes, it’s true that some of the request seemed 

selfish and unreasonable, but many made me wish I could engage with the individual 

making the request.  I encourage you to read through prayer requests online yourself and 

see what you can learn about prayer and faith. 

 And although we might be critical of some of the prayers - including some that I 

just read - at least these people are willing to verbalize their prayers and make them 
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public.  My experience in the United Church is that we prefer not to share our prayers - in 

general.  For about a year now I have created space during our “Prayers of the People” to 

allow people to verbalize prayers, and the response - at least the response “out loud” - has 

been limited.  Well - for most of us - that’s not really our tradition, is it?  And that’s fine. 

 However, I  always surprised by how often - if we are in pain, or are grieving - we 

intentionally avoid going to church, because we don't feel up to it.  How often do we 

actually avoid not only church but family and friends because we don't want to be seen in 

a weakened state?  We don’t want people to see us as needy.  We don't want people to pity 

us.  And, we don't want to be vulnerable. 

 Interestingly, prayer is one of the back-bones of most online churches. My 

favourite “virtual church” used to be "St. Pixels", an online church community offering 

many elements of traditional church.  But the feature I used most often was the “prayer 

room”.  At the scheduled time I would enter the prayer space, and be present with other 

Christians around the world.  Sessions lasted about 20 minutes.  People could type 

messages to the group, but I really preferred the times of intentionally silent prayer.  

Nobody typed anything at all during prayer time.  But when the sessions were over there 

was a massive outpouring from people expressing gratitude for the presence of each other 

during our time of silent prayer.  It was sacred space.  Virtual space, but sacred none the 

less. 

 I realize that many of us in this congregation are not very tech-savvy, and you 

might find it hard to imagine logging into web site and entering a “space” just to be 

connected to other people - in silence.  But I found it very powerful and special.  Perhaps 

it was easier to engage with strangers.  Anonymity can distance people, but it can also 

bring people together in other ways that can be quite meaningful. 

 St. Pixels also had a 3D virtual sanctuary where people could go for regular 

worship services.  People went as avatars, you even got to walk down the isle and pick 

your seat.  But that's another story. 

 Anonymous prayers have a purpose.  But James pushes the point further.  He does 

not just say we should pray for healing.  He goes on, “confess your sins to one another, 
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and pray for one another, so that you may be healed.”  Ok - well I think I see the problem 

here.  "Confess your sins to one another" really doesn't sound very ... United Churchy to 

me.  And yet, according to James, that is in fact a pathway to healing.  So here's a 

question.  James was just James, we don't have to believe him.  Martin Luther thought 

that the book of James didn’t even belong in the Bible.  So the question is - do we believe 

that our healing is dependent on our willingness to be open and vulnerable with each 

other?  And - heaven forbid - to pray for each other? 

 What does James mean by “confess your sins to each other”?  Isn't that a Catholic 

thing?  Well, formal confession to a priest in a booth is a Catholic thing, yes.  But the 

concept - and the need for confession - is universal. 

 Confession requires openness.  Confession requires vulnerability and some degree 

of acceptance of lack of control over one’s own life.  I myself have received countless 

“confessions” visiting inmates in prison.  Not that the word “confession” would ever have 

been used, but vulnerable people who need healing automatically utilize confession as 

part of their healing.  That’s why it is so powerful when somebody at AA says, “Hi, my 

name is Paul, and I’m an alcoholic.”  There is no healing without truth.  And confession 

is simply naming that truth.  Hey - maybe confession in more United-Churchy than we 

thought! 

 In 2 weeks I will be journeying to Ottawa to join others participating in the 

closing celebrations of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.  If you haven’t heard of 

the TRC, its a massive project of reconciliation through truth-telling and new 

relationships following the specific and systematic abuses to Aboriginal Canadians 

through the system of residential schools.  The United Church has actively worked to 

contribute to this project of truth and healing, and I am excited to be a part of it too.  The 

entire project is an enactment of James 5.  We will confess our collective sins to each 

other, and we will find healing and reconciliation.  And we will pray! 

 If you want healing, begin with truth.  The truth shall set you free.   

Amen.
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