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“For we do not know how to pray as we ought, but [the] Spirit [of God] intercedes [for us] with sighs too deep 
for words” (Romans 8:26). Have you at times in your life, known this witness of St. Paul in our Second 
Lesson? … Times when you just flat-out collapse, failing to find words to bear the heavy freight of life’s 
struggles … Times when you just come to the end of yourself? … Or, someone asks you to pray, but you 
don’t even know where to begin … And so, what strange comfort it is to hear that even the esteemed 
Apostle Paul confesses such times when he himself does not know how to pray (cf. Luther’s Works 
25:335). We think that ease and fluency at prayer comes with great spiritual achievement and intense 
faith. But here, one of Christendom’s greatest representatives witnesses how he finds it impossible at 
times to pray as he ought. “With sighs too deep for words …” Inarticulate prayer. 

So, what is the Bible teaching us here? What is St. Paul “unloading”? … Could it be that the truest 
prayers do not easily find words? Could it be that prayer that bubbles-up to fall “trippingly from the 
tongue” is neither rooted very deep nor ascends to much effect? The truth is this: the more real the 
need to pray, the harder it is to express that need. Jacques Ellul, the 20th century French theologian has 
perhaps the best one-word-definition for prayer: “Help!”… 

However, don’t presume that silence is bad or that it means nothing is happening … (Luther’s Works 25: 366, 
370). For in the very silence that surrounded his death, Jesus himself became the best possible companion 
for those whose prayers do not seem to be answered … times when we feel like we’re just hanging in thin 
air (cf. Mark 15:34; Matt. 26:36-40). For silence is as much a sign of God’s presence as of God’s absence 
(Max Picard; The World of Silence, p.34; cf. Barbara Brown Taylor’s When God is Silent). Divine silence 
is not a vacuum to be filled but a mystery to be entered – unarmed with words and undistracted by noise.  
And so we hear the Spirit of God speaking through the spirit of the Psalmist:  
“Be still/silent and know that I am God” (46:10). It is, just then – oft’ in our silenced failures – with the 
interceding of the Spirit of God – that we are the nearest to true worship! 
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The eminent 20th cent. conductor, Robert Shaw has pointed out that “true worship has essentially 
two parts” (Westminster Presbyterian Forum in Minneapolis; 300th anniversary of J.S. Bach’s 
birth on NPR, March 1985). They are: 1) An admission of pain (Law); and 2) A deep sense of 
mystery (Gospel). For example, note how “pain” and “mystery” are brought together in one of 
the church’s most beloved hymns:

      “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound
      That saved a wretch like me;

      I once was lost, but now am found
      Was blind, but now I see.”

Admission of pain i a sense of divine mystery symbolize that the deepest longings of the 
human heart are inexpressible. That the truest prayers cannot be spoken. It is what we might 
call inarticulate prayer. And thus the Spirit of God must intercede for us, pray through us. 
And in that intercession we find ourselves totally dependent upon the Spirit’s work, unable to 
describe what we need, only knowing that we need something/someone to intercede for us.

***
The opposite of “Inarticulate Prayer” is what we might call “Shopping List Prayer”… so full of I 
and my and me… we don’t have ears-to-hear the wonder of the Spirit’s interceding ‘n claiming 
witness: that we are “children of God” (Rom. 8:14-17). God’s grace gets lost in all the groceries. 
(A story from Augie Days: when self-serving prayer demonstrated ‘There’s no bios w/o theos.’ )

The transforming power of prayer is not in the prayer as such, but in the One who hears it. 
(Paul Tillich; Systematic Theology I:267; cf. III:120, 191).

Dear family-n-friends in Christ: it is the Spirit of God in and through Christ, interceding for 
our spirits – claimed as God’s beloved children – that gives solace to the inarticulate prayers 
that are too deep for words. The admission of pain joined to the healing mystery of God’s 

holy presence – lifts up our sigh-filled prayer: “Our Father, who art in heaven …” And God’s 
there with his swaddling spirit. To borrow the words of my favorite singer-songwriter: “Winter, 

Spring, Summer of Fall/ All you’ve got to do is call/ And I’ll be there…Yes, you’ve got a Friend” 
(James Taylor). The very best and saving Advocate in the world (John 14:16f )! Let us pray …

“Spirit of God, descend upon our hearts; Wean it from earth, through all its  
pulses move; Stoop to our weakness, strength to us impart; 
And make us love you as we ought to love.” (ELW #800)
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