Be Strong in the Lord
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The strangest thing happens sometimes.  There you are with a good friend of yours, and she’s telling you what’s going on in her life.  She’s stressed out, struggling with problems at home and at work, and she’s full of self-doubts about her ability to cope and do what she needs to do.  You listen to her as she opens up to you, and you love this friend so much, and you want to help, and you offer a little advice along with lots of words of encouragement, and then it happens, this strange thing.  Quite suddenly you realize that what’s coming out of your mouth, those words of advice and encouragement, are words you yourself need to hear.  What you’re trying to cope with in your own life, it’s different from what she’s facing.  Yet what you said to her is applicable to your own situation, too, encouraging words you need to hang onto yourself.  And then you realize something else, equally strange.  Those words of advice and encouragement you spoke hoping to bolster your friend, somehow speaking those words aloud to her has bolstered something in you that needed bolstering, too.  I guess the Holy Spirit sometimes works like that, putting words in your mouth to be a gift for someone else, but also a gift for you.


Speaking to someone else words of encouragement, but suddenly realizing that what you’re saying is something you need to hear, too:  I got to thinking about that phenomenon last week when I was reading the encouraging words in this letter written a long time ago to the Christians in Ephesus, those words “Be strong in the Lord.”  It struck me that the person who was writing this letter might well have been as much talking to himself as to the Ephesians, probably needed to hear those encouraging as much as the recipients of his letter did.


The letter-writer is in prison, an “ambassador in chains,” as he says, and whoever this letter-writer is, whether the Apostle Paul, as some think, or someone else, clearly he’s a person who understands himself to be a preacher, called by God to preach the gospel of Jesus Christ.  And apparently he has no intention of stopping preaching, even though he’s already in trouble up to his eyeballs for doing that, and persisting could well cost him his life.

Is he totally without fear, undaunted by human weaknesses?  No; you can hear the humanness, the very human man, in his poignant plea:  “Pray for me that I may declare it boldly, as I must speak.”  So, even as he writes words of encouragement to the Christians in Ephesus, probably he’s writing words he himself needs to hear and hang onto:  “Be strong in the Lord.”

Well, chances are none of us will ever face possible execution just for living our Christian calling well.  But there are times – in our personal lives, when we’re facing big problems, in our discipleship lives, when saying what we need to say and doing what we need to do as a Christians is really, really hard – times when we ourselves need some bolstering.  And right about then we hear this letter-writer, who understands how it feels to need bolstering; we hear his words of encouragement:  Be strong in the Lord.  When what you’re facing is really tough, when coping with what you’re facing is really hard, when you feel so weak, as if hanging on by your fingernails and too weak to hang on much longer, be strong in the Lord.

So, okay, but how do you do that?  How do you get from that place of weakness to that place of strength in the Lord?  Well, apparently it has something to do with prayer.

Apparently, there’s something about prayer, a mysterious something about praying, which opens an ability we may not realize we have, this ability to tap into holy energy, into the Lord’s own energy, to be strong in the Lord.  Writing to people back then, and to us, the letter-writer urges prayer, prayer the door to being strong in the Lord.  But watch out here:  what the letter-writer points to is not private, individual prayer.

Now, of course, individual private prayer is so important for the living of our ordinary daily lives; tapping into holy energy as we pray quietly in our own hearts, there’s strength for us to use as we go along on ordinary days.  But, see, the letter-writer isn’t talking about ordinary days.  He’s talking about those days which are daunting as daunting can be.

To be strong in the Lord on days like that, it’s obvious to this letter-writer:  on days like that, we need others praying for us, even as we’re praying ourselves.  We need them praying, tapping into that holy energy and letting it flow through them to us.  The letter-writer says it clearly:  pray for each other…pray for me.

Thing is, praying for somebody necessitates praying with somebody.  Does that mean you have to be literally in the same physical location?  No, not necessarily, but what “praying with” does mean is that you have to be sort of inside the other person’s prayer, that is, you have to know what the other person needs, what he or she is praying for, so you can join your prayer energy to that prayer, so you can pray with.  And, flip side of that coin, when you’re the one needing to be strong in the Lord, when you’re the one standing in need of prayer, those who are praying with you need to know what you need, what you’re praying for, so they can get into your prayer and join their prayer to yours.

To be strong in the Lord on days dark and daunting, it means letting other people pray with you inside your prayer.  But there’s a sticky place here, a place where many Presbyterians get stuck.  Despite our theology of life together, as a family sharing life together, there’s something in many of us which recoils at the ideal of gut-level sharing, really letting others see you and know you as a person with weaknesses, as if weakness were a sign of faithlessness or something.  And asking others to help us, we certainly shy away from that.

We have this notion that we should be able to handle it ourselves, should be able to reach inside ourselves and pull ourselves up, maybe ask God – privately! – for help, but needing help from others, what comes up in us is shame.  So, not wanting to feel the shame we might feel, were we to show our neediness, we have this tendency to shy away from praying with, since praying with requires gut-level sharing.  Oh, we’re glad to pray for somebody else, would gladly pray with somebody, inside his or her own prayer.  But letting one or more persons get that close to us, close enough to pray with us, inside the neediness of our own prayer, well, for many of us, that’s hard.

But, just because it’s hard doesn’t mean that it’s impossible.  It’s not something we can’t do; it’s something we can do.  And, you know, there may be someone who needs to do that today, someone who needs that help, needs that praying with, to be strong in the Lord.  Maybe there’s someone who needs that prayer help today, and wouldn’t you feel honored were that person to trust you to be with him or her, inside that oh-so-important praying?  And were you to do that, were you to go into someone else’s prayer, the strangest thing might happen:  you might suddenly realize that as you’re praying for the bolstering of that person, something in you is getting bolstered, too.  I guess the Holy Spirit works like that sometimes.

And those of us for whom today is just an ordinary day, with our own individual private prayers providing sufficient energy, maybe what we should do is just file it away somewhere in the back of our minds, to be remembered on a day that’s not ordinary, on a day that’s dark and daunting.  Maybe we should just file it away till we need it, the truth that there’s this marvelous, I would say miraculous gift that comes, in praying with, as others pray with you inside your prayer, you and they tapping into holy energy, you and they praying in the energy of the Holy Spirit, you and they surrounded and joined together in the love of Jesus Christ.  There’s this gift, this praying-with gift, whenever you need it, to be strong in the Lord.
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