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Introduction

During the six weeks’ period of this course, I had different types of prayer experiences in which I tried to implement different principles that I had learned from Carson’s book “A Call to Spiritual Reformation”, the presentation by Dennis Fuqua, and class discussions on prayer. Those prayer experiences that I am going to reflect on include morning and before-bed private prayers which totaled about 40 hours, fasting (skipping lunches) and praying with one of my friends over his specific needs for two weeks, praying with my partner in small group meetings as required by this course, praying with 2 brothers from my church in one-on-one fellowship meetings, and praying with my family members averaging 30 minutes every day.    

Pray Until We Pray
The Puritan advice as introduced in Carson’s book chapter one “Pray until we pray” did help me a lot in my morning and before-bed private prayers. This Puritan motto assured me that if we persisted, we would eventually come into the presence of the Lord and truly pray in the Holy Spirit. Honestly I had often stopped before I truly prayed in the Spirit. One reason was that I was not certain if I would eventually get there if I held on. After I read that chapter, I was encouraged to hang on. The success rate of praying in the Spirit has changed from about 50% to 80% as a result of that. Of course, it also means that now I have to spend longer time in morning and before-bed prayers. It is a little frustrating that sometimes I have to stop before I get there because I need to go to another scheduled activity.  
Concentration vs Distraction
In the first two small group meetings with Joe, we prayed in my car. It was great! Just 3 or 4 minutes after we started praying I managed to enter into HIS presence and was then able to be focused over the next 20 minutes or so. We chose to come back to our campus (the Western Seminary) to have our third meeting. We tried to pray on the lawn. Unfortunately I just couldn’t concentrate due to distractions around me. We were back to praying in the car during the fourth meeting. It was good. Then for some reason we had to hold our last meeting in my work place. Initially I wanted to have our prayer time in my office, but then I thought of the issue of distractions and so I changed my mind. We then prayed in the huge back yard of my facility where there would be no other people at that time of the day. We had the best prayer experience over there. This experience reinforced what I learned from a class discussion regarding “distractions” as one of the obstacles in prayer. Now I am more conscious of my own responsibility of choosing a better place to pray where there are fewer distractions.         
Requests vs Relationship with the Lord
On the 14th of July, Dennis Fuqua (International Renewal Ministry) had a presentation in class. One point hit me hard: Prayer is not primarily about requests, but the relationship with the Lord. He said perhaps the most damaging opening statement repeatedly made in many prayer meetings was: “What are the prayer requests?” He then encouraged us to use Psalms and songs in our prayers to nurture our relationship with God. Joe and I practiced that in our small group prayers. I read Psalm 1 and he read Psalm 119. We repeated some verses several times because they helped us get closer and closer to HIM. Then we prayed freely from our hearts. Not long I felt like singing a song “Isn’t He wonderful?” and so I gently sang it.  Afterward we also sang Alleluia and Amazing Grace together. Our songs were intertwined with words of thanks and praise prompted by the lyrics of the songs. We both experienced “the sweet hours of prayer”. Now I use more and more of scriptures and songs when I pray with my church brothers one on one. However, it is harder to try it out in a corporate prayer with more participants because I keep thinking that some participants may not like that because it is so much different from their usual ways of praying.     
Sovereignty vs Personal Responsibility

Both Gerry Breshears’ lecture and the chapter 9 of Carson’s text touched on the issue of God’s sovereignty vs our personal responsibility of praying. “If God works out everything in conformity with HIS purpose, will it make a difference whether or not we pray?” It was indeed something that boggled my mind. I confessed sometimes I was tempted to pray less aggressively because I thought it might not make a difference anyway. I am glad that now I have a new perspective: God is a sovereign God and He chooses to implement His plans through our prayers.   
Seven days after I heard the presentation by Gerry, I met with a friend at the Starbuck near the 82nd and Division. He started our conversation with a series of accusations against me. I was offended and adrenalin was released into my blood. I was ready to fight back. If I had not been reminded by the Holy Spirit to pray, I would have defended myself with a “righteous sermon” forcing the blame back onto his own shoulders. Or I would have made myself believe that it was not His plan for our friendship to continue. Fortunately I prayed under my breath as he was still spilling his anger over me. Somehow after several minutes, I could see his negative energy dramatically subside and in the end he apologized for failing to see things from my perspectives.  I believe God helped me triumph at this particular conflict and He did it through my prayer. Such an attitude urges me to pray more aggressively now as I view my prayers as one of God’s ways of exercising His sovereignty. Importunity is much needed though because most of my prayers are not answered as swiftly as the one shared above.

Conclusion
Some of the principles of prayer that I have learned in this course have indeed brought about some positive changes in my prayer mentality and behavior. I confess that in the past I was guilty of being too fatalistic in my thinking and actions. When it came to prayers, the manifestations included: lack of efforts to look for a distraction-free place, opening my eyes before really praying in the Spirit, and failure to pray more aggressively for the will of the Lord to come to pass. 
With an understanding that God exercises His sovereign plans through our prayers, I am now gearing up to take more responsibility to make sure that I will pray more aggressively with greater perseverance and yet fewer distractions in order that my relationships with the Lord and with people around me will be more intimate.  
