The First Sunday in Advent – 2008
I. Introduction

I don’t know what all the jobs were in the master’s household Jesus was describing, but I would hate being the night doorman, wrestling to stay awake through the dark and lonely hours of the night… not my strong suit.  I can better relate to those disciples who fell asleep even after Jesus asked them to watch and pray with him.

Come to think of it, those two words belong together: stay awake and pray.  The doorman was to stay awake so he could focus his attention on the Master’s arrival.  Prayer likewise helps keep our attention focused on God and what God is doing.  So when Jesus said, “Stay awake,” he could have just as easily said, “Keep praying.”
II. Pride and despair rob us of prayer 
Opening
But prayer is not always easy.  There are two times in our lives when we all find it hard to pray… when things are so wrong that we have lost hope that anyone could make it better, not even God; and when things are going so well that it seems we don’t even need God.
Despair
Early 20th-century theologian, Reinhold Niebuhr, suggested that there are two root causes for sin: despair— which is when we have given up on God—and pride, which is when we have no need of God in our lives, because we (and our false gods) can do it ourselves.  

Concerning despair, there are a lot of things that can happen to us to cause us to fall into hopelessness: we can lose a spouse, we can lose a child; we can be afflicted with an incurable disease; we can be locked in the unrelenting hold of an addiction.  And the temptation we face in those times is to give up on God and stop praying.

Pride
And pride makes us think that when life seems good and manageable it is because of our efforts.  In those times the temptation is to do what we want to do, spend what we want to spend, ignore what we want to ignore, without a second thought about God.
Closing
What pride and despair have in common is that they rob us of our desire to pray.  And that is what Jesus was warning his disciples about.  When we stop praying, we are no longer looking to Jesus... we have fallen asleep.  But it works the other way around, too—prayer can keep us hopeful in desperate situations, and prayer can keep us grounded by knowing who we really are and what’s really important amidst all the distractions of life.

III. Hope and humility keep us looking to Jesus
Opening
Since prayer is really nothing but a conversation with God, it should be really easy.  After all, we are talking to someone who loves us deeply and cares for us.  But as in any relationship, conversations can be awkward if it has been a while since the two have spoken.  You know what I mean; it’s hard to call someone with whom you have been you out of touch.  Likewise, how does one start praying?
Prayers of hope
When Jesus’ disciples asked him to teach them how to pray, he taught them the Lord’s Prayer… which is a remarkable prayer that covers everything in only a few words.  But there are other prayers in the Bible that you may find to be better conversation starters.  For example, there are 150 prayers called the Psalms right in the middle of the Bible, and they are a good help get the conversation going.
For example, when you are feeling hopeless, and it seems that God is far away, it might be good to know that you aren’t the only one who has ever felt that way before.  
My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?
   Why are you so far from helping me…, 
O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer;
   and by night, but find no rest.  (Psalm 22:1-2)

The Psalms can put our despair into words, but they can also help us remember the One who lifts us from despair. 
I lift up my eyes to the hills—
   from where will my help come? 
My help comes from the Lord,
   who made heaven and earth. (Ps 121:1-2)
Prayers of humility
But maybe the time we find it hardest to pray is not when we are feeling vulnerable and hopeless, but when we are feeling strong and confident and it’s so easy to forget about God entirely.  That’s when we need to hear: 
Be still, and know that I am God! (Psalm 46:10)

And when we are thinking only of ourselves, we need to be reminded that: 
The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it,
   the world, and those who live in it; (Psalm 24:1)
And if we have been blessed richly, then we need to remember these words: 
I will give thanks to the Lord with my whole heart;
   I will tell of all your wonderful deeds. (Psalm 9:1)
Closing
Those prayers in the Bible inspire our hearts to talk to God.  Our prayers don’t need to be as formal as the prayers in the Bible.  After all, our prayers are just conversations with God.  Prayers are a way of keeping God in our thoughts every day… so that we are always looking to God… always awake.
IV. Conclusion
It’s strange that Jesus would have to so firmly command us to pray when prayer provides us with so much.  I suppose it’s a bit like your mom making you eat the food that’s good for you, but in this case the food is more like ice cream sundaes than Brussels sprouts.  Spending time with the One who has been waiting for you and for your time here even before the world began is never yucky.  
So call on God’s name when you are without hope.  Call on God’s name with thanksgiving when you have been blessed with much.  Don’t let a day go by without giving God the chance to reaffirm His promise to you and declare His love.  Keep on praying.  Amen.
