Easter 7 am
Prayer isn’t always easy, is it? Even those who were  alongside Jesus throughout the whole of his earthly ministry evidently found prayer at times difficult. They watched him as he communed with God, and saw the result of that  prayer in his life and in his work, and on at least one occasion in the  radiance of his face too. Yet they still said to him, "Lord, teach us how to pray."  So Jesus taught them the Lord's Prayer. 
In today's reading from John's gospel, Jesus has just had his last, farewell meal with the disciples and this is his final speech. In the circumstances you might have thought that Jesus would have ended with some final instructions to his disciples so that the group would continue after his death, or perhaps some sort of valedictory exhortation. But he doesn’t, and he doesn’t address his disciples at all, in fact. Instead, well within their ear-shot–and I am sure hoping that they will be listening–he addresses God. His final speech is a prayer to his heavenly father, and like all the prayers of Jesus that we find in the Gospels it is, I think, well worth our spending some time reflecting on it. 
Interestingly, Jesus starts the prayer, at the beginning of this chapter before the part we hear, by praying for himself. And that seems like a good way to start prayer. Human nature being what it is, our minds tend to fill with personal stuff–whatever our present mood and desires are, our anxieties, the things that are irking us etc–so it does seems sensible to deal with that first and get it out of the way, and then to move on to prayer for other people and other situations. 
In this morning’s passage (and this is where our Gospel begins), Jesus goes on in prayer to place the future of the Christian community firmly in God's hands. He prays, ‘Holy Father, I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, that they all may be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us…’ And so the future of the community (as Jesus prepares to leave it) is not entrusted to the community itself, but is instead turned over to God. And that's quite an encouraging thought, isn’t it? No matter how much we in the church may succeed or fail, or get bogged-down in issues that probably aren’t as important as we think they are, the future of the church is not ultimately in our hands, but in God's hands. Notice that one of Jesus’ particular concerns, completely knowingly, is for the unity of the generations of Christians that are to follow. Several times he prays, ‘may they be one’. How apposite has that prayer turned out to be throughout the Church’s history, and even today? Perhaps that prayer is still being made for us now, by Christ. It is all about our mystical union with Christ, so that we are in him, and thereby through him united with the Father; ‘may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me’. If we cannot be at one with each other, we cannot really become close with God, and thereby we cannot effectively reveal God’s love in the world. This is why this prayer matters so much to Jesus at this point. He is sustaining us in prayer, you could say.
Notice also that the tone of this prayer of Jesus to his Father is very personal. He addresses God as someone whom he knows very intimately indeed, and as someone whom he trusts implicitly. And in the prayer Jesus weaves together the past, the present and future into a kind of timelessness, which he suggests is available for all those who love God. 
If you read it right through in its entirety in John Chapter 17, it's a long prayer and sounds quite wordy. But it is a prayer which has a reflective, contemplative character and words and phrases are quite often repeated. This prayer of Jesus is certainly quite different from the Lord's Prayer, which is short and pithy and easily remembered (that one is more about facts rather than feelings, so to speak). So perhaps here we have some clues about the diversity of ways that we can pray to God. 
Certainly for us there are many different types of prayer and many different approaches to praying. Public prayer (like we do at services such as this one), is quite different from private prayer. It is more formal, and tries to guide us sensitively so we are all praying as one, though if it is good it should leave enough spaces for people to add in their own thoughts, and make it personal as well. 
As Jesus showed, the language of private prayer can be, and perhaps should be, very intimate. Sometimes words must be used, because if there's something which is deeply troubling it may be difficult to get it off our chests without speaking the words aloud in our minds. This sort of prayer would probably use the everyday language you would use to a close friend or a member of your family: "Help me, God, I need you!" 
But at other times prayer may be utterly silent, with no words at all. We know that Jesus spent a huge amount of time in prayer, but we have very few of his spoken prayers, and personally I could well imagine that a great deal of his time was spent contemplatively in a companionable silence with God and in meditation. 
Whatever the sort of prayer we prefer, there certainly does need to be some time for silence so that God has space to speak to us. In my experience the deeper one gets into prayer the more it tends to be listening prayer rather than speaking prayer. That silence might be found when we are doing something, like mowing the lawn, or enjoying a view, or looking at a picture. Or it may be in deliberate meditation. The key ingredients are, I think, a sort of inner stillness where we can keep distractions at bay, and and openness to hear what God might be trying to intimate to us.
My final thought is that sometimes location can be quite important in developing our life of prayer. We hear on several occasions in the bible that Jesus went off on his own to pray solitarily, away from the crowds, and even his disciples. After the last supper, in the first three Gospels, Jesus goes off to the Garden of Gethsemane to pray fervently, though this time he wants some of his disciples to go with him. I think it can help us if we find a place, perhaps secluded, where we can pray and develop the habit of praying. Perhaps even have some books of prayers, or an icon or other image, that helps us focus ourselves a bit. I have an especially comfy chair in my study that works well for me. Part of our vision for the Quiet Corner was to achieve something along these lines in this church.
One other location I like, where certainly a lot of prayer takes place, is the Abbey at West Malling to which sometimes we go as a parish group. Indeed we have another day booked there in a couple of Saturdays. I know that the sisters there pray for us in the cycle of prayer. If you haven’t been there yet, why not try it on this occasion. You might encounter there something of the peace that can also come through knowing God, and being known by him, in regular prayer.
