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LISTEN:  SURROUNDED BY THE SPIRIT 
Romans 8:26-28, 37-39 Rev. Renee Hoke 
February 25, 2018 First Christian Church Wichita Falls, Texas 
 
Romans 8 (Contemporary English Version) 
26 In certain ways we are weak, but the Spirit is here to help us. For example, when we don’t 
know what to pray for, the Spirit prays for us in ways that cannot be put into words. 27 All of 
our thoughts are known to God. He can understand what is in the mind of the Spirit, as the 
Spirit prays for God’s people. 28 We know that God is always at work for the good of everyone 
who loves him.  
37 In everything we have won more than a victory because of Christ who loves us. 38 I am sure 
that nothing can separate us from God’s love—not life or death, not angels or spirits, not the 
present or the future, 39 and not powers above or powers below. Nothing in all creation can 
separate us from God’s love for us in Christ Jesus our Lord! 
 

Stanley Hauerwas is an American theologian. Hauerwas was a 

longtime professor at Duke University where he taught ethics at the 

Divinity School with a joint appointment at Duke’s School of Law. In the 

fall of 2014, he also assumed a chair in Theological Ethics at the 

University of Aberdeen. Before moving to Duke and the University of 

Aberdeen, Hauerwas taught at the University of Notre Dame. Hauerwas is 

considered by many to be one of the world's most influential living 

theologians. 

And so it won’t surprise you when I say that Dr. Hauerwas really 

knew how to pray. He demonstrated that over the years by praying in the 

classroom before his lectures, wrestling with world events and ordinary 

occurrences and everything in between. A sample of those prayers have 

been collected in a book titled Prayers Plainly Spoken. 
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Here’s a portion of a prayer he offered after his Siamese cat Tuck 

died at the age of 20: 

Passionate Lord, by becoming one of us, you revealed your unrelenting 
desire to have us love you. You have made us to love your creation and 
through such love, such desire, we learn to love you. We believe every love 
we have you have given us. Tuck’s love of us, and our love of him, is a 
beacon, a participation in your love of all your creation. We thank you, we 
sing your praise, for the wonderful life of this cat. His calm, his dignity, 
his courage, his humor, his patience, his always “being there,” made us 
better. 
 

In the fall of 1996, Hurricane Fran devastated the area of North 

Carolina around Duke University. This is a prayer Dr. Hauerwas offered 

on the day classes resumed: 

God, give us the humility of Job. Help us stand awestruck before the 
mystery of your creation. Help us understand the wildness of your 
creation, wildness at once as terrible as it is beautiful. Make us neighbors 
for one another. In the pain, in our fear of being out of control, may we 
discover our ability to need help and in that discovery enable us to help 
others. We know normality will quickly return and we will again be OK, 
not needing anyone else. But sear into our memories the moments when 
we discern we are not our own and, thus, come closer to perfection. Amen. 
 

Just one more. This is a portion of the prayer he offered following the 

death of the executive secretary to the religion department at Duke. 

God, how we pray that you will make our ordinary lives extraordinary. We 
fear the anonymity, the ordinary promises. We want to compel others to 
remember us by attempting to be more than we are. But then you confront 
us with lovely lives like that of Wanda Camp—lives lived in service, lives 
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lived in joy. We are saddened by her death but we rejoice that the 
communion of your saints is enriched by that wiry little ball of energy. 
 

There aren’t many people who can pray with such precision and 

eloquence. As the apostle Paul preached and coached the early church into 

existence, he could see that believers were overwhelmed with the 

responsibility of prayer. That’s why his letters to the Christians in Rome 

were infused with lessons on the work of the Holy Spirit. 

(6) If our minds are ruled by the Spirit, we will have life and peace. 

(11) God’s Spirit now lives in you, and he will raise you to life by his 

Spirit. 

(16) God’s Spirit makes us sure that we are God’s children. His Spirit lets 

us know that together with Christ we will be given what God has promised 

us. 

(23) The Spirit makes us sure about what we will be in the future. 

 

Now all of this Holy Spirit pep talk by Paul is important. He is laying 

a foundation on the work of the Holy Spirit to give us assurance and 

remind us of our value as God’s children. All of that leads Paul to the 

subject of prayer. It is an area of insecurity for many believers. We listen 

to church leaders pray on Sunday, we read beautiful prayers in devotional 

books, and somehow our own efforts seem feeble. 

This question about prayer was asked once of Billy Graham… 
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Dear Dr. Graham, 
I grew up thinking that the only prayers I was supposed to say were ones 
I'd memorized as a child. Now I'm afraid to pray in my own words, for 
fear I'll say something wrong and God will be offended. Am I right to feel 
this way? 
 
Here’s the answer from Billy Graham: 

No, you aren’t right to feel this way—because God delights in the simple, 
heartfelt prayers of His people. Just as parents delight in their child’s 
chatter, so God delights in our “chatter” with Him. 
There’s nothing wrong with memorized prayers, of course—as long as 
they are based on what the Bible says, and as long as we pay attention to 
what we’re saying. Every week Christians in many churches recite 
together the so-called “Lord’s Prayer” from memory (you can find it in 
Matthew 6:9-13). Jesus, however, warned us against empty prayers that 
have lost their meaning. He said, “When you pray, do not keep on 
babbling” (Matthew 6:7). 
God loves us, and He wants us to bring every concern we have to Him in 
prayer. You can’t offend Him by saying something wrong; He loves you, 
and He welcomes your simplest prayer! One reason Jesus Christ died for 
us is so we could be cleansed of our sins and approach God in prayer. The 
Bible says, “Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, 
so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of 
need” (Hebrews 4:16). 
 

You’ve heard Billy Graham’s encouragement to prayer from your 

heart. Now listen to what Paul writes in Romans 8: 

In certain ways we are weak, but the Spirit is here to help us. For 
example, when we don’t know what to pray for, the Spirit prays for us in 
ways that cannot be put into words. All of our thoughts are known to God. 
He can understand what is in the mind of the Spirit, as the Spirit prays for 
God’s people. 
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Based no doubt on Paul’s teaching regarding the work of the Spirit, 

one ancient prayer spoken in a single sentence is simply “Come, Holy 

Spirit.” 

We don’t often think about breathing … unless we’re running out of 

air. But breath is an important theme throughout the Bible. The Book of 

Genesis says God made man from mud and put skin, muscles, bones, 

blood vessels, tendons, veins and hair in place, but the man was not a 

"living being" until God breathed into his body. 

The word for breath in Hebrew is ruach which also means Spirit, so 

man only becomes a "living being" when God gives him His Spirit. 

According to the psalms, "… everything that has breath praise the Lord", 

so to be alive we first inhale God’s Spirit. 

Last week I shared with you my first experience of a silent retreat. 

That began a journey that led me to work with a spiritual director—Sister 

Adeline, who served at the Villa D’Matel convent in the heart of Houston. 

Sister Adeline invited me to attend an overnight retreat on centering 

prayer and I entered the room the first night fully equipped with my 

notepad and pen and Bible. Chairs were arranged in a large circle and men 

and women of all ages came and sat quietly. Centering prayer is a prayer 

with no words. It is simply agreeing to sit quietly and BE with God. Our 

first exercise lasted 30 minutes but it seemed like 3 hours as my brain 

bounced around. I was constructing grocery lists and planning worship 

and everything in between. But thanks to the work of the Holy Spirit I 
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learned, and I got better at centering prayer. Eventually it felt like sitting 

in a porch swing on a summer evening with the breeze stirring the trees. 

And inviting God to come and sit next to me. No conversation. Just 

enjoying the peace together. 

That kind of presence and peace is the specialty of the Holy Spirit. 


