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and  sorrow . T h e  range of h u m an  em o tio n  an d  experience  

is ap p ro p ria te—even necessary—prayer m aterial.

•  T h e  p ro b le m  o f  p ra y e r  is p ro fo u n d  a n d  g re a t  m in d s  

h a v e  e x p lo re d  its d e p th s .  C . S. L ew is fo u n d  th a t  th e  

sam e  a rg u m e n t a g a in s t  p ra y e r  (w h y  d o  it if G o d  

k n o w s  b e s t)  c a n  b e  m a d e  fo r  a n y  h u m a n  a c t iv i ty — 

isn 't it all m e a n in g le s s  if G o d 's  g o in g  to  m a k e  it w o rk  

o u t o n e  w ay  o r  a n o th e r?

God could have arranged things so that our bodies nourished 

themselves miraculously without food, knowledge entered our 
brains without studying, umbrellas magically appeared to protect 

us from rainstorms. God chose a different style of governing the 
world, a partnership which relies on human agency and choice.

•  T h is  p a r tn e rsh ip  w ith  G o d  m ean s th a t  p ra y e r  m u st b e  

a c c o m p an ie d  b y  ac tio n . Y an cey  re tu rn s  to  th is  p o in t  

again  an d  again . G o d  w orks th ro u g h  h u m a n  agency . 

T h e  G o o d  S am aritan  d id n 't  ju s t p ray  fo r th e  m an  ly in g  

h a lf-d ead  o n  th e  s ide  o f th e  ro ad , h e  also  ac ted . Y an cey  

re p e a te d ly  em p h as ize s  th a t  w e  are  G o d 's  h a n d s  in th e  

w orld . H e  q u o te s  th e  C a th o lic  p r ie s t a n d  a u th o r  R ona ld  

R o lh e ise r o n  th is  po in t:

A theist believes in a God in heaven whereas a Christian believes 
in a God in heaven who is also physically present on this earth 
inside human beings.... God is still present, as physical and as 
real today as God was in the historical Jesus. God still has 
skin, human skin, and physically walks on this earth just as 
Jesus did.... To pray "God, please help my neighbor cope with 

her financial problems," or "God, do something about the home- 
less downtown" is the approach of a theist, not a Christian. God 
has chosen to express love and grace in the world through those 
of us who embody Christ. (24 4)

Prayer: Does It Make Any Difference?
A book by Philip Yancey
(G ra n d  R apids, M ich .: Z o n d e rv a n , 2006)

BY DANEEN AKERS

've alw ays a p p re c ia te d  P h ilip  Y ancey 's b o o k s  becau se  

h e  w rites  as a p ilg rim , n o t as a pasto r. N o t  th a t  I 

d o n 't  ap p re c ia te  pas to ra l p ersp ec tiv es , b u t o f ten  th e y  

seem  to  skip  o v e r  th e  d o u b ts , q u es tio n s, an d  lam en ts  

th a t  I have . Y an cey  dives in to  th o rn y  a n d  c o m p lic a te d  

p ro b lem s, seem in g ly  w ith o u t fear th a t  tru ly  m in in g  th e ir  

d e p th s  co u ld  leave h im  o r  h is read e rs  w ith  less fa ith  th a n  

th e y  s ta r te d  w ith . It's h is  h o n e s ty  an d  raw ness th a t  allow s 

m e to  lis ten  to  h is ev en tu a l co n c lu s io n s  (o r even  ju s t co n - 

tin u in g  q u es tio n s).

In Prayer: Does It Make Any Difference? Y an cey  add resses 

th e  b ig  q u es tio n s. W h y  p ray  if G o d  a lread y  k n o w s th e  

fu ture? W h y  are  so m a n y  p ray e rs  seem in g ly  u nansw ered?  

W h a t  ab o u t all o f  th o se  seem in g ly  c lea r p ro m ises in th e  

G o sp e ls  ab o u t ask in g  a n d  th e n  receiv ing?  If w e ag ree  to  

p ray , h o w  d o  w e  g o  a b o u t it?

As so m e o n e  w h o  has alw ays s tru g g le d  w ith  p ray e r, I 

a p p re c ia te d  ex p lo rin g  th e se  q u es tio n s  w ith  a fe llow  pil- 

g rim , ev en  if a t th e  e n d  I still h av e  d o u b ts . I espec ia lly  

e n jo y e d  th e  sto rie s  Y an cey  sh a red . S o m e h o w  w h e n  faced  

w ith  b ig  th e o lo g ic a l issues, like h o w  p ray e r  w orks, I find  

th e  m o s t m e a n in g  in th e  sh a re d  h u m a n ity  I fin d  in th e  sto- 

ries o f o th e rs  fac ing  strugg les. A  few  n u g g e ts  th a t  le ap ed  

o u t a t m e  in m y  read ing :

•  P rayer in th e  Bible frequen tly  "lacks serenity , to  p u t it 

m ildly. In prayer, G o d  seem s to  encou rage  ritual lam ent" 

(67). Ju st rea d  th e  Psalm s to  see h o w  p rayer can b e  filled 

a lternate ly  w ith  h o p e  an d  jo y  an d  th e  nex t m inu te  despair



m a in  d if f ic u lty  w ith  u n a n s w e re d  p ra y e rs  is th a t  Je su s  

s e e m e d  to  p ro m ise  th e re  n e e d  n o t  b e  any"  (2 3 4 ).

T h is  w as th e  s e c tio n  I p e r s o n a lly  h a d  th e  m o s t tro u -  

b le  w ith . It's o n e  th in g  to  r e a d  h o w  th e o lo g ia n s  

a d d re ss  th e  th o r n y  issues o f  p ra y e r , b u t  th e  c h a lle n g e  

is th a t  th e  B ible is p r e t ty  e x p lic i t  in so m e  p la ce s , 

su c h  as: " T h e re fo re  I te ll y o u , w h a te v e r  y o u  ask  fo r 

in p ra y e r , b e l ie v e  th a t  y o u  h a v e  r e c e iv e d  it, a n d  it 

w ill b e  y o u rs"  ( a n d  m a n y  o th e r  ex a m p le s ) . Y a n c e y  

v a l ia n t ly  lo o k s  a t  m a n y  re a so n s  w h y  p ra y e rs  g o  

u n a n s w e re d —so m e  are  tr iv ia l, so m e  are  c o n t r a d ic to ry  

o r  in c o n s is te n t  ( lo o k  a t fo o tb a l l  g a m e s  o r  w ars), 

so m e  a re  m a d e  w ith o u t  g o o d  in te n t io n s  o n  th e  p a r t  

o f  th e  p ra y -e r , so m e  a re  a n s w e re d  in b ig g e r  p ic tu re  

te rm s , a n d  so  fo r th .  H o w e v e r ,  I w is h e d  th a t  Y a n c e y  

h a d  d e lv e d  in to  h o w  w e  g o t  Je su s ' w o rd s  (I'm  su re  

h e 's  aw a re  o f  tr a n s la t io n  h is to ry )—m a y b e  th o s e  v e rs-  

es re f le c t  a b ia s  o f th e  w rite r . But th a t  b r in g s  u p  su ch  

a c o m p le x  to p ic  th a t  I c a n  im a g in e  h e  re a l iz e d  th is  

b o o k  w o u ld  tu rn  in to  a se rie s . A lth o u g h  Y a n c e y  d o e s  

p ro v id e  so m e  c o n c lu s io n s , I'm  still le f t  th in k in g  th is  

is a b ig  p ro b le m  (a n d  o n e  c o m m o n ly  e x p lo i te d  b y  

p a s to rs  w h o  m a k e  th e i r  p a r is h io n e rs  fee l th e y  ju s t  

d o n 't  h a v e  e n o u g h  fa ith ; th a t 's  w h y  th e i r  p ra y e rs  a re  

u n a n s w e re d ) .

•  In th e  en d , o n e  o f th e  b e s t rea so n s  w e  h av e  fo r p ray in g  

is Jesus. S u re ly  if a n y o n e  w as p riv y  to  G o d 's  w ill it w as 

h im , b u t h e  still p ra y e d —even  an g rily  a n d  tearfu lly  a t 

tim es. T h a t 's  p ro b a b ly  a g o o d  ex am p le  fo r us all.

T h e s e  a re  ju s t  a few  id e as  th a t  s tru c k  m e —th is  is 

a c tu a lly  q u ite  a le n g th y  b o o k , so  I'm  b a re ly  d o in g  it  ju s-  

tic e  to  p ic k  o u t  a few  n u g g e ts ,  b u t  I w o u ld  lo v e  y o u r  

th o u g h ts ,  to o . ■

To read the discussion that followed this review, go to the Spectrum home 
page, click the Reviews link, and scroll down to the May 1st post.

Daneen Akers is a graduate student in creative writing at San Francisco 
State University and the book review editor of Spectrum.

I found  this p o in t to  be  th e  single m ost p ro found  take-aw ay 

from  th e  en tire  book . Y ancey  also com es b ack  to  it w h en  

look ing  at Jesus’ life and  miracles. W h y  d idn 't Jesus m iracu- 

lously cure w orld  pov erty  instead of feed ing  five thousand? 

W h y  d idn 't h e  erad ica te  th e  p o lio  v im s in stead  o f hea ling  

th e  paraplegic? Jesus to u c h ed  th e  lives of th e  p eop le  in his 

life ju s t as I have  a responsib ility  to  th o se  w h o se  lives I'm 

a part of—this m eans som e of us will have w ide circles, 

som e of us small, b u t w e are all th e  living em b o d im e n t of 

w h a t  G o d 's  lo v e  in  th e  w o r ld  lo o k s  like .

T h e re 's  so m e th in g  to  b e  sa id  fo r fixed  p rayers, especial- 

ly  d u rin g  tim es o f "spiritual d ryness , w h e n  sp o n ta n e o u s  

p ray e r  seem s an  im p o ssib le  ch o re "  (179). A s so m e o n e  

w h o  g rew  u p  A d v en tis t w ith o u t ev e r see in g  so m e th in g  

like The Book of Common Prayer, th is  esp ec ia lly  c a u g h t m y  

eye. A lso  as so m e o n e  w h o  seem s to  g o  th ro u g h  a lo t o f 

d ry  spells in th e  p ra y in g  d e p a r tm e n t, I th in k  I'm g o in g  

to  ex p e r im e n t w ith  this.

In ad d itio n  to  fixed  p raye rs , th e re 's  s o m e th in g  to  b e  

sa id  for silen t, m e d ita tiv e  p rayers. M a rtin  L u th e r  w as 

sa id  to  co u n se l th a t, "T h e  few er th e  w o rd s , th e  b e t te r  

th e  p rayer"  (190). I'm re m in d e d  o f th e  p o r tio n s  o f Eat, 
Pray, Love, w h e re  Liz G ilb e rt finally  q u ie ts  h e r  m in d  in 

m e d ita tio n  th ro u g h  th e  use o f s h o r t  p ray e rs  o r  m an tras. 

For a v e rb iv o re  like m yself, b e in g  q u ie t d o esn 't co m e  

natu ra lly , so f in d in g  s o m e th in g  to  p ray  a b o u t isn ’t m y  

p ro b le m — ra th e r, I n e e d  to  learn  th e  d isc ip line  of 

silence. Y an cey  re m in d e d  m e th a t  th is  is p ro b a b ly  

d e e p e r  p ra y e r  th a n  m y  ex te m p o ra n e o u s  bab b lin g s.

Like m e, Y ancey  finds th e  m iraculous stories of G o d  sav- 

ing  C hristians from  th e  T w in  T ow ers o r  from  plane 

w recks problem atic . W ere  n o t th e  o th e r  p eop le  praying? 

W ere  th e y  n o t also g o o d  people? W h e n  w e th ro w  around  

m iracles like this, w e lesson th e ir  im pact, w h ich  Y ancey 

does believe in b u t finds to  be  rare events. T h is  is an espe- 

d a lly  sensitive top ic  w h en  dealing  w ith  m edical healings, 

an d  Y ancey recoun ts stories of letters h e  has received from  

readers ta lk ing  ab o u t th e ir  personal ho rro rs—stories th a t 

m ade m e w eep —an d  th e  seem ingly  em pty , unansw ered  

prayers for healing.

T h e  g re a t  p ro b le m  re s ts  in  w h a t  Y a n c e y  te rm s  th e  

"S w e e p in g  P ro m ises"  o f  th e  B ible. "In a n u tsh e ll ,  th e
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But a d iffe ren ce  co u ld  b e  seen  as v ic tim s c o n tin u e d  to  

te ll th e ir  sto ries. T h e  b lo o d  p ressu res o f th o se  w h o  h a d  

fo rg iven  n o rm alize d  qu ick ly  as th e y  reca lled  th e  details. 

M ean w h ile , th e  p ressu res o f th o se  w h o  h a d  n o t y e t  forgiv- 

e n —regard less  o f h o w  m u ch  tim e  h a d  p assed  o r  th e  size  o f 

th e  o ffense—c o n tin u e d  n o t o n ly  to  raise as th e y  re to ld  

th e ir  sto ries, b u t also  to  leave th e m  w ith  re s tin g  h e a r t  ra tes 

h ig h e r  th a n  th o se  o f th e ir  fo rg iv in g  peers.

U n d o u b te d ly , th e  p ro ce ss  o f fo rg iveness seem s to  b r in g  

b en efits , b o th  sp iritua lly  a n d  physica lly . But th a t  d o esn 't 

n ecessarily  seem  to  an sw er th e  q u es tio n  v o ic ed  b y  a m o th -  

e r  w h o se  son  w as k illed  w h e n  th e  T w in  T o w ers  co llap sed , 

w h o se  b o d y  n o w  lies in a trash  h e a p  o u ts id e  N e w  Y ork  

C ity , as sh e  asked  a q u es tio n  e c h o e d  th ro u g h o u t th e  in te r- 

view s: A re so m e  ac ts  un fo rg ivab le?

A p p a re n tly  a p ro p o sa l has  b e e n  m ad e  to  c re a te  a G ar- 

d e n  o f F o rg iveness a t G ro u n d  Z e ro . S o m e fin d  c o m fo r t in 

th e  idea, w h erea s  o th e rs  th in k  it o ffensive  fo r a site  th a t  

co m m e m o ra te s  en o rm o u s  w ro n g d o in g . T h e  q u es tio n  

lingers in m a n y  form s, b u t all h in t  a t th e  sam e ache: C a n  

y o u  fo rg ive so m e o n e  w h o  d o e sn 't tak e  re sp o n s ib ility  fo r 

th e ir  w ro n g s  an d  has n o t  a sk ed  for fo rg iveness o r  w h o se  

a to n e m e n t o r  p u n ish m e n t has n o t b e e n  c o m p le ted ?  A re 

th e re  o ccas io n s  w h e re  fo rg iveness  is im p o ssib le  o r  w ro n g ?  

In o th e r  w ords: D o  so m e  tran sg re ss io n s  o u tw e ig h  th e  

value o f fo rg iveness?

T h o s e  w h o  v iew  th is  film will b e  m o v e d  deep ly . M o s t 

likely, th e y  w ill ask th em se lv es  h o w  th e y  w o u ld  an sw er 

th e  h a u n tin g  q u es tio n s  o f p e o p le  w h o  h u r t  d e e p ly  as th e y  

g rap p le  w ith  th e  issue o f w h e th e r  it is a p p ro p r ia te  fo r all of 

us to  pu rsue  fo rg iveness. M

Shasta Nelson writes from San Francisco, where she is a life coach and pas- 
tor. An earlier version of this review was first published on Spectrum's Web site. 
To read the discussion that followed, go to the Spectrum home page, click 

the Reviews link, and scroll down to the May 13th post.

Azim Khamisa (I) 
and Pies Felix over- 

came their grief 
and shame and 

formed a team to 
talk publicly about 
»  the benefits of

The Power of Forgiveness
A film by Martin Doblmeier 
(Jo u rn ey  Film s, 2008 )

BY SHASTA NELSON

I 1998, th e re  w ere  o n ly  a hand fu l o f stud ies th a t  h ad  

re sea rch ed  th e  sub jec t o f forgiveness. By 2005 , th a t 

n u m b er h a d  c lim b ed  to  950. The Power of Forgiveness, th e  

la test d o cu m en ta ry  from  M artin  D o b lm eier, traces th e  

g ro w in g  sc ien tific  in te rest in fo rg iveness d u rin g  th e se  years.

T h is  m ovie iron ically  reflects m y  ow n  jo u rn ey  th o se  sam e 

years as I d ev e lo p ed  m y  ow n  expertise on  th e  subject, n o t so 

m u ch  from  stu d y in g  it a t sem inary, p reach in g  it as a pastor, 

o r  b e in g  such  a generous giver o f it, as from  m ak ing  life deci- 

sions th a t m ade m e despera te ly  aw are of h o w  m uch  1 longed  

to  receive it. I confess up  fron t th a t m y  experience  in need- 

ing  forgiveness ou tw eighs m y  experience  in ex ten d in g  it.

The Power of Forgiveness w eaves to g e th e r  s to ries  an d  in te r- 

v iew s from  p e o p le  w h o  h av e  jo u rn e y e d  th e  ro a d  o f for- 

g iveness. T h e se  sto rie s  ran g e  from  p erso n a l in justices to  

o n es  th a t  invo lve  en tire  co m m u n itie s . T h e  sto rie s  h ig h -  

lig h t th e  co m p lex ity  fo u n d  w ith in  th e  w o rd  forgiveness, 
from  g en e ra tio n a l c o n flic t in N o r th e rn  Ire lan d  a n d  reli- 

g io u s p e rse cu tio n  d u rin g  th e  days o f th e  H o lo c a u s t to  th e  

e th n ic  in justices ag a in s t A frican  slaves an d  th e  losses 

e n d u re d  b y  fam ilies o f th e  9/11 te rro r is t a ttacks.

W h ile  w a tc h in g  th e  film , I fo u n d  m u ltip le  th e m e s  

v o ic e d  from  a ran g e  o f sc ien tis ts , v ic tim s, m en ta l h e a lth  

p ro fessiona ls , an d  th e o lo g ia n s . A m o n g  th e m  w as th e  m o st 

obv ious: F o rg iveness  is difficult. A lw ays.

H o w e v e r ,  s c ie n t if ic  e v id e n c e  a n d  re lig io u s  te a c h in g s  

fro m  all b e l ie f  sy s te m s  se em  to  a g re e  th a t  fo rg iv in g  o th -  

e rs  is w o r th  th e  p u rsu it.  R e se a rc h e rs  w h o  in te rv ie w e d  

th o s e  w h o s e  t ru s t  h a d  b e e n  v io la te d  s h o w e d  th a t  th e  

b lo o d  p re ssu re  o f  all in te rv ie w e e s  s p ik e d  w h e n  th e y  

b e g a n  to  r e c o u n t  th e  w ro n g s  d o n e  to  th e m —w h e th e r  o r  

n o t  th e y  h a d  fo rg iv e n  th e i r  o ffe n d e rs . D a ta  se em s to  

a g re e  th a t  o n e  c a n  fo rg iv e , b u t still n o t  fo rg e t.



Book and Film Club Selections
September 2008 (Discussion starts September 25) 
Book: The Bible: A Biography 
b y  K aren  A rm stro n g  

Film: (Classic Film Night) The Mission

October 2008 (Discussion starts October 30)
Book: Finding Darwin's God 
b y  K e n n e th  M ille r  

Film: Millions

November 2008 (Discussion starts November 28) 
Book: My Grandfather's Blessings 
by  R achel N ao m i R em en 

Film: The Future of Food

December 2008 (Discussion starts December 31) 
Book: Searching for God Knows What 
b y  D o n a ld  M ille r  

Film: Bruce Almighty

January 2009 (Discussion starts January 29)
Book: Searching for a God to Love 
b y  C h ris  Blake

Film : (Classic Film Night) Aw Revoir, Les Enfants 
(Note: An individual DVD is available 
to rent through Netflix and Blockbuster.)

February 2009 (Discussion starts February 26) 
Book: Till We Fdave Faces 
b y  C .S . Lewis 

Film: Stranger Than Fiction

March 2009 (Discussion starts March 26)
Book: Grace (Eventually]
b y  A n n e  L am o tt

Film: (Classic Film Night) My Left Foot

April 2009 (Discussion starts April 30)
Book: The Poisonwood Bible 
b y  B arbara K in g so lv e r 

Film: To End All Wars

Spectrum

The Spectrum Online Book & Film Club
Mark Twain once said, “Good friends, good books and a sleepy 
conscience: this is the ideal life.״ While the sleepy
conscience bit is a tad hedonistic for good Pathfinders, we B M jw B B w jB
are going to take his advice on good books and friends! As
part of our continued commitment to community through ■ W f f l H i
conversation, we’re launching the Spectrum Online Book ft
Film Club.

Please join us every month for our discussions!

Book & Film Club Selections

April 2008 (Discussion starts May 1st & 13th)
Book: Prayer by Philip Yancey

Spectrum Website Review 
Film: The Power of Forgiveness

Spectrum Website Review 
Filmmaker interview 

May 2008 (Discussion starts May 29)
Book: The Meaning o f Jesus: Two Visions by N.T. Wright and Marcus Borg 
Film: (Classic Film Night) Jesus of Montreal

June 2008 (Discussion starts June 26)
Book: / Don't Believe in Atheists by Chris Hedges (Note: Also recommended as a 
companion volume, God Is Not Great by Christopher Hitchens)

May 2008 (Discussion starts May 29) 
Book: The Meaning of Jesus:
Two Visions 
b y  N .T . W r ig h t  an d  

M arcu s B org 

Film: (Classic Film Night)
Jesus of Montreal

June 2008
(Discussion starts June 26)

Book: I Don't Believe in Atheists 
b y  C h ris  H e d g e s

(Note: Also recommended as a companion volume,
God is Not Great, by Christopher Hitchens)
Film: Lars and the Real Girl

July 2008 (Discussion starts July 31)
Book: Leaving Church: A Memoir of Faith
b y  B arbara B row n T a y lo r

Film: (Classic Film Night) Babette's Feast

August 2008 (Discussion starts August 28)

Book: Christianity and Homosexuality: Some Seventh-day 
Adventist Perspectives

E d ited  b y  D av id  F erguson , F ritz  G uy , an d  D av id  L arson 

Film: For the Bible Tells Me So
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