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PUBLISHER'S NOTE

To all who knew him, either personally or through his
many literary achievements, Dr. Samuel M. Zwemer was
greatly beloved. For forty years he was a missionary of
Christ in the Middle East, working chiefly among the Mos-
lems. Even after his retirement, his passion for the souls of
men and devotion to the cause of God’s Kingdom were as
alive as the day when he was called of the Almighty to
found the Arabian Migsion.

Dr. Zwemer was one of the outstanding authors on theo-
logical and Biblical subjects of this generation, “Sons of
Adam” being his fiftieth book. The manuscript for “Prayer”
was prepared by him shortly before his death at the age of
85 years. So far as we know, it is his last writing before the
Lord called him home.

He was a Director of the American Tract Society for 21
years, and First Vice-President at the time of his death.

We wish to extend to the Zondervan Publishing House
our appreciation for giving us permission to use the ex-
cerpts Dr. Zwemer quoted from his book, now out of print,
“Taking Hold of God.”



I

WHAT IS PRAYER?

Prayer is the most ancient, the most universal and the
most intense expression of the religious instinct. And yet of
all the acts and states of the soul it is the most difficult to
define—it escapes definition and is broader, higher, deeper
than all human language. “Prayer,” says a mystic of the
sixteenth century, “is to ask not what we wish of God, but
what God wishes of us.” Two years before his death, Cole-
ridge said to his son-in-law :

“To pray, to pray as God would have us—this is
what at times makes me turn cold to my soul. Believe
me, to pray with all your heart and strength, with the
reason and the will, to believe vividly that God will
listen to your voice through Christ, and verily do the
thing He pleaseth thereupon—this is the last, the
greatest achievement of the Christian’s warfare upon
earth.”t

According to the deep thinker and earnest disciple, the
act of prayer enlists all the powers of the soul and requires
the whole panoply of God. Did not Paul teach the same truth
when he made prayer the climax of the great passage on the
weapons of our spiritual warfare? (Eph. 6:10-18)

What is the essential nature of prayer, what various ele-
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ments must be included in it and what takes place in the
soul when man prays to God? Undoubtedly, prayer in-
cludes more than petition; yet petition is at the heart of
prayer. “Ask and ye shall receive; seek and ye shall find;
knock and it shall be opened unto you”’—that was one of
Christ’s first lessons in the school of prayer.

There are many definitions of prayer. James Montgomery
crowds fourteen into a single hymn of six stanzas. Prayer is
sincere desire; prayer is often inaudible; prayer is hidden
fire; prayer is a sigh, a tear; prayer is the upward glance to
God; prayer is simple as the lisp of a child; prayer is sub-
lime as God’s majesty; it is the cry of the prodigal, the
breath of the soul, the mountain-air that invigorates, the
watchword at death, the key to heaven and the pathway of
our Saviour. To meditate on these definitions alone would
lead us into all the wealth of the Seriptures on prayer.

George Herbert, the saintly poet, who died in 1633, has
some quaint lines that indicate other and unusual aspects of
prayer; he writes in epigrammatic phrases fit to stir our
sluggish imagination, if we take time to fathom their depth:

“Prayer—the Churche’s banquet, Angel’s age,
God’s breath in man returning to his birth,
The goul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage,
The Christian plummet sounding heav’'n and earth;

“Engine against th’ Almightie, sinner’s towre,
Reversed thunder, Christ-side-piercing spear,
The siz-daies-world lransposing in an houre,
A kind of tune which all things heare and fear;

“Softnesse, and peace, and joy, and love, and bliss,
Ezxalted manna, gladnesse of the best,

Heaven in ordinarie, man well drest,
The milkie way, the bird of Paradise,

“Church-bels beyond the starres heard, the soul’s bloud,
The land of spices, something understood.”
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That last statement is significant. We must pray not only
with the spirit but with the understanding.

In the sixty-fourth chapter of Isaiah (one of the five great
chapters on prayer in the Bible) we have a definition of
prayer that surpasses all others in its boldness, simplicity
and psychologiecal accuracy.

After saying that “men have not heard, nor perceived by
the ear, neither hath the eye seen ... what He hath prepared
for him that waiteth for Him,” the Prophet confesses his
own sins and those of his people. *Our righteousnesses,” he
says, “are as filthy rags.” Then follows Isaiah’s definition of
prayer in the seventh verse: “There is none that calleth
upon Thy name, that stirreth up himself to take hold of
Thee.” It is a bold definition. Literally (in the Hebrew text)
he says that prayer means to rouse oneself out of sleep and
seize hold of Jehovah. Of course, it is not a carnal touch like
that of the heathen who embrace their idols or beat them to
obtain their answers. Yet we have here the pathos of a sup-
pliant who is in deadly earnest; the arms, the hands, the
very fingers of the soul reaching out to lay hold of God;
man’s personal, spiritual appropriation of deity!

No wonder Paul calls Isaiah very bold! The human =soul is
poor and needy, yet can take hold of the infinite and eternal
Spirit.

“Speak to Him thou, for He hears, and spirit with spirit

may meet.

Closer is he than breathing, and nearer than hands and
feet.”

This is the psychology of prayer—the outreach, the commu-
nion and union of the whole soul with God as revealed in
Christ through the Holy Spirit. Jesus is the ladder of Jacob
by which we climb to God. Anything less than this is not
real Christian prayer. Prayer is not only “the highest exer-




































