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he Prayer Project:

he African American poet Langston Hughes

signals the importance of language to the

discipline of prayer in the poem “Feet o’

Jesus.” In the pungent expression concern-

ing the need for Jesus, the persona of the
poem petitions Jesus, saying:

At the feet o’ Jesus,
. . . Lordy, let yo’ mercy
Come driftin’ down on me.

At the feet 0’ Jesus

At yo’ feet I stand.

O, ma little Jesus,

Please reach out yo’ hand.!

Veiled in Hughes’ folksy petition is the presence of
language as a vehicle in which prayers can be ushered
forth to, as Ellen G. White says, “. . . open . . . the heart
to God as to a friend . . . Prayer does not bring God
down to us, but brings us up to Him.”?

Prayer as a celestial communication tool in the life
of the human being seeking to live with a heavenly con-
science is also explored in the movie War Room. The
movie examines the challenges in human relationships
related to marriage and business and offers a practical
examination of prayer’s transformative and restorative
power in a person’s life. The essentiality of prayer is ex-
pressed by a central character, Miss Clara, who repre-
sents the church mother in the film. Miss Clara has a
“war [prayer] room.” She begs the Lord (in prayer) to
“raise up a generation of believers who are not ashamed
of the Gospel.”® That generation of believers must be
encouraged to establish a systematic prayer life.

Conceptually, the relation of prayer (broadly) to pos-
itive brain activity is supported by researchers such as
Andrew Newberg and Mark Robert Waldman, who sug-
gest that the brain needs prayer. According to Newberg
and Waldman, “Faith is embedded in our neurons and
in our genes, and it is one of the most important prin-
ciples to honor in our lives,”* This principle, I believe,
can be integrated into the educational setting and, more
specifically, in literature classes in Adventist schools be-

Prayer as
sTheory |

cause language and the human beings’ need for God
(and all that is related to God) is the theme of many lit-
erary works. The Prayer Project, therefore, is offered as
one pedagogical model that can be used to encourage
students to engage in an intellectual and spiritual dis-
cussion centered around the subject of prayer.

A Biblical Foundation

The Prayer Project is grounded in a familiar biblical
text: 1 Thessalonians 5:17, where Christians are ex-
plicitly called to “pray continually” (NIV)® or without
ceasing. Therefore, if one is to live an eternally prayerful
life, prayer must be conceived as a Christian duty, and
every aspect of the being is called to an active life of
prayer. This suggests that language, as a modality for
prayer, is essential to a productive prayer life. Because
this is true, the Christian English professor must include
prayer as theory and practice in the literature and com-
position class to encourage students to critically create a
system of prayer and to practice a systematic prayer life.
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The Prayer Project

The Prayer Project utilizes research on prayer, the
prayer journal, and a conceptual “war room” of prayer
to engage an interdisciplinary dialogue around the
subject of prayer. The goal of the project is to encour-
age prayer strategies as a means of communicating
and further developing a creative, critically engaged
relationship with God. This is a critical aspect of the
integration of faith with learning.

Students are provided with a physical space and a
supportive environment to create a prayer lab in the
literature classroom. They work collectively to stock
the prayer lab with literature, film, music, and aca-
demic articles on prayer to help them develop their
projects and stimulate class discussions. Additionally,
using these resources, students then create their own
individual prayer projects. Examples of individual
projects include the following:

1. A semester-long prayer journal comprised of re-
flections, observations, original poetry, and responses
to experiences with prayer.

2. A research-based memoir essay (a first-person
essay based on the author’s life and experience) in
which students develop a theoretical position on
prayer (see Malya Prather’s essay on page 36). Stu-
dents may use the movie War Room as the founda-
tional text to ground their point of view. In addition to
the movie War Room, teachers may want to add other
texts for the students to explore, such as poetry with
prayer as the theme, hymns, gospel music, Ellen G.
White’s writings on prayer (see Prayer [Nampa, Idaho:
Pacific Press, 2002] or similar compilations), and
music from contemporary culture.

3. A PowerPoint presentation or movie trailer about
their memoirs. This assignment allows students to use
technical skills and experience an interdisciplinary
component of the writing process.

4. A personal, physical “war room.” Teachers may
design this as a student-centered assignment. Students
can decide how they will set up the room and how
many times during the semester they will visit the
room. Students may also have the opportunity to co-

Prayer Room Rubric®

Course: Theory and Practice in Literary Criticism

Criteria Level 1: Excellent  Level 2: Good Level 3: Fair Level 4: Needs Level 5: Below Criterion
20 points 16 points 14 points Improvement Expectation Score
12 points 5 points /20
20 Logged Sessions 20 sessions 15 sessions 10 sessions 5 sessions No essay sub- /20
(10 minimum) logged logged logged logged mitted
20 Scriptures 20 sessions 15 sessions 10 sessions 5 sessions /20
logged logged logged logged
20 Testimonies 20 sessions 15 sessions 10 sessions 5 sessions /20
logged logged logged logged
20 Prayer Requests 20 prayer requests 15 prayer 10 prayer 5 prayer requests /20
logged requests logged requests logged logged
Prayer Room Essay Appropriate to the ~ The written piece  The written piece ~ The written piece
A written piece about  assignment. The was vague about  gave a minimum does not meet the
the 22-session prayer  written piece is the author’s jour-  view of the au- assignment re-
journey/experience. well thought-out ney, but the page  thor’s journey, but  quirement. Pro-
and clearly de- requirement was  the page require-  vides no substan-
scribes the prayer ~ met. Errorsinde- ~ ment was met. tial insight into
journey. Error-free  velopment Various sentence  the prayer jour-
document. and grammar. structure and ney. The essay is
grammar errors. inadequate in
length and needs
development.
Total /100
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design the rubric for this assignment. A copy of the
rubric I co-created with my students that semester is
included in the sidebar (see Prayer Room Rubric).

5. A prayer blog. Using one of the many free blog
platforms available, students can develop a prayer
blog. This blog will help them to build ideas for the
memoir, as it will feature their thoughts on prayer,
prayer-poems, or their own prayers. This assignment
also supports the idea that writing is a process. These
blog entries can also be used to help students generate
ideas for the research-based memoir. Some free blog
platforms include WordPress, Blogspot, Blogger, Weebly,
and Wix.

These examples work well for in-person classes that
meet in physical space. However, they can be adapted
to the online environment with careful attention to
how students will engage online and what types of as-
sessment alternatives can be used.® Also, attention
should be given to finding ways to differentiate how
students demonstrate engagement. A visually im-
paired student, for example, might have challenges
maintaining a prayer blog or systematically maintain-
ing a written prayer journal. Adaptations could include
utilizing different forms of media (e.g., audio record-
ings) or utilizing a small-group model, which will
allow group members to assist one another.

Conclusion

The Prayer Project is designed to give students a
physical space where they can reflect on prayer as
theory and practice. This example shows how it was
implemented in a literary criticism course and provides
suggestions for how this can be done in a literature
class where language, thought, and expression are es-
sential to the writing process. During this course, stu-
dents studied and practiced their writing and composi-
tion skills. They engaged with research, writing as a
process, and critical thinking. Also, the project provided
an opportunity to integrate schoolwide themes as ex-
pressed by the institution’s spiritual master plan. For
example, at the university where I teach, the biblical
concepts of restoration and transformation, as outlined
by the Office of Spiritual Life, are integrated throughout
the semester as students work on their Prayer Projects.
This pedagogical approach offers teachers and students
an opportunity to journey together not only with the
intended content but also through an intentional pro-
cess of integrating faith with learning. &
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The article that follows is an example of the memoir
essay completed by one of the students in the course.
It shares her engagement in reflecting on and discus-
sing her spiritual journey through experience, poetry,
and journaling. (See essay by Malya Prather.)
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