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As I have shared before, I have had a path of many twists and turns when it comes to religion, 

spirituality, and faith. Around third grade my teachers identified that I had a knack for math and 

science and began funneling me down that path. For years after that, Math and Science became 

my focus. 

 

I had been raised in a Southern Baptist family and in my late childhood and early adolescence I 

began to explore the religious teachings of that faith and to question more and more whether my 

life followed theses teachings.  I struggled with this throughout my late adolescence and early 

adulthood. 

 

I spent decades of my life with a clear preference for the scientific method, concrete thinking, 

measurable results and provable data. Science and Religion became two opposites in my mind 

and I considered the religious and the spiritual as not as useful as the scientific.  

 

In my mid-forties I became painfully aware that I had lived half my life with a sense of 

something missing. I had focused on the material world and given very little attention to 

addressing major life questions such as meaning, purpose, and mortality.  This made me very 

uncomfortable. I wanted to begin addressing these major life questions. I began my formal 

studies in theology. 

 

I know that many of us here today have similar stories. 

 

I had some real challenges going from science to theology. A big challenge was the subject of 

prayer. I grew up praying regularly with my grandparents at meals, bedtime, special events, 

happy events, sad events, and trying times.  

 

I can remember my grandmother reciting prayers while she worked. I would follow her around 

as she talked to me about things she was grateful for, and things that worried her. Sometimes she 

would reference a bible passage and sometimes she would just throw in a “thank you, Jesus” or a 

“Lord help me Jesus”. 

 

When I began questioning the religion of my parents and grandparents, I began questioning the 

associated rituals as well. At some point during this process, I became very uncomfortable with 

praying. 

 

When I think of prayer, I think of what I was taught as a child as THE LORD’S PRAYER. There 

are two versions of this prayer recorded in the Christian gospels I grew up learning the longer 

form within the Sermon on the Mount in the Gospel of Matthew. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospels
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sermon_on_the_Mount
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel_of_Matthew
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The New Testament (King James Version) Matthew Chapter 6 Verses 9-13  

After this manner therefore pray ye:  

Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. 

Thy kingdom come. 

Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread; 

and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us; 

and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil: For thine is the kingdom, and 

the power, and the glory, forever. Amen. 

 

The first three of the seven petitions address praise to God; the other four are related to human 

needs and concerns.  

 

This was the primary prayer I learned and got very used to hearing and reciting as a child. Some 

of us may have grown up reciting this prayer in school. I had found comfort and hope in the 

words of this prayer and I still find comfort in certain parts, at certain times. However, as an 

adult I questioned and resisted many things about this prayer and about prayer in general. 

• I questioned the title of “father” depicting God as male. It made no sense to me that an all 

omnipotent being would need a gender. Omnipotent means all-powerful so if God had a 

gender, why was it needed? 

• Prayer in general made no sense to me because it made no sense to tell things to an 

omniscient being. Omniscient means all-knowing so, God already knows and I would 

expect that all-knowing God would already know what is really going on and would have 

no need to hear the tales spun by me, a mere human sharing my limited knowledge of 

what is going on.  

• Also, It seemed inappropriate for me, a mere human, to praise an omnipotent, all-

powerful being. Wouldn’t an omnipotent and omniscient being know that it is all-

knowing and all-powerful and have little need for approval from me, a mere human who 

has no understanding of the extent of the knowledge and power. 

• Additionally, it seemed ungrateful of me to ask for things from an all knowing and all-

powerful being who created me. I had had some run-ins with senior design engineers 

when I had suggested that their design needed something else. That did now go well for 

me. I have imagined a God that would be a little less ego-driven than those senior design 

folks but still I questioned who am I to point out additional things needed in the grand 

design work of an all-knowing and all-powerful being?   

 

               I bet some of you had the same questions.  Can I get a witness?  Show of 

 hands? 

 

 

So, why pray?  

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+6%3A9-13&version=RSV
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epiousios
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lord%27s_Prayer#Analysis


The Science of Prayer  Jane E. Davis 
First Unitarian Church of Albuquerque  August 4, 2019 

Page 3 of 6 
 

 

 

 

 

When I began my studies in theology, I began re-examining spiritual concepts; I began re-

examining my views of prayer.  

 

I came to a utilitarian view. I hesitate to use the word utilitarian because it is sometimes taken as 

the opposite of compassionate or humane but, by utilitarian I mean useful or helpful in getting us 

through this thing called life.  

 

Both the National Society of Professional Engineers in the United States and the Order of the 

Engineer in Canada maintain the necessity for an engineer to use knowledge and skill to the 

advancement and betterment of human welfare. So quite often, because of this programming that 

I had as an engineer, I looked at spiritual things in this way and I looked at spiritual practices in 

this way.  I became interested in: Does it work? Is it effective? Is it useful? Is it helpful?  

When I did this, I found that there were things associated with religion that I just couldn't find 

scientific evidence for but, I could, in fact, find scientific evidence for their effectiveness, 

usefulness, and helpfulness.  

 

This led to an observation about the science of Prayer: Science is not just about why something 

works. The Science of engineering is also about does it work and if so how can it be used to 

improve lives. 

 

Decades ago the Journal of Neuropsychology and Clinical Neuroscience provided research 

results from studies showing that participation in spiritual behaviors such as prayer, religious 

services, and meditation can lower blood pressure, decrease heart rate, lower respiration rate and 

create positive changes in immune system function. Scientific studies have observed this but, 

scientists have not yet identified the specifics of how this works. 

 

It is commonly accepted in the medical community that brain imaging techniques give us good 

pictures of the specific functions of the various areas of the human brain. These images can be 

used to show both elevations and reductions in these areas as a result of various human 

experiences and activities. These techniques provide information about blood flow and how our 

body is using oxygen and sugar. They measure brain activity by detecting changes associated 

with blood flow. They then create images of changes in blood flow related to energy being used 

by brain cells. 

 

Using these techniques, a relatively new field called "neurotheology," is now growing.       

I love that word: "neurotheology". The word itself brings together science and theology. It 

combines neurology, the branch of medicine that deals with the nervous system, and theology, 

the study of the nature of God and religion. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.webmd.com/heart/anatomy-picture-of-blood
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blood_flow
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Scientists have found that the brains of people who pray and meditate are different from the 

brains of those who do not. This scientific research has shown that people who pray and 

meditate, from Franciscan nuns to Tibetan Buddhists, show little or no energy use in one lobe of 

the brain. This lobe is the area of the brain that is related to sensory information and helps us to 

form our sense of self. This is an area that takes sensory input and uses it to help us to create a 

sense of self and to orient ourselves in our space and in the world.  When people lose their sense 

of self, they feel a sense of oneness, a blurring of the boundary between self and other, and tests 

show decreased activity in this area of the brain. 

 

These studies have been done on the brains of monks and nuns and people who have engaged in 

years of prolonged prayer and meditation. Studies have also been done where people meditated 

for a few minutes a day over a few weeks. Just a few weeks’ practice among amateurs led to 

changes, not just in the brain but also in the immune system. The people developed more 

antibodies to a flu virus than their colleagues who did not meditate. 

 

Based on these results, prayer would seem to be beneficial in a utilitarian sense that it is helpful 

even though scientists have not yet identified the specifics of how this works. 

 

I found it very interesting that Christian scripture tends to take this utilitarian view of the 

usefulness of prayer. Philippians 4:6-7 states “Do not be anxious about anything, but in every 

situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace 

of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ 

Jesus”  

 

This appears to be saying: pray because it is useful even though it is not fully understood how 

this works. The scripture states that through prayer: “the peace of God, which transcends all 

understanding, will guard your hearts and minds.” 

 

What if science and religion are using different words and images to say the same 

thing? What if science is the measurable truth and religion and spirituality are 

concerned with the truth that is not understood or not yet understood. 

 

Are religion and science separate or are they both part of the human discernment 

process? Are they degrees or stages of our search for truth? 

 

Religion often deals with science that is not yet understood. This is not the 

opposite of science but a part of the progression of scientific discovery and the 

search for truth.  

 

One significant example comes to mind from a previous sermon involving the 

scientific exploration of human connectedness.  
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It was once labeled as purely spiritual that we humans function better when we are 

in community. Now physical science has identified a chemical reaction that occurs 

when we are in community. Measurable evidence has been found for changes in 

brain chemistry that occur when we are in community. 
 

So, I came to believe that if I can take a utilitiarian, rather than a theological, view of prayer and 

just let myself do it, I will benefit. I don’t have to understand why something works to do it, and 

I don’t have to refrain from doing it because some people may have theories different than mine 

about why it works.   

So, how can we reap the benefits of prayer without those previously expressed points of 

resistance?  

The traditional prayer expressed awe of that which is larger than ourselves, expressed gratitude, 

and communicated our fears, needs, and concerns. We can do things that accomplish this without 

the previously expressed points of resistance.  

• We can regularly take periods of time to reflect on those things in our lives for which 

we are grateful.  

• We can spend time appreciating something bigger than ourselves by observing nature. 

• We can spend time thinking about ourselves and how we can improve. 

• We can journal or share honestly about our feelings and what we see of the world 

around us. 

•    Last but not least we can use verbalizations similar to traditional prayers.  

         For example at a meal: 

o For the meal we are about to eat, 

for those that made it possible,  

and for those with whom we are about to share it, 

we are thankful. 

 

I am not talking about taking on irrational beliefs. I am talking about being practical and using 

the tools, gifts, and “grace” we have to create inner peace even when we cannot yet fully 

understand how these things work. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://mamiverse.com/gratitude-quotes-oprah-winfrey-47763/
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I had a problem with the religion of my youth for many reasons and as a result of this I 

developed resistance to the things that I perceived as associated with that religion and similar 

religions. In so doing, I eliminated some practices which I later found to be: not the property of 

any given religion and not the property of religion in general but actually to be practices with 

associated scientific proof. This proof was proof of their utility and effectiveness, even if the 

science could not yet fully explain the how and why, there was evidence of cause and effect. 

 

Whether it is a traditional prayer or whether it is putting our wishes, needs, faith, 

and hope into words and allowing them to be said and to be heard, prayer can be 

useful. 
 

In December we ended 2018 with the topic of “Peace” My challenge to us was that we explore 

the topic of peace and allow this exploration to help us to grow in the serenity to increase our 

own inner peace and the courage to spread that peace beyond ourselves to the world outside 

ourselves and outside these walls and in the wisdom to discern the relationships between inner 

peace and World Peace. 

 

It is my hope.  

 

No.  

 

It is my prayer that each of us will explore for ourselves the usefulness of prayer, whether it is a 

traditional prayer or whether it is putting our wishes, needs, and faith into words and allowing 

them to be said and to be heard.  

 

I pray that in times of happiness and joy we will consider prayers and other expressions of 

gratitude.  

 

I pray that we will consider prayer in times of grief when questions of meaning and purpose arise 

and in times of despair, anxiety, and depression when we struggle to find any bit of Hope for 

relief or for Faith in the possibility of relief.  

 

I pray that each of us will consider the potential usefulness of prayer in helping us to grow in our 

own inner peace and in the courage to spread that peace beyond ourselves into the world. 

 

 


