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Q
 After church, we go out to eat with our pastor. While he is offering thanks, I become so self-conscious from people staring that the prayer feels empty. What should I do?

Ann S.
Hayes, VA
A

Even an earnest show of piety can be disconcerting. For this reason, Jesus would have us pray privately, which eliminates hindrances to the purity of heart required before God will lend an ear. cf. Matt. 6:6 
Jesus denounced praying in public in order to win the admiration of others. But He did not discourage what He understood to be public prayer, which was an assembly for prayer held in observance of a Hebrew custom that limited the event to an inconspicuous setting. 
People pray whenever and wherever they get the urge. They appear to have been suddenly stricken with a wild pious impulse that allows no room for discretion. If questioned, some defer to St. Paul. I will therefore that the men pray everywhere. cf. 1 Timothy 2:8 KJV As it stands, the verse authorizes unrestricted prayer solely for men. However, the translation is corrupt. There is no word for everywhere in ancient Greek. cf. Strong’s Concordance In fact, the Greek presents a contextual clarification that limits prayer to an appropriate locality. Also, it conveys no discrimination in opposition to the inclusion of women. cf. Dean Alford’s Greek Testament The verse should be translated: I will therefore that mankind pray in every place acceptable.
A corrupt translation has concealed Paul’s faithfulness to a longstanding tradition that pre-established the church’s tenet for praying. In truth, Paul longed for the church to grow to where acceptable prayer assemblies were everywhere, not that men pray in front of anyone, anytime, anywhere. What then did the Lord’s Servant mean by acceptable?
Roman citizenship and a vast knowledge of Greek philosophy were invaluable to St. Paul as Gospel Messenger to the Gentiles. But he was first a Jew and at home with the traditions of the Hebrews. Given that the Old Testament is a prefiguration of Christ, Paul’s ministry included the preservation of Christianity’s Hebraic roots and the retention of customs that did not lessen the resolution achieved in Christ’s death. Jesus reverently observed the restrictions on praying, wherefore, they are incontestably retained. Thus, the exclusion of strangers remains paramount in determining a suitable prayer setting. Moreover, the widely held belief that Jesus desired His Church to further prayer in public is not founded on Scripture. For the foregoing reasons, we are not to stray from the Hebraic prescription for prayer conduct. 
A restaurant packed with strangers is ideal for flaunting religiosity. Then again, an unassuming, all-embracing invocation would constitute an acceptable assembly similar to when Jesus blessed the food after commanding 5,000 to sit for the evening meal. cf. Matthew 14:19 But where are those whose grave duty it is to prevail on others to join in prayer to Him Who sustains us?
Concerning your quandary, divinely imposed restrictions on prayer venue are a fitting resolve. For man is quick to judge his brother’s genuineness of heart, whereas only God knows if prayer is being tendered in a solemn posture. We are to forego public displays of worship in deference to others, regardless of their religious persuasion. cf. Romans 14:13
The Gospels record fourteen separate occurrences where Jesus prayed. As our praiseworthy example concerning the duty and sanctity of prayer, never did He pray in the presence of strangers.

your questions and comments are welcome at atime2speak.org
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