Prayer
Luke 11: 1-13

July 25, 2010

“Thank you for the world so sweet,


“thank you for the food we eat,


“thank you for the birds that sing,


“thank you, God, for everything…



“…except,” my little sister added, “except for squash.”


That table blessing, we’d memorized it, one or the other of us children reciting it before each meal, a prayer composed of somebody else’s words.  We adults, though, most of the time we pray using our own words, and what a variety of prayers we pray, from the more simplistic kind, like “Lord, I’m lost; help me to point my car in the right direction,” to the more profound, “Lord, I’m lost; help me to point my life in the right direction.”  Praying, talking to God, listening to discern God’s response:  you know, when we do that some people think we’re wasting our time.  They see us as silly, superstitious people wasting our time by trying to converse with something that doesn’t exist, our prayers really only a sort of self-deception that somehow comforts our pains and relieves our fears, just a childish whistling in the dark.  People who don’t believe in God - of course they consider prayer a waste of time.  But there are some other people who do believe in God, yet they also consider prayer a waste of time.

See, the God of their belief just isn’t personable, isn’t anything like a person you can connect to and engage in conversation.  Their God is - for want of a better word - “alien,” not enemy, but so different and so distant as to preclude any bridge between mortal and divine.

Furthermore, their non-personable God is non-emotional.  Their God is the Creator who, having created, has stepped back, leaving mortal things in the hands of mortals, a God who may care in a general way about the universe, as an artist cares about his or her work, but whose care is not specific to individual human beings, a God who does not engage emotionally with any human being and who therefore is not subject to be moved by human prayers.  Seeing God that way, these folks see prayer as something done only by unintelligent, unreasoning, theologically shallow people.


So it is that we who pray have been labeled silly and superstitious by some, and have been labeled unreasoning and theologically shallow by others.  They say that prayer is a foolish waste of time and breath.

People who see prayer like that, I wonder what they make of this morning’s Bible passage.  Of course, those who deny the existence of God will dismiss this Bible passage outright, as irrelevant, merely a relic of an ancient culture’s unenlightened belief in the supernatural.
But what of those who do believe in God and who furthermore believe in the rightness of the Jesus Way of living, yet don’t pray – what do they make of the fact that Jesus himself prayed, that the Jesus Way of living as lived by Jesus himself included prayer?  And what will they make of Jesus’ own belief that God is intensely and intimately personable and relational, to be addressed as “Abba,” which may be translated “Father,” but which may also be translated “Daddy?”  Yes, it’s a gender-specific term, while God is not gender-bound, is neither male nor female, but we get it:  “Daddy” is a form of address that abides in a relationship, an intimate and tender parent-child relationship.  Daddy:  this is the God to whom Jesus of Nazareth himself prayed, and the God to whom he taught us to pray, this God not alien, not distant, but intimately close Daddy.
Prayer:  Jesus of Nazareth prayed, sometimes by himself, sometimes with others, teaching and encouraging others to pray, too.  Obviously, prayer was important to Jesus.  Wouldn’t he have been astonished to hear someone say, “I’m a believer; I’m a person of faith, but I don’t pray?”  Surely Jesus would have heard such a statement as oxymoronic, an impossibility, to be a faithful person who doesn’t pray.  And apparently the disciples would have been equally astonished.

Their request of Jesus – “Lord, teach us how to pray” – is lodged undeniably on an underlying premise, that faithful people pray, that prayer is just a given for faithful people, a basic, something which faithful people are going to do.  Their request simply had to do with how to pray, although, by the way Jesus replied to their request, it’s pretty clear that he heard something beneath their request, some questions:  “Lord, is it okay for us to pray directly to God like you do, or is it okay for you but not for us?  If we were to approach God directly, would God be offended by our boldness and by our use of common, every day words?  Would God refuse to listen to us if we didn’t pray the way we common folk Jews have been taught to pray, through the lofty and learned intermediary prayers of the temple priests?”
Notice Jesus’ reply, how it addressed both their request for a prayer format, if you will, and their deeper question about how to approach God.  Notice that he taught them a prayer to be prayed directly to God, but notice especially the very first word of the prayer he taught them, the very first word being “Abba.”  What Jesus was saying, I think, is that the how of prayer has everything to do with the way you begin your prayer, the way you enter your end of the conversation, in the posture of a child coming into Daddy’s warm welcome, as a child trusting Daddy’s love.
When you pray, Jesus said, begin by saying “Abba.”  And then, just in case the disciples didn’t get it, didn’t catch the significance of the term “Abba,” that the how of praying has to do with you the beloved child running into the arms of a God who is loving, listening, responding Daddy, he went on to say more.  “Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you.”  In other words, “Yes, you can approach God directly, like little children running into Daddy’s arms.  And Daddy will listen, and always, always Daddy will respond.  Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you.”
Now, does that mean that God’s response to our prayers will always match the specificity of what we want?  Well, no; sometimes our wants are like those of children who don’t know what’s best for them.  In fact, sometimes when we pray for something we need, it’s without understanding what it is that we really need.

So, no, our prayers will not always be answered according to our specifications.  But what Jesus in effect is saying is that Daddy will listen and give.  Maybe your earthly Dad didn’t always listen, couldn’t always give you that much listening time, but you can count on this Daddy always to listen completely and to respond as a loving, responsible and trustworthy Daddy would, giving you what’s best, what you really and truly do need.
And what this Daddy gives us, Jesus said, it’s the Holy Spirit.  It’s the care of the Holy Spirit, that care tailored to fit exactly what we need at a given moment in time, the bread sufficient for that particular day’s need.  The feeding of the Holy Spirit, or maybe it’s Holy Spirit comfort, or guidance, or something else, but whatever the specifics of our prayer, we’ll be given the abundance, the shalom of God’s own Spirit; of Daddy’s own love, we’ll be given perfectly what we really and truly need.
“Ask and you will receive; search and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.”  The disciples said to Jesus, “Lord, teach us how to pray.”  Jesus replied, “When you pray, say “Abba…’”
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