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Sermon:  Luke 11: 1-13 (Shameless prayer)

“Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you.”

Richard Mouw tells a story about a tourist in Jerusalem.  He is watching a devout Jewish man praying at the Wailing Wall, rocking back and forth with eyes closed, beating his breast, sometimes raising his hands.  When the man finishes, the tourist asks, “What do you pray for?”

The Jew replies, “I pray for righteousness.  I pray for the health of my family.  I pray for peace in the world, especially in Jerusalem.”  “Are these prayers effective?” the tourist asks.  “It’s like talking to a wall.”

Phillip Yancey includes this story in his book titled, Prayer:  Does it make any difference?  At the beginning of the book he tells us that more Americans will pray this week than will exercise, drive a car, have sex, or go to work.  Nine out of ten say they pray regularly, with three out of four claiming to pray daily.  But when Yancey interviewed folks about their prayer life, it generally went something like this:  Is prayer important to you?  Oh, yes.  How often do you pray?  Every day.  Approximately how long?  Five minutes – well, maybe seven.  Do you find prayer satisfying?  Not really.  Do you sense the presence of God when you pray?  Occasionally, not often.  Yancey goes on to say that many thought of prayer as more of a burden than a pleasure, feeling guilty about their perceived shortcomings.  Only about 3% of those polled felt satisfied with their time spent in prayer.

Yancey confessed that his own sense of inadequacy led him to write the book.  He started with a number of questions that bothered him.  Why are some prayers answered and some not?  Why do I sometimes hit a wall of God’s silence?  Does it make a difference whether ten or a hundred people pray for someone’s healing?  Do we really change God’s mind and actions through our prayers?  Why tell God something God already knows?

We’ll come back to Yancey’s book later, but let’s return to our gospel lesson.  After Jesus teaches his disciples the Lord’s Prayer, he says:

Suppose one of you has a friend, and you go to him at midnight and say to him, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread; for a friend of mine has arrived, and I have nothing to set before him.’  And he answers from within, ‘Do not bother me; the door has already been locked, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot get up and give you anything.’  I tell you, even though he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, at least because of his persistence he will get up and give him whatever he needs.

Commentators are quick to point out the cultural setting here; that it is not as farfetched a story as it might seem to us.  A late night arrival would not be uncommon, since people in Palestine would often travel in the evening to avoid the noonday sun.  In the east, hospitality was a sacred duty, and asking neighbors for help would not have been considered unusual.  Kenneth Bailey, a Presbyterian missionary in the Middle East for 40 years, tells of being invited to a meal in a primitive village.  He was surprised to find himself eating from his own dishes, which the villagers had borrowed quietly from his cook.

Our reaction to the gospel story might be to side with the neighbor who had gone to bed, thinking it incredibly rude for someone to be begging food at midnight for a visiting friend.  The Middle Eastern audience would have been on the other side, appalled at the neighbor for his reluctance.  Thinking, “Can you imagine such a neighbor?  No one in my village would act so rudely.  If he did, the entire village would know about it by morning!”

So Jesus’ point is not that we pester a reluctant God with prayer until he gives in out of weariness.  It’s that if an unwilling neighbor can be coerced into giving someone what he needs, how much more will God, our loving Father, supply our needs?  If we give our children what they ask for, how much more will God do for his children?

But sometimes it doesn’t seem to work that way.  Yancey talked about some of the many letters that he received from readers of his books.  Questions about prayer, not in the abstract, but deeply personal.  One letter from a father and mother told how, for years, they had prayed for protection for their emotionally troubled son.  They wrote how their daughter found him, dead of carbon monoxide poisoning, at the age of 22.  Saying, “Lord, we prayed regularly for all three of our children – didn’t You hear our prayers?”  The mother then wrote out her favorite verses from the Bible.  Beginning with, “Ask whatever you wish and it will be given to you . . .”  She asked Yancey how she could reconcile this with her son’s suicide.

There is a part of the Christian community that hold what I consider to be a harsh and ill-founded view of unanswered prayer.  They hold that God will always heal, when asked, unless God is kept from doing so because it is not his will, or because the person praying has a lack of faith, or has not repented for his or her sins, or has not been persistent in prayer.  Compounding the agony of people like the parents of the son who committed suicide.  Who second-guess their sins, their faith, or their persistence, or are faced with a God that seems more cruel than loving.  As Anglicans we prefer to simply acknowledge that we do not know why God heals at times and not at others.

While some Christians cannot accept that miraculous cures take place, most  do.  Sometimes the cure seems to be a combination of medical advances and answer to prayer.  Sometimes, not frequently, but sometimes, the cure seems to be attributable only to God.

Yancey relates one such miracle.  It was the testimony of a former prostitute in Costa Rica.  This is her story:

My family in Costa Rica had no money, and so when I was four years old my mother sold me into sexual slavery.  Men pay a lot of money to have their way with children.  So while other kids my age went to school, I worked in a brothel, turning over all the earnings to my mother.  All my life I felt ugly and dirty, ashamed.  I learned to drink alcohol and use cocaine very early, as a way to dull the pain.

When I was a teenager I had two children of my own.  My mother took them from me, saying a filthy person like me could not raise children.  From then on I worked harder to earn money to support my children.  It was the only way I could show my love for them . . . 

One day a customer got furious when I wouldn’t do what he asked.  He pulled a knife on me, then hit me with a baseball bat, splitting my head open.  They took me to the hospital and I lay in that bed plotting to kill myself.  Maybe if I just pulled out all the tubes they had attached to me . . .

Finally I got down on my knees beside the bed and pled with God.  I wanted somehow to escape prostitution, to become a real mother to my children.  And God answered that prayer with a miracle.  He gave me a vision.  I actually saw the words, “Look for Rahab Foundation.”  I was barely literate and didn’t know the word Rahab.  It’s not a Spanish word.  One of the nurses helped me find their phone number, though, and I called.

The phone rang and rang, and I prayed, “Lord, if you really exist, make somebody answer that phone.”  At last a woman named Mariliana answered.  Turns out, she was the director of Rahab, which was closed for the day, but she had stopped by to pick up some papers.

“I need help,” I told Mariliana.  “I’m dying.  I can’t take it anymore.”  She told me that God loved me and would not leave me alone.  She would help me get away from prostitution and start a new life.  A few days later she brought me to her home, bruised and bandaged, fresh from the hospital.  She welcomed me with a huge hug and said, “You’re safe here, Hilda.”

There is an interesting word study on our gospel today.  In our NRSV translation, Jesus says, “ . . . even though he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, at least because of his persistence he will get up and give him whatever he needs.”  The original Greek is a little different – literally translated as shamelessness.

There are many mysteries with prayer.  We believe that God knows us, knows what we need, knows what is best for us, and loves us.  So why should we bother praying?  Would we really want God to change his mind or his actions based on our minute intellect and flawed nature, even when we plead with the best of intentions?

So why should we pray?  It’s really pretty simple.  We pray because Jesus tells us to pray.  We pray because someone – our parents or someone else who cared about us – taught us to pray.  We pray because we need to pray.  Sometimes we have nowhere else to turn.  

How are we to pray?  Shamelessly.  Praying in whatever manner works for us.  Liturgical prayer, extemporaneous prayer, meditative prayer, conversational prayer, chanted prayer.

Pray, and we will find ourselves changed.  Better, nearer to Christ, happier, healthier.  Pray not as another job to do, not because we are “supposed to pray.”  Pray because we are grateful, pray because we are amazed at the beauty of this world and the gifts of life and love.  Pray because there is this friend out there, struggling with cancer, who is a truly wonderful person that wants to live and you desperately want her to live and you believe God just might give you what you ask for.  So pray.  Shamelessly.

For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.
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