Sermon 25th July 2010  Stuart Simpson
The Lord’s Prayer

Martin Luther King, Jr once said “To be a Christian without prayer is no more possible than to be alive without breathing.”

None of us would be alive today if we stopped breathing.  Breath is crucial for our bodies to function.

Breathing in oxygen is something we all do, well, all of us who are alive, that is - but most of us don't do it properly. We breathe lazily, shallowly and quickly and so don't get the physical benefits that our bodies need from a decent supply of Oxygen flowing deep into our lungs. It is in the lower half of our lungs that the Oxygen is best absorbed into the blood stream, so deep breathing on a regular basis is important to keeping the blood well oxygenated.

It is the same for pray.

Pray is crucial for our Christian faith and life to flourish and function

Without it our faith would soon wither away

Often we don’t do it very well

We may pray in a lazy way

without much concentration or conviction

and sometimes we may pray quickly because we are too busy

or in a hurry to get it over with   

sometimes our prayers don’t seem to be answered
Today we hear one of the disciples asking Jesus to teach them how to pray.  
It’s possible that the disciple had witnessed Jesus’ prayer life over a period time.  They had certainly been around long enough to see him go and pray and it is one such occasion that seems to initiate this disciples’ question.  

He has modelled a pray life that the disciple would like to emulate

The disciple was impressed by the reality and significance of Jesus’ communion with his Father in prayer.

This stirred in him a hunger and a longing to be able likewise to learn the secret of real prayer

This disciple was so conscious of his own and his fellow-disciples’ inability to pray in the manner of Jesus that he longed to be taught Jesus’ way.
So Jesus teaches them!
When you pray, say: 

Father, hallowed be your name: 
Your kingdom come: 

Give us each day our daily bread: 
And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us: 

And do not bring us to the time of trial:
So that’s it, all you have to do is pray this prayer and everything will be fine!  
Possibly even better if we say it once in the morning and once at night, and if possible even once at lunch time

Oh, how our faith will grow and our life improve if we say the Lord’s Prayer once a day

It’s like eating an apple; if we eat one a day we will keep the doctor away

Saying the Lord’s Prayer once a day will keep the devil away

Of course I am being a little facetious 

But I wonder how many of us have prayed the Lord’s Prayer as though it is some type of magical spell?

Instead I suggest that Jesus, in teaching the disciples how to pray

Is providing a compromise to their valuing of recitation and repetition 

He is saying to them relationship with the living God through the Holy Spirit is more important than mere recitation and repetition of words

Psalm 5:15-17 shows us so well what Jesus is on about

 15 O Lord, open my lips, 
       and my mouth will declare your praise. 

 16 You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; 
       you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. 

 17 The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; 
       a broken and contrite heart, 
       O God, you will not despise. 

Jesus is saying to us, as you pray the Lords’ Prayer, it is the deep, honest, heartfelt cries to your Creator, Lord and God that are more important

It is the Praises to God the Father

The cries that seek God’s will not our own; 
And petitions’ for those who have hurt us

that delight God

The story

This parable of the annoying neighbour, is often read as warning to persistence in prayer
I can remember this being the heart of the story whenever I’ve heard a sermon preached on this passage: If only we persist in our prayers God will answer us, just like the friend answered his neighbour.

If we persist, God will finally answer our request

It reminds me of the times when my children have wanted to stay up later than usual.  “Please dad, please, please can we stay up, just for a few more minutes, please, please, please....until finally they break through my defences and I allow them to stay up just a little longer.

Please God, please, please, please, hear my cry, answer my plea, and set me free...

However, there is one problem!

And it is with the key word “persistence’ in verse eight, which we have all come to associate as a positive quality.  
Persistence in prayer is one of the dominant themes of the parable of the Unjust Judge.  The woman is persistent.  She finally gets an answer.

Yet

Unlike the widow of Luke 18, the annoying neighbour is given an answer already.  The answer is, No!

Presumably the ‘knocker’ persists until the sleeper is forced to change his mind. 
Kenneth Bailey in Poet and Peasant says:

The synoptic teaching about payer is that the pious are to be persistent until an answer is given.  But once they receive an answer, are they to cajole God to get him to change his mind if the answer displeases them?  Or, rather, are they to respond with “thy will be done”? (p127)

The word ‘Persistence’ can also mean ‘the avoidance of shame or shameless’ and is more likely to fit within the first readers understanding of the story.

Traditionally we assume that he, the one needing bread, persists in his knocking.  In fact, the borrower does not knock at all; he calls!
To knock on a neighbour’s door in the night would frighten the neighbour

A stranger knocks in the night; a friend calls

When he calls, his voice will be recognised and the neighbour will not be frightened
There seems to be no persistence in the calling

Furthermore, to strengthen the idea that the word actually means ‘the avoidance of shame’, we need to understand the culture.
Culturally the sleeper knows the man asking for bread must gather up the essentials for the banquet from the various neighbours.

If the sleeper refused the request of anything so humble as a loaf of bread, the borrower would continue on his rounds cursing the stinginess of the sleeper, who would not get up even to fulfil this trifling request.
The story would be all over the village by morning.

The sleeper would be met with cries of ‘shame’ everywhere he went

Because of his desire for ‘avoidance of shame’ he will get up and give whatever the borrower wants

So what can we learn from this story?

First: when we go to this kind of neighbour everything is against us

It is night



He is asleep in bed




The door is locked





His children are asleep






He does not like us 

And yet we will receive even more than we ask

This is because our neighbour is a man of integrity and he will not violate that quality
The God to whom we pray also has an integrity that he will not violate; and beyond this he loves us!

Second:  if we are confident of having our needs met when we go to such a neighbour in the night, how much more can we rest assured when we take our requests to a loving Father? 

We can pray to our Father in Heaven with confidence knowing that He has integrity and loves us deeply

Ask, Search, Knock
Following the parable Jesus goes on to tell his disciples that if they 

Bring everything to God, who is your Father, with confidence and everything you ask for you will get, everything you look for you will find and every door you knock on will be opened because God is faithful and loves us deeply.

But hang on just a minute! 

What does it mean if we do all this and don’t receive what we have asked for?

What does it mean if we don’t find what we are looking for?

Or the door isn’t opened?

Take for instance the young boys in another parish I was in who prayed everyday for their dad be cured of cancer.  He wasn’t and they wanted to know why.

David Lose from Luther Seminary shares another story:

Consider the young woman in another congregation who told me of years of sexual abuse by her father.  She told me she prayed and prayed for it to stop.  It didn’t; at least for many years and she wanted to know why 

Unanswered prayers creates for us a huge crisis of faith
It puts us in a bind between wondering whether God failed or we did
Most of us believing it unfaithful to fault God, blame ourselves instead

We must not have had enough faith 
or we didn’t have a sufficient number of other Christians praying for us, 
or we didn’t pray the right way

Honestly, I don’t fully know why some prayers are answered and some aren’t
But what I do believe passionately are two things:

One that God wants us to pray, more than that God wants us to ask for anything.  And although we have talked about the word shameless in light of the parable, I am going to use it here as well.  Our petitions to God, Jesus says, should be bold, audacious and shameless!

Prayer is more than asking for things of course. Prayer is praise; prayer is thanksgiving; prayer is conversation; prayer is questioning; prayer is arguing; prayer is lamenting

Prayer is all these things and more.  But prayer is also – and perhaps fundamentally – asking God for what we most need and desire shamelessly.

Why do I think asking, seeking and knocking are so central to prayer? Because it affirms our fundamental dependence on God

God has given us many, many gifts, yet we never stray far from our original condition of ultimate dependence on God’s mercy, goodness and provision.

When we ask God for something in prayer, we acknowledge both our need and God’s goodness.

The second thing I believe is that God listens to our prayers.  There is nothing more important to God than being in relationship with us, and so when we speak we can count on God’s attention.

God wants us to pray

God is listening. 
David Lose, whose story I shared just before shares how he responded to the woman who had suffered abuse.

When the young woman gave me her rationale for why God didn't answer her prayer, I told her as gently as I could that I didn't think prayer worked that way, that I didn't think prayer was like a vending machine that said "correct change only." I admitted that I couldn't explain why God allowed the abuse to continue, but that I absolutely did not think it was her fault. Further, I told her I believed God loved her, then and now. I said that I also thought that God was with her, suffering with her, holding onto her even at the darkest moments. I knew then and still know now that this can sometimes feel like small comfort amid our deep pain. Yet I believe in a God who meets us in the darkest, hardest, most painful moments of our lives. 
God knows pain and suffering, fear and loss first hand. God who in Jesus took on our life and our lot and died so that we might know there is no where we can go that Christ hasn't already gone, and that there is nothing we can do – or have done to us – that God cannot love and forgive, redeem and save.
Conclusion 

Therefore continue to pray, bringing honestly your joys, your worship, your praise, your pain to your Father in Heaven, the one who listens to your petitions
For God loves us so deeply that he doesn’t answer from a distance but meets us in the darkest, hardest and most painful moments of our lives
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