25th July 2010

Teach us to Pray
Readings:
Genesis 18:20-32
 20 Then the LORD said, "The outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah is so great and their sin so grievous 21 that I will go down and see if what they have done is as bad as the outcry that has reached me. If not, I will know." 
 22 The men turned away and went toward Sodom, but Abraham remained standing before the LORD. 23 Then Abraham approached him and said: "Will you sweep away the righteous with the wicked? 24 What if there are fifty righteous people in the city? Will you really sweep it away and not spare the place for the sake of the fifty righteous people in it? 25 Far be it from you to do such a thing—to kill the righteous with the wicked, treating the righteous and the wicked alike. Far be it from you! Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?" 
 26 The LORD said, "If I find fifty righteous people in the city of Sodom, I will spare the whole place for their sake." 
 27 Then Abraham spoke up again: "Now that I have been so bold as to speak to the Lord, though I am nothing but dust and ashes, 28 what if the number of the righteous is five less than fifty? Will you destroy the whole city because of five people?" 
      "If I find forty-five there," he said, "I will not destroy it." 
 29 Once again he spoke to him, "What if only forty are found there?" 
      He said, "For the sake of forty, I will not do it." 
 30 Then he said, "May the Lord not be angry, but let me speak. What if only thirty can be found there?" 
      He answered, "I will not do it if I find thirty there." 
 31 Abraham said, "Now that I have been so bold as to speak to the Lord, what if only twenty can be found there?" 
      He said, "For the sake of twenty, I will not destroy it." 
 32 Then he said, "May the Lord not be angry, but let me speak just once more. What if only ten can be found there?" 
      He answered, "For the sake of ten, I will not destroy it."

Luke 11:1-13
Jesus' Teaching on Prayer 
 1One day Jesus was praying in a certain place. When he finished, one of his disciples said to him, "Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples." 
 2He said to them, "When you pray, say: 
   " 'Father,
   hallowed be your name, 
   your kingdom come.
 3Give us each day our daily bread. 
 4Forgive us our sins, 
      for we also forgive everyone who sins against us.
   And lead us not into temptation.' " 
 5Then he said to them, "Suppose one of you has a friend, and he goes to him at midnight and says, 'Friend, lend me three loaves of bread, 6because a friend of mine on a journey has come to me, and I have nothing to set before him.' 
 7"Then the one inside answers, 'Don't bother me. The door is already locked, and my children are with me in bed. I can't get up and give you anything.' 8I tell you, though he will not get up and give him the bread because he is his friend, yet because of the man's boldness[e] he will get up and give him as much as he needs. 
 9"So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. 10For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. 
 11"Which of you fathers, if your son asks for[f] a fish, will give him a snake instead? 12Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? 13If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!"
Sermon
“A little boy wanted £100 badly and he prayed every day for a week, but nothing happened.  Then he decided to write God a letter asking for the money.  When the post office saw the letter, which was addressed to GOD UK, they decided to send it to the Prime Minister. He was amused and touched and decided to send the little boy a £5 note, which he thought would seem like a lot of money to a young child.  The boy was delighted with the £5 and sat down to write a thank you note to God which said: “Dear God, Thank you very much for sending the money.  However, I noticed that for some reason you had to send it through 10 Downing Street, and, as usual, they took most of it.””
“Teach us to pray” the disciples ask Jesus in our gospel reading.  If he heard that story, would he say, “Not like that” ?  Well, not necessarily so... as I hope we will discover.
The reading today is all about prayer.  It’s only 13 verses but Jesus packs a lot in to his teaching, which comes in three parts; a prayer that has become one of the most well known and well used prayers in all the world, then a parable about persistence in prayer, and finally encouragement to see God as wanting to respond to our prayers.  Any of these would give plenty to preach on in themselves, but today I’m planning a whistle stop tour of the whole thing, because I think they belong together, and give us a sort of ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ about prayer.
First of all then there’s that question from the disciples to Jesus.  They want to know how to pray because they have seen him do it.  Jesus prays regularly, not just when he has a major task ahead, but all the time, it’s part of his daily life.  The previous chapter in Luke’s gospel has just ended with the story of Martha and Mary, and Jesus praising Mary for taking the time to sit at his feet, and it clearly matters to him that he should take the time to sit at his Father’s feet also.  Perhaps the disciples also see something different in the way he prays as opposed to the kind of praying they’re used to.  And so the simple request comes: “Lord, teach us to pray...”, and it’s one we might want to make ourselves.
Jesus’ answer begins: “When you pray, say this...” and the very first word he gives them to say is “Father”.   You know, every time we use that word of God, we should be in awe that we can, yet it is Jesus himself who teaches us to do it.  Throughout his ministry he has spoken of God in a very familiar way, which has been one of things that has got him into trouble with the authorities at a time when God was considered to be cloistered in the inner sanctum of the temple, when even the name of God was considered too holy to be spoken out loud.  Now Jesus teaches his followers to claim a closeness to God too, and it’s that closeness that makes the rest of the prayer possible.  In this prayer, God as parent comes first, before there is any mention of God as holy, or God as king. That is not to diminish his greatness and his holiness, but Jesus sets all of that firmly in the context that he is our Father.  God as parent cannot possibly be distant and aloof.  God as parent will want us to have our daily bread.   God as parent will be nurturing and loving – and of course forgiving.  God as parent will also want his children to forgive each other.
And God as parent will also hope that his children will love each other.  This simple but wonderful prayer uses the words ‘we’, ‘us’, and ‘our’.   Not once does it say ‘I’, ‘me’, or ‘my’.  You can, of course, pray this prayer on your own, but even then if you use Jesus’ words you cannot fail to include others.  It is a prayer that draws all the disciples of Christ together.
In Matthew’s gospel the Lord’s Prayer is longer, and closer in fact to the words we pray now, but it doesn’t need to be. Here in Luke’s gospel, in just four sentences Jesus gives us the essence of a perfect prayer.  He tells us what to pray.
Prayer can be a difficult thing.  For those unused to it, it can be difficult to know where to start .  And for those who do pray, words can still dry up sometimes.  The solution lies in these words Jesus has given us, and I mean given, because they are a gift.  Just say the Lord’s Prayer, and think about what you’re saying rather than rattle it off, and you will have covered a huge amount of prayer ground, and reminded yourself just how much you matter to God.
But although we are all God’s children, we are not all the same, we each have our individual needs and concerns as well.  We will want to bring those to God too.  So Jesus now tells this parable about the man who disturbs his neighbour in the middle of the night to ask for bread for his unexpected guest, and he does so to show us how to pray, to which the answer is ‘boldly’.
We might struggle to understand the emergency in this story, we who have bread in our freezers, and can stop every two hours on a journey at a Little Chef or a Costa Coffee, but Jesus’ listeners would have got it.  Travellers would arrive unannounced and often very tired and hungry, and their hosts had an obligation to offer hospitality.  So it was very important to get hold of some bread, no matter what the hour.  And 3 small loaves, I’m guessing we’re talking about something like pitta bread, would have been considered the daily ration.  So the man dares to disturb his neighbour, and he doesn’t give up until he has the bread he needs.
We must be careful with parables, because we are not supposed to come to the conclusion that God is like the reluctant neighbour, and will only act when nagged.  Far from it, as Jesus points out later.  Parables are not meant to be interpreted in every aspect, they have just one punchline, and the punchline of this particular story is about the man knocking on the door, not about the man inside.   The one point that Jesus wants to make is to encourage boldness in our prayer, that it too should be a sharp knocking on the door, an insistent asking, a search that refuses to give up. 
 And although this story talks about friendship we might come back again to the child and parent image.  Children don’t hold back when they ask their parents for something.  In fact they don’t hold back in prayer either, which is what Jesus might have approved of in my opening story.  They don’t stop to wonder if they’re being selfish.  They don’t stop to consider if their request is remotely possibly.  They just ask.
The word Jesus uses for ‘boldness’ has as its literal meaning ‘shamelessness’, and Jesus invites us to pray shamelessly.   Our OT reading is an example of shameless persistence, as Abraham asks God to spare the city of Sodom if fifty good people can be found there, and when God agrees, he says will you do it for forty, and then thirty, and finally ten.  Abraham is bold, he doesn’t know how far the conversation will go, but he has faith in a God of compassion rather than anger and he just keeps going.  The man who disturbed his neighbour is shameless, he didn’t stop to wonder if his visit might be inconvenient.   If we stop all the time to wonder if what we are asking is too big or too little, above or beneath God’s attention, or whether we have any right to ask it at all, our prayer life will become a very stilted thing, because it will be controlled by us.  It isn’t up to us, it’s up to God.  We may not get what we want, and more of that in a minute, the door that opens may not reveal what we expected, but nonetheless the answer to ‘how’ to pray, is with boldness and persistence, Jesus makes that clear.  Don’t be ashamed of your prayer, ask and keep asking. 
Finally then the question ‘why’ pray, and Jesus, in a perfect circle comes back to the Father image with which he began.  “Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead?  Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion?  If you then know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”
Hear that phrase “how much more...”.  This is a point of contrast rather than comparison, and the same was true in the parable.  Human parents are flawed, trying their best but not always doing the right thing.  Human friends are flawed, sometimes reluctant and unwilling to put themselves out.  ‘How much more then’ says Jesus, will your Father in heaven give you good things.  We as human parents, and human neighbours, may not always do the right thing or respond generously enough – God always does.
Of course good things, and what we want, are not necessarily the same thing.  Our heavenly Father would not give a snake or a scorpion, but he doesn’t always give the fish or the egg either.  This is another point of contrast with the reluctant neighbour, in that when he gives in, he then gives to his friend as much as he needs, one translation (NRSV) says ‘whatever’ he needs.
God always answers prayer, but he does not give us ‘whatever’, and that is good, for the parent that says ‘whatever’ to a child’s request is not a good parent. But he does give us what we need, our daily bread.  He doesn’t always give us what we want, but he always gives us what is good for us, and that includes spiritual gifts.  “How much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him,” Jesus says. One of the greatest gifts we have today is the gift of God’s presence in the Holy Spirit, and prayer keeps us aware and in touch with that Spirit who guides us in every aspect of life.
In this passage Jesus speaks so movingly and convincingly about prayer and about God’s willingness to respond, that I got to the end and thought “why would anyone not want to pray?”  And yet the word prayer often comes attached to words like discipline and duty – and those words aren’t wrong – but dutiful prayer can become a routine, and then a chore, something that has to be done, and then we lose sight of the ‘why’, and most importantly of all the ‘who’.  And ‘who’ I think is the most important question of all that is answered here, and it’s answered in such a personal and appealing way in this passage that I certainly felt a growing desire to pray as I read through it.  Perhaps we should all keep returning to this passage every now and then to keep that desire growing.  Because prayer is not a mechanical thing – do this, and that will happen.  Prayer is about relationship.  “Seek and you will find” says Jesus.  Find £100?  Maybe not.  Find God?  Yes, surely.  Prayer gives us the opportunity to approach God with the familiarity , boldness and trust of a young child, and to discover in him love, wisdom, and the power than makes all things possible.  
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