3rd October 2010

Harvest  
Prayer and Faith
Readings:

Habakkuk 1:1-4, 2:1-4

 1 The oracle that Habakkuk the prophet received.

Habakkuk's Complaint 

 2 How long, O LORD, must I call for help, 
       but you do not listen? 
       Or cry out to you, "Violence!" 
       but you do not save? 

 3 Why do you make me look at injustice? 
       Why do you tolerate wrong? 
       Destruction and violence are before me; 
       there is strife, and conflict abounds. 

 4 Therefore the law is paralyzed, 
       and justice never prevails. 
       The wicked hem in the righteous, 
       so that justice is perverted.

2

 1 I will stand at my watch 
       and station myself on the ramparts; 
       I will look to see what he will say to me, 
       and what answer I am to give to this complaint.

 2 Then the LORD replied: 
       "Write down the revelation 
       and make it plain on tablets 
       so that a herald may run with it. 

 3 For the revelation awaits an appointed time; 
       it speaks of the end 
       and will not prove false. 
       Though it linger, wait for it; 
       it will certainly come and will not delay. 

 4 "See, he is puffed up; 
       his desires are not upright— 
       but the righteous will live by his faith

Luke 17.5-10 

 5The apostles said to the Lord, "Increase our faith!" 

 6He replied, "If you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mulberry tree, 'Be uprooted and planted in the sea,' and it will obey you. 

 7"Suppose one of you had a servant ploughing or looking after the sheep. Would he say to the servant when he comes in from the field, 'Come along now and sit down to eat'? 8Would he not rather say, 'Prepare my supper, get yourself ready and wait on me while I eat and drink; after that you may eat and drink'? 9Would he thank the servant because he did what he was told to do? 10So you also, when you have done everything you were told to do, should say, 'We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.' "

Sermon

Three very holy people were having a discussion about the proper posture for prayer.  The first person said they thought you should be on your knees with head bowed in reverence to God.  The second disagreed and thought that we should stand looking towards the heavens with our hands raised.  The third person said, 'The best praying I've ever done was hanging upside down in my car by the edge of the road.'

 

I don't know when your most ardent praying has been done, but I suspect not kneeling in the pews during a Sunday morning service.  That's not to say that you don't pray here, it's just that the times when we need to pray come unexpectedly and we have to get on and do it - it's no good skidding off the road in your car and thinking, 'I'll wait until Sunday morning before praying about this.'

 

I have had requests from time to time that we should have more teaching on prayer - more sermons and home-group courses on the subject, and so on.  I presume the request is because people find prayer really hard - and I know just what they mean.  The trouble is, I just don't feel qualified - and, perhaps more controversially, I'm not sure there's a great deal to say.  I know that thousands of books, sermons and courses have been written on the subject, and some of them have been really good - but how come we're still asking how to do it?

 

Christian prayer started two thousand years ago (and that's actually quite a long time), and even that picked up on a Jewish inheritance stretching back a further two thousand years.  If, after four thousand years of teaching, practice and experience, people are still confused and struggling, and still asking how to do it, it must be because it really is difficult.  If all we had to do was a six week course and then each of us would find prayer easy, I promise you, the course would have been written long ago and we'd have all done it.

 

The readings this morning include the most popular prayers of all time, prayers offered up by people of great faith and no faith alike.  These prayers might be two, two and half thousand years old, but we're still praying them - things like, 'How come?' and, 'Help,' and, 'I wish I had more faith.'

 

If you want prayer to become easy, if you want to be really good at it, all I can say is that you will constantly be disappointed.  If we haven't sussed it out after four thousand years, perhaps we're never going to.

 

There, isn't that encouraging?

 

So rather than tell you how to pray, I want simply to look at the prayers in today's readings and leave it at that.  I'm not going to try and achieve what nobody else has been able to do, I'm not going to tell you how to succeed - but it would be nice if I could make you feel a little bit better about being so useless.  Of course, I won't cure you of that either because again, that sense of failing in prayer has been the experience of every Christian who has ever lived.

 

But, before I go on, I must say...
I'm not talking here about whether or not it's worth praying in the first place - because it is, it's always worth praying, constantly, on your knees, standing up, upside down in your overturned car, driving back from Sudbury with your youngest son (who's only had one proper lesson so far), waking up before dawn on the day your oldest son is leaving for university.  Prayer is so important, that's why we all want to be so much better at it - so don't be put off praying, but stop being discouraged in your struggles to find the words, the time, the faith, the inspiration, the desire, the technique, the place, the patience and the right posture.

 

We'll start with the Old Testament prophet Habakkuk - a man well known to you all, though you may not know it... "How long, O Lord, must I call for help, but you do not listen?"

 

Habakkuk is at one with every faithful soul who has ever prayed for escape from trouble.  He stands with every one of us who prays for peace in the world but finds too many images of war on the television; who prays for an end to crime and violence but reads too many stories of fighting and corruption; who prays for healing for the sick but is confronted with too much suffering and death; who prays for love in the home of a friend and then hears only of anger and bitterness.  Habakkuk is like every person confronted by the question of unanswered prayer.  And like many today, he's weary of the fight - nothing seems to do any good anymore - as he said, "Destruction and violence are before me; there is strife, and conflict abounds. The law is paralysed, and justice never prevails.  The wicked hem in the righteous."

 

And the answer to the questions posed by these unanswered prayers is not to try a different posture, to think that if only you prayed harder or better (whatever that might mean), to think that there's something wrong with you or to find another course on prayer.  Habakkuk says, "I will stand at my watch and station myself on the ramparts; I will look to see what God will say to me, and what answer I am to give to this complaint."

 

It's just what those of you who plough, sow and reap every year do - you wait, and whatever the weather, you still just have to wait.

 

We all went over to Herefordshire a few weeks ago, to visit my sister and her family.  The harvest here was well under way, but over there, the crops were nothing like as advanced - and if I hadn't seen the contrast before, I'd have thought there was something going badly wrong in the western half of the country.  But the farmers there just have to wait and watch a bit longer.

 

Habakkuk's isn't a faith that waits one minute and then looks for a different technique when there's no instant answer, this is a patient faith that persists, waits, watches.  "For the revelation awaits an appointed time. Though it linger, wait for it; it will certainly come."  Habakkuk doesn't respond to a seemingly silent God by trying harder or feeling useless, but rather he recognises that it's not up to him anyway (beyond the actual praying) - it's up to God, and he will do his bit, in his time, in his way.  It's the same with the harvest every year.

 

And then the passage ends when Habakkuk slips in a little phrase that changes everything, "but the righteous will live by his faith."

 

Habakkuk is a pretty much unknown part of the Old Testament, just three chapters that I suspect only a handful of you have ever read, and yet here are some of the most important words in all scripture.  St Paul pinned much of his teaching on them and they helped shape the Protestant Reformation - 'the righteous will live by faith.'  It's not our doing (that's why trying to be better doesn't always make you holier), it's all about God's grace.  It's not about being good, it's about being faithful or faith-filled.

 

Which brings me on to the other really popular prayer we've heard, from the gospel passage, "The apostles said to the Lord, 'Increase our faith!'"  How many of us have not asked for more faith?  Just think what we could all do with a bit more faith - we could move mountains, live more godly lives, have the courage and conviction to convert the world, give everything to the poor, and our prayer life would be really good.

 

The verses in this chapter, just before the apostles' ask for more faith, have been all about sin and judgement - and so the apostles' request is really them saying, 'We don't want that to happen to us, so give us what we need to be good enough to avoid it.'  They're nervous, a little insecure and think they just need more faith.

 

Jesus' reply isn't meant to imply that he agrees with them, that their faith is too small, "If you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this tree, 'Be uprooted and planted in the sea,' and it will obey you."  Rather, what Jesus was telling them was that faith isn't something that has to increase, it just has to exist.  If faith is present, we can do all that we have been called to - and the rest is down to the gracious work of God.  We live by faith, just the smallest amount of it.

 

When it comes to our harvest celebrations, interestingly, we don't have all the farmers up here being worshipped and adored by the rest of us.  But it's God who is worshipped and thanked.  The implication from the gospel reading is that those who work the land have only done their bit (even though that 'bit' is a huge amount and a very real commitment, and they certainly deserve our thanks), but the growth of the crops each season is part of the miracle of creation and the wonder of God's grace and generosity - and so we wait, watch and trust.

 

A bit like praying.
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