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Luke 11:1-13

A mentor long ago told me that if you do not know what to do for a sermon, if you don’t like any of the texts including the psalm, just preach on the subject of prayer. Well, thanks be to God, the Gospel text today is all about prayer.

The Lord’s Prayer. Probably the first prayer you learned. Can you remember how and when you learned it? I can’t. It seems like it was always there. It’s the one prayer that is in all of our worship services. It is included in Morning and Evening Prayer and all Eucharistic texts. But the Lord’s Prayer doesn’t just appear in  scripture like an insert in the Sunday bulletin. There is a context and there is a parable and then commentary that are part of the instructions.

The context for Jesus’ words on prayer is that the disciples see Jesus praying and them ask him to teach them how to pray. Of course, even if we think we don’t know how to pray, we do when under duress. A shouted, heartfelt, “Oh, God!” is a short prayer. Foxhole prayers are real prayers, but we know we can and should do better. Prayer is a lot more than throwing out an SOS to the heavens, of course. As we walk a spiritual path, we know that prayer is the practice that enables us to maintain that vital, intimate connection with the Holy One who sustains and guides us on the path. All of us pray, but sometimes we wonder if we’re doing it “right.” 


That may be what the disciples had in mind when they asked, “Lord, teach us to pray.” The disciples already knew a lot about how to pray. As Jews, they had prayers for all occasions and all times of day. Watching Jesus praying constantly and effectively, the disciples must have thought they could learn a thing or two. They also want to have a distinctive prayer to set them apart as his followers. Many prophets and rabbis gave their disciples a special prayer, as John the Baptizer apparently did. Now the disciples want Jesus to give them a special prayer. “Lord, teach us to pray.”[footnoteRef:0] [0:  Linda McFadden, “Prayer 101”] 


And what he gave them is nothing like the Prayers of the People we have every Sunday. He did not give them a list of seven ways to pray or six things that they must always pray for. He does not suggest that they pray for a list of people. He does not suggest that they make up prayers about things they want. He gives them an actual prayer.

OK. So what is in this prayer that is not about the parish prayer list? First, there are words that are similar to those of Jewish daily prayer, the kaddish, 
“Exalted and hallowed be his great name . . . May he establish his kingdom in your lifetime and in your days.” 
Then the petitions: 
Give us today our daily bread
Forgive us our debts, trespasses, and/or sins.

Stop here for a moment. Here is a good example of the problem of translating ancient texts and the organic quality of language in general. At different points in time all of these words – debts, trespasses, and sins – seemed the best choice to the person writing the translation of the Lord’s Prayer into English. I’m not going to go into the particulars of this problem, but I have seen people nearly come to blows over allegiance to these very words as used in the Lord’s prayer. I think we can agree that “trespass” in contemporary American usage is usually a very that refers to a violation of physical boundaries. Both “debt” and “sin” are more in line with what we intend with the noun “trespass in this case. Nevertheless, I know that people will leave the church if we start to using the word “sin” instead of “trespass.” Why? because this is a core prayer for many Christians. This is the prayer we first learned and it is written on the heart. Never mind that it was written on the heart in a style of English that was the norm several hundred years ago.

Now just for today, just once, we are going to use the contemporary, ecumenical version of the Lord’s Prayer. Not because I want to sell you on this version, but just so you will have to pay attention to the text that is the subject of this sermon.

That brings us to the last petition:
And do not bring us to the time of trial

One writer said:
I've often used a driving test as an illustration of the general meaning of this word [trial]. The tester's purpose is not to make the [applicant] fail, but to discover the character and abilities of the [applicant]. At the same time, there is usually great fear and dread in a 16 year-old at facing such a test.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  http://www.crossmarks.com/brian/luke11x1.htm
] 


So it’s not so much about not having times of trial as it is about not being overwhelmed by them. This is an important thing to ask for every day – as it reminds us that God is always with us.

Like all of the Gospel message, the prayer is radical and demanding. Daily survival, forgiving others, God forgiving us. It is something of a very short set of instructions for how the disciples are to conduct themselves – their discipline. Pray for daily bread. Travel light. Forgive others. Be models of what you preach. These are bold statements. That is why the introduction to the Lord’s prayer in the eucharist is “As our savior Christ has taught us, we are bold to say…”

But Jesus gave the disciples more than a text. He also gave them a methodology that is equally important and which cuts into the very serious tone of the request “teach us how to pray” and Jesus’ equally serious response. The little story about a surprise guest must have loosened up the disciples a bit. He tells them a parable. 

Imagine that it is late at night and an unexpected guest arrives. Your guest is tired and hungry and you have no food in the house. You go next door. Your neighbor, like you, lives in a one room house with all the children and perhaps a farm animal or two. Your neighbor is predictably distressed to be disturbed at such a late hour and complains that it took a long to quiet the children and the goat and the chickens. Nevertheless, he gives you what you want because he doesn’t want you to bang on the door any more any awaken the children or the goat.

Persistence and repetition count. But on the other side of the equation Jesus wants us to remember that we have a special relationship with God; this isn’t just our next door neighbor we’re talking to. The Father we pray to was addressed by Jesus as “Abba,” not “Father,” but a very informal word for “Daddy.” After the little parable Jesus asks the rhetorical question, what kind of Daddy would hand his child a snake when asked for a fish? I think an implication of this ask-receive formula is that while Daddy will not substitute a snake for the desired fish, he  might give you a fishing pole instead.

Ask. Seek. Knock. Repeat. This comes as a shock to us. Jesus has just told us we’re supposed to address the Creator of the Universe as “Daddy,” and now he’s telling us we shouldn’t be timid about demanding something for somebody else. Some of the surprise is hidden in the way this gets translated into English. “Ask” is something we have been taught to do nicely, respectfully. According to Jana Childers, “The New Testament Greek does not say, ‘Ask and you will receive.’ It says ‘aaaaassssk and keep on asking . . . seek and keep on seeking . . . knock and keep on knocking.’ The Greek verb implies ongoing action. Be persistent, Jesus is saying. Be shameless. Run right up to that door and pound on it, and keep on pounding on it. Make a fool out of yourself with your asking.” It’s in this spirit that Abraham pesters God into sparing Sodom and Gomorrah from destruction for their sinful lack of hospitality to strangers. He keeps on pushing and pushing the limits for the sake of the innocent who might perish if the city is destroyed. St. Teresa of Avila urged that we approach God with what she called “holy daring.” 

So seek, knock, aaaaaask . . . and you will receive the Holy Spirit. Your prayers matter. Your prayers help to mend the chasm between God’s realm of justice and peace and this world’s business as usual. Your prayers help to hasten the time when earth and heaven are one.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  op cit] 
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