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Whenever one reads a passage of Scripture, it is nearly always important to consider what immediately
precedes the text. In the case of today’s Scripture, Jesus has just told his disciples about coming trouble.
He has exhorted them to hang on until Jesus comes again. Luke then tells his readers that Jesus follows
up this teaching with a story about a judge and a widow.

************************************************************************
Knock. Knock.
Who’s there?
Philip.
Philip the gas tank!
Knock. Knock.
Who’s there?
Philip.
Philip the gas tank.
Knock! Knock!
Are you weary of this knock, knock joke?
Well, we—meaning we, the parents of the three and four-year-old kids who told this same knock, knock
joke, not three, but at least a hundred times on a family vacation—we were as weary of it as that judge
was of the widow in the story that we just read.
But no matter how many times the kids themselves told it, they would never tire of telling it again. They
would collapse in gales of laughter at their self-created knock-knock joke as if it were the first time they
had ever told it.
This parable is a first-century knock-knock joke.
In the parable, the widow is Sheldon, the character in the TV sitcom The Big Bang Theory, pounding on
the door of his long-suffering neighbor Penny who lives across the hall in his apartment building.
Do you remember the Three Stooges and the eye-poke that was a signature of their slapstick humor?
There are literal resonances of Sheldon and Penny and of the Three Stooges, in this parable. The Greek
says that the widow “kept on coming” (Greek imperfect verbal tense) just like Sheldon keeps on coming

at Penny in episode after episode. And the line that is translated, “I will grant her justice, so that she
may not wear me out by continually coming,” literally means “she will give me a black eye,” a la the
Three Stooges. (1)
You know, sometimes, when things are really bad and troubles are coming at you from every direction, a
joke can provide not only comic relief, but can convey a serious message. This is what is happening in
today’s Scripture lesson, I believe.
Luke introduces this joke of a parable by saying that it was told to encourage its hearers to be persistent
in prayer. The circumstances of Luke’s own time would have prompted him to underscore this. We
don’t know the precise years when Luke penned his gospel. Probably it wasn’t as early as the
persecution which many Christians experienced under Nero so possibly Luke’s congregation was
undergoing travail as a part of a more local suffering. The faithful kept crying out, “How long, O Lord,
how long?” Yet they did not get a direct answer. Luke’s solution: Keep praying. Don’t give up. (2)
And so he included Jesus’s parable to encourage them to remain faithful.
In speaking about the parable, it is necessary, I think, to address the difficulty we have with describing
the judge as “unjust.” One commentator says that the judge is not the archetype of God, but the
antitype. (3)
The rhetorical construction of the parable bears this out. The rhetorical device is called arguing from the
lesser to the greater, from the minor to the major.
Thus, the point is not that God is like an unjust judge who will eventually relent to the persistent
petitions of the widow. Rather, it is an echo of earlier instructions about prayer found in the gospel: “If
you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children how much more will the heavenly
Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” (11:13). We can read this parable’s comparison
similarly, “If even the most unjust of judges will finally relent to the ceaseless petitions of an annoying
widow, then how much more will God—who is, after all, a good judge—answer your prayers!” The
focus, thus, is on God’s goodness and eagerness to bless. (4)
The point of the parable then is not a matter of persuading a reluctant God; rather it is a matter of Christ
followers continuing to keep on praying working toward the Kingdom, believing in all times and in all
places in God’s goodness and eagerness to bless.
Luke identifies prayer as the focus of the parable.
Prayer takes many shapes. I suspect that it did in the first century; I know that it does in the 21st
century.
I hope that you read the piece about DCPC’s Lingle Chapel in this past Wednesday’s Charlotte Observer,
sent to you early last week as the DCPC STORY OF THE WEEK. (5)
As the article mentioned, I collect the prayers from the prayer box. I take some time to read and
meditate upon them all. Some of them indicate a wish to be prayed anonymously by the Wednesday
intercessory prayer group. A very few indicate that they would like to be contacted by a minister. With
these, I reach out via email or a phone call.

But what has struck me is how honest the prayers are, and how different.
Prayer takes many shapes.
Denise Levertov was a poet. In an interview shortly before her death, she said, “When you're really
caught up in writing a poem, it can be a form of prayer. I'm not very good at praying, but what I
experience when I'm writing a poem is close to prayer. I feel it in different degrees and not with every
poem. But in certain ways writing is a form of prayer.” (6)
Have you ever thought of putting money into the offering plate, pledging money toward the work of the
church, as a prayer?
The contribution of money to the work of the church can be considered prayer too, I am convinced.
It is not a random, unconsidered thing that the prayers of the people and the offering of money fall in
the Reformed order of worship under the section called “Responding to the Word” and in close
proximity to each other. The implicit theological statement being made here is that prayer is not only a
response, it is an offering, and the offering of money is not only a response, it is prayer.
I am particularly struck by how this is true because today we are baptizing 5 people at our 11 a.m.
service: an adult, Karen, and four children, Walker, Mackenzie, Alexander, and Emily. We are baptizing
them in the midst of troubled times, in the midst of racial prejudice, gender violence, the violence of
war, dysfunctional family life, poverty and hunger. In baptizing them, we promise to nurture them in
the faith in order that they may be faithful witnesses to the good news of Jesus Christ in the midst of
this troubled world.
The Session, in listening to the larger congregation, made a commitment last year to strengthening the
nurture and faith of all who are baptized and those who have not yet been baptized, be they children,
teenagers, college students, or adults. Matt Wiggins became our Staff Associate for Youth Ministry and
Jenny Alexander our Staff Associate for Children’s Ministry at the beginning of 2016. A new associate
pastor for Faith Formation will be called in the near future.
In order to fulfill this commitment in 2017, in order to fulfill our baptismal promises, our prayers are
needed. And by prayer, I specifically mean the prayer that are your financial pledges to the work of the
church in 2017. I entreat you to pray deeply about your sacrificial, proportionate pledge and to come to
worship next Sunday, Commitment Sunday, pledge card in hand, to pour forth your thanksgiving to God
during our one worship service.
Today’s Scripture lesson concludes with this question: Will the Son of Man find faith on earth?
The answer depends, in part, on you and on me.
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