SEVENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTACOST
July 24, 2022
Bethlehem Lutheran Church

FIRST READING: Genesis 18:20-32
PSALM 138
SECOND READING: Colossians 2:6-19
GOSPEL: Luke 11:1-13
To all of you who are loved by God and called to be God’s people: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom 1:7).

One of my favorite movies is Sister Act.  Whoopi Goldberg plays a Las Vegas show girl who witnesses a mob murder.  The police must protect her from the mob, so they conceal her in a convent, disguised as a nun, and give her the name, Sister Mary Clarence.  At her first meal, “Sister” Mary Clarence is asked to lead the nuns in the table prayer.  She hesitates, of course, then launches into this prayer:  “Bless us, oh Lord, and these thy gifts ... and, yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of no food, I shall fear no hunger.  We want you to give us this day our daily bread ... and to the republic for which it stands ... by the power vested in me, I now pronounce us, ready to eat.  Amen.”

Theologian Frederick Buechner once wrote, “everybody prays, even when they don’t know they’re praying.”  That delighted “Ahh…” when you see fireworks light up a night sky, that’s prayer; that desperate “Why me?” that you ask when something bad happens to you; that’s prayer.
But Jesus’s disciples seem to err on the side of Sister Mary Clarence.  They say they don’t know how to pray and they ask Jesus to teach them the skill of prayer.  Jesus responds, not by saying, “Aw, you guys know how to pray.  Everybody’s born knowing what to say to God.  Just tell God whatever’s on your mind – that’s prayer.”

No.  You know what Jesus did.  He gave them a model prayer, a prayer that we pray here every Sunday, the so-called “Lord’s Prayer.”

Jesus says, “When you pray, pray like this.”  Elsewhere Jesus warns us not to heap up a bunch of empty words when we pray.  Well, there are no empty words here!  To pray as Jesus taught us is to pray for a few basic things.  We’re to ask God for the advent of God’s kingdom; for daily bread; for forgiveness and deliverance from temptation.  And we commit to forgiving others as we have been forgiven.

That’s it.  Do you notice anything missing?  Notice there are no prayers for good health; no prayers for happier, easier, stress-free lives for us.  We’re to pray for God’s kingdom, God’s reign over all, not for an easier time in our kingdoms.  We’re to pray for bread, but not enough bread to hoard and squirrel away, only daily bread.

Maybe a key to prayer “in Jesus’s name” is disciplining ourselves over what not to pray for!

Then Jesus concludes with a parable about prayer – a prayerable? – a story about a man who goes at midnight to ask bread from a friend in order to give bread to another who has come to him in need at midnight.  Note that he’s not asking for bread for himself, but bread for someone else.  How often are our prayers are focused on us and our needs rather than on the needs of others?

This parable is about a very brash person who dared to bother a friend at midnight.  After giving us a model prayer about what we’re to pray, then Jesus gives us a story modeling how we’re to pray.  Jesus says that when it comes to praying in Jesus’s name, go ahead and be persistent.  Keep at it.  Don’t give up.
That’s good news because, as we’ve said, praying in Jesus’s name doesn’t come naturally.  We have to be taught how to do it and we have to keep working at it.  But Jesus loves us enough to teach us, and he promises that he’ll bless our efforts.

Maybe this parable, like just about all of Jesus’s parables, is more concerned with God than with us.  The focus is maybe not on how persistently we’re to pray but rather how gracious and lovingly God responds to our prayers.  God is the friend who gets up out of bed at midnight to answer our prayers.
So, be thankful that Jesus tells us to go ahead and ask.  Knock and the door will be opened.  If your friends don’t deny your urgent requests, how much more so will God not deny you?  Jesus says that if you want to pray rightly, you’ll ask, search, and knock, confident that God is eager to respond to you in grace and love.

I read a commentary on today’s gospel by William Willimon, the former bishop of the United Methodist Church.  He writes:  I know a very successful businessperson.  He built a company up from scratch.  However, he gave his work more time and energy than he should have.  Sadly, he neglected his marriage and family in the process.  I worried about him when he finally retired.  That company was his life.  His marriage had ended some years before, and he rarely saw his adult children.  I predicted that he would have a sad, lonely retirement.

I was wrong.  He volunteered his management skills at our town’s food bank.  He reorganized the whole operation, making it more efficient, giving employees the training they needed to do well, and putting the whole operation in the black for the first time in years.

When I praised him for his good work at the food bank, he explained how all this happened.
He said, “As you know, I’m not the best Christian in the world.  Still, there’s one thing I’ve done since childhood.  I pray the Lord’s Prayer at the beginning and end of every day.  And I think that’s what saved me.  God answered my prayer.”

Willimon asked him to say more, and the man continued.  “Well, it’s obvious.  The first thing Jesus told us to pray was, ‘Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.’  When I retired and walked off the job to which I had given my life, and sacrificed my family, I realized that I’d been praying for God’s kingdom to come, but I’d been living as if my kingdom was what I really wanted.  Well, be careful what you pray for.  You might get it.  I prayed for God’s kingdom to come, and it finally did.  My kingdom melted away, and God’s kingdom came to me in the form of the food bank.  Maybe it’s not the whole kingdom of God, but that food bank is my little contribution to God’s kingdom, my little corner where God is letting God’s will be done through somebody like me.  That food bank is the answer to my prayer to the Lord and the Lord’s prayer for me!”

Jesus says we’re to pray for God’s coming kingdom.  We’re to beg and pester until God’s will is done.  We’re to ask for forgiveness for all the ways we’ve sinned against God and neighbor, and then we’re to ask that God will make us forgivers, too.  We’re to ascribe power and glory to God—not power to do whatever we want God to do, but power in doing what God wants done!

It's no wonder that Jesus tells us to be persistent, to keep at it.  Wanting what God wants, praying that God’s will be done on earth as it is in heaven, doesn’t come naturally.  That’s why we say the Lord’s Prayer Sunday after Sunday until we know it “by heart.”
Martin Luther, the founder of our church, said that “prayers ought to be brief, frequent and intense.”

Meister Eckhart, the great theologian and mystic, said “If the only prayer you ever pray in your entire life is ‘Thank You,’ it will be enough.”

Jesus, our Savior and Lord, said, “When you pray, pray like this.”  Ask for these things using these words, and know that God listens, loves and blesses.  God’s kingdom will come, even through people like us; God’s will is done, even by people like us.  God really does answer prayer!  Amen

Pulpit Resource, Pentecost 7, July 24, 2016, “Bring It On!”  Pulpit Resource, Pentecost 7, July 28, 2019, “Learning How to Pray,” pp. 13-15.  
(GOSPEL                                                                               Luke 11:1-13
P:  Announcement of the Gospel.

C:  Glory to you, O Lord.

1[Jesus] was praying in a certain place, and after he had finished, one of his disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, 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.
  4And forgive us our sins,
   for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.
  And do not bring us to the time of trial.”
 5And he said to them, “Suppose one of you has a friend, and you go to him at midnight and say to him, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread; 6for a friend of mine has arrived, and I have nothing to set before him.’  7And he answers from within, ‘Do not bother me; the door has already been locked, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot get up and give you anything.’  8I tell you, even though he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, at least because of his persistence he will get up and give him whatever he needs.
 9“So I say to you, Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you.  10For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.  11Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for a fish, will give a snake instead of a fish?  12Or if the child asks for an egg, will give a scorpion?  13If 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!”

P:  The Gospel of our Lord.

C:  Praise to you, O Christ.
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