NINETEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST
October 16, 2022
Bethlehem Lutheran Church

FIRST READING: Genesis 32:22-31
PSALM 121
SECOND READING: 2 Timothy 3:14-4:5
GOSPEL: Luke 18:1-8
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.

She was an elderly woman.  About 50 years old.  Moderately well-preserved, although a bit dried out.  Today, 50 isn’t considered old – but it was if you lived 3,000 years ago in ancient Egypt.  This woman was found in burial chamber TT-95 in the Egyptian necropolis at Thebes-West.  For someone who'd been buried for three millennia, she looked remarkably well-preserved.  Yet she appeared to be just an average, everyday, garden-variety mummy ... until someone noticed the odd-looking big toe on her right foot.  It was totally artificial.
For paleo-pathologists around the world, this big toe was big news.  It consisted of three pieces of carved wood fitted onto her foot with leather straps, making it the world's oldest known prosthesis.  X-rays revealed that the Egyptian woman's actual toe had been surgically removed, maybe because of arterial disease.  Soft tissue and skin had grown over the site where the toe had been taken off, and then the prosthetic toe had been added.  She must've been a persistent woman to go to all that trouble, just so she could balance properly and walk normally!  And her persistence paid off.  Wear and tear on the toe's underside indicate that it had been put to good use for quite some time while she was alive.
Two millennia ago in Palestine, there was another persistent woman.  In fact, she was a pest.  A real pain.  And Jesus uses her to teach us a lesson.  Like a terrier latched on to your pant leg, she sunk in her teeth and snarled at the judge handling her case: "Grant me justice against my opponent" (18:3).
Finally, the judge can't stand it anymore.  He admits that he has no fear of God, and he doesn’t even care for people.  "Yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will grant her justice" (vv. 4-5).  She was wearing him out with her continual begging.  Her pleas were like a big wooden toe that kept jabbing and jabbing and jabbing away.
The judge says, "Enough!  I get the point!"  And, in a sense, so does God.  "Will not God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day and night?" Jesus asks.  "Will he delay long in helping them?"  Of course not!  Jesus says that if a corrupt and uncaring judge responds to persistent pleas, then certainly a holy and loving Lord will do the same.
Yet Jesus adds a nuance here that’s easily overlooked.  Whereas the earthly judge delays, God will act quickly.  God doesn’t need to be browbeaten into submission before he hears our prayers.  Remember, Jesus said, “Ask and it will be given to you.  Seek and you will find.  Knock and the door will be opened to you.”
That's why prayer is not a prosthesis; not a crutch for people to lean on as they try to keep their faith from falling over.  Prayer is a practice that connects us to the power of God that can guide us, strengthen us and change us.  Prayer is a practice that is perfected by persistence - by disciplined determination to be in an ongoing conversation with God, who is the source of every good and perfect gift.

The world values independence, but there’s nothing wrong with being dependent on God, and desiring the gifts of God that give us abundant life.  The late Archbishop Desmond Tutu once wrote, "We are made for God.  We yearn to be filled with the fullness of God, and so we come asking the One who is always eager to give.  We place ourselves in his hands, in the attitude of those who know they have nothing that they have not received, before the One who is ever gracious, ready to give beyond our asking and our deserving.  We are like a parched land thirsty for the gift of rain -- yearning, waiting and asking, and assured that we will be heard and that we will be given."
Archbishop Tutu concludes, “More than anything else, we long for God's love and God's presence.  We yearn to see him face to face.  Prayer isn’t so much the listing of our many requests, but the breathing of our one deepest request, to be united with God as fully as possible.  Just as a persistent child really wants the attention of a parent more than he wants a toy or a treat, a persistent child of God really craves the presence of the Lord more than any particular gift.”
Let me say that again.  A persistent child of God craves the presence of the Lord more than any particular gift.  How true!
The persistent widow in Jesus’ parable was a marginalized person in her day.  She had no strings to pull, no names to drop, no connections in high places to help her navigate the legal system.

Women at that time tended to marry quite early — even in their teens.  This is because they needed a man to provide for them and they were expected to produce as many sons as possible to carry on the family name.  Husbands were the figurehead of the family and community, and they tended to marry later, in their 20s and 30s.  This age gap meant that eventually many wives ended up as widows.

Jewish Law said that the husband’s immediate family and the community of faith were responsible for these women.  This would not have been lost on Jesus’ audience.  Why was there nobody but this judge who could help this woman with her opponent?  Where was her family?  Where was her community?  Surely this could never happen today.  Or could it?
Listen to this true story from the September issue of Living Lutheran.  Miss Linda lives in the Powderhorn neighborhood of south Minneapolis – the same neighborhood where I lived for the year after Kerry and I graduated from seminary and before we got married.  Miss Linda is a widow, a retiree, and a great-grandmother.  Her story happened against the backdrop of the current housing crisis in this country.  Miss Linda had lived in the Powderhorn neighborhood for decades, but she lost the home she owned through a mortgage fraud scheme.  She began renting the house so she could stay in the neighborhood she loved, but her landlord forced her to fund several major home improvements.  The acts of injustice perpetrated against Miss Linda led to her paying more than $200,000 in rent and repairs for a home that she had owned for 20 years.

Last January, Miss Linda faced eviction because a new landlord wanted to sell the house.  Right when she was at the end of her rope, a miracle happened.  The Powderhorn community sprang into action.  Crowdfunding began and led to tens of thousands of dollars being raised to support her.  Holy Trinity Lutheran Church, where I used to worship, was a major contributor.  The result?  Miss Linda is still in her home, which she once again owns.

The article in Living Lutheran concludes, “God calls us to walk in humility and seek justice.  God equips us to stand with the Miss Lindas as they plead their case before a system that fails to recognize their full humanity.  Miss Linda is among you.  She may be pleading with an unjust judge right now.  How are you called to listen and take action?”
If we look for ourselves in the parable of the persistent widow, we realize that we too have only one true advocate.  While God may use our community to minister to us – as he did for Miss Linda – in the end, he is our only hope.  So, we’re right to be persistent in our relationship with God, because God is certainly persistent with us.  He is eternal, everlasting, a Mighty Fortress, the source of steadfast love.
He paid the ultimate price for our salvation, and he won’t give up until he rights every wrong in this world.
Meanwhile, Jesus tells us that we should “pray always and not lose heart.”  Even if God doesn’t bring us the answers we want, he will draw nearer to us.  And that’s what we’re really praying for.
The theologian, Barbara Brown Taylor writes, “I have a 7-year-old granddaughter named Madeline.  What I want Madeline to know is that the best thing about prayer is the relationship itself.  Whether or not she gets what she asks for, I want her to keep asking.  I want her to pester God the same way she pesters her mother, thinking of a dozen different ways to plead her case.  I want her to long for God the same way she longs for her father, holding fast to him even when he’s away.”
“When she complains that none of this does any good, I’m going to ask her to tell me the difference between how she feels while she’s praying verses how she feels when she thinks about giving up.  She’s going to tell me that she feels more alive and empowered when she’s praying.  And that’s when I’ll tell her the story of the persistent widow.”

May we also follow the example of the persistent widow.  May we be persistent in prayer and tenacious in our desire to know God's presence, God's power and God's peace.  Amen
Children’s sermon:  Bring math flash cards.  The more you do math, the better you get.  The math doesn’t change; you change.  The math doesn’t get easier; you get better.  The same is true with prayer.
Homiletics, October 21, 2001, “The Prayer Prosthesis,” pp. 36-41.  Homiletics, October 18, 1998, “The Difficult Child,” pp. 47-51.  Living Lutheran, September 2022, Angela !Khabeb, p. 5, “Unmovable Miracle.”
(GOSPEL                                                                                  Luke 18:1-8
P:  Announcement of the Gospel.

C:  Glory to you, O Lord.

Jesus tells a parable of a hateful judge who is worn down by a widow’s pleas.  Jesus is calling God’s people to cry out for justice and deliverance.  For if an unethical judge will ultimately grant the plea of a persistent widow, how much more will God respond to those who call.

1Then Jesus told them a parable about their need to pray always and not to lose heart.  2He said, “In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor had respect for people.  3In that city there was a widow who kept coming to him and saying, ‘Grant me justice against my opponent.’  4For a while he refused; but later he said to himself, ‘Though I have no fear of God and no respect for anyone, 5yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will grant her justice, so that she may not wear me out by continually coming.’ ”  6And the Lord said, “Listen to what the unjust judge says.  7And will not God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day and night?  Will he delay long in helping them?  8I tell you, he will quickly grant justice to them.  And yet, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”

P:  The Gospel of our Lord.

C:  Praise to you, O Christ.
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