
May God give us grace never to sell ourselves short, 

grace to risk something big for something good, 

and grace to remember that the world is too dangerous for anything but truth  

and too small for anything but love. Amen. 

In a recent article by the writer Ian Frazier,  

he described his experience of the Covid virus as  

having a “sneaky, foxlike personality… 

it would try the throat, the sinuses; then sidle back to the lungs.   

It was a wheedling, advantage-taking, confident…presence.”  

That description reminded me of 2 of today’s readings.   

Of the reading from Genesis where Abraham stands firmly before God  

and challenges God not to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah.   

He is a relentless negotiator, working the number of righteous people worth saving 

down from 50 to 45 to 40 to 30 to 20 and then to 10.  

And it reminded me of the story in the gospel from today  

about the man who knocked on the door of his friend in the night  

and asked for bread.   

The friend refuses to get up but the writer of Luke’s gospel states with assurance, 

“I 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.”  

In fact the New English Bible translates persistence as shamelessness  

which is actually closer to the original Greek.   

So we have a picture of a man standing outside his friend’s house  

in the middle of the night begging, pleading maybe even yelling,  

I need some bread, until he gets his way!   

And by extension is that how we are encouraged to approach God,  

along the lines of a small child in a grocery store, saying,  

Mom, Mom, I want a popsicle.  I want a popsicle.   

That just seems to limit us to a parent-child relationship with God  

And I think we are capable of and were created to be much more than that. 

And getting back to the story, I’m not convinced that endless pleading  

will cause the friend to get up and give him bread. 

 

One thing to notice in this passage from Luke  

with its somewhat unconnected thoughts on prayer  

is that they are limited to petitionary prayers.   

They don’t address other kinds, like adoration or confession or thanksgiving.  

One of the problems with the advice to badger God until we get what we want,  



or at least what we think we want,  

is that it can lead to a kind of prayer competition.  

This dynamic became very real in the first parish where I served.   

When I arrived, 2 long term parishioners had recently been diagnosed with cancer 

– a woman with ovarian cancer and a man with pancreatic cancer –  

both very serious diagnoses.   

The man was, really, miraculously healed of his cancer,  

but the woman was not and died about a year later.   

She was much loved in the congregation and greatly missed.   

But the inevitable question arose, was he a better person than she was,  

did he pray harder than she did?  

The situation offered lots of opportunity for discussion  

but of course there was no answer.  

There is a great story that the pastor and theologian Tony Campolo tells  

about an elderly missionary who was leading a discussion on prayer  

at a women’s conference.   

She told her small group that when she was sent into the mission field,  

more than 50 years earlier, she was extremely lonely.   

She begged God to pick out a husband for her.   

She said she prayed and prayed and prayed  

and was sure God would answer her prayer.   

One of the women said, “But, you’ve never married! You’re still single!”  

The missionary answered, “You’re right! But somewhere out there  

is a 74yo man who has been resisting God’s call for more than 50 years!” 

So despite the comforting words from Luke of  

"Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find;  

knock, and the door will be opened for you”  

I don’t believe that prayers are always answered.   

I am guessing that’s not a surprise to many of you.   

That certainly fits with my experience,  

where answered prayer is rare rather than common.   

Now we can definitely discuss what the answer actually is,  

maybe not at all what we expected, but clear answers don’t seem to be the norm. 

The other thing to say about petitionary prayers  

is that they seem to be the least mature form of prayer.   

They are often how we learn to pray when we are little,  

beseeching God for the coolest toy or that Tiffany will be our best friend.  

It’s all very transactional as they say.   

Which reminds me of a story of the little boy who comes into the living room 

before going to bed and says, “I’m going to bed.   



I’m going to be praying…Anybody want anything?” 

As we grow up we discover that there are many kinds of prayers  

and lots of ways to pray as so many of you know well.  

Prayer is so much more than just talking to God.  

Prayer, at its very essence, is simply being in relationship with God.  

There are many, many ways to pray, and that's good news,  

because if we don't think we're good at one type of prayer, we can try another,  

until we find a practice or technique that we feel comfortable using.  

For some of us, walking or hiking brings us closer to God.  

Listening to music can be prayer.   

There is no limit to the ways we can pray.  

Many years ago, a monk named Brother Lawrence  

wrote down his thoughts about prayer which were later compiled  

into a small book called, Practicing the Presence of God.  

Brother Lawrence believed that we should practice God's presence  

in everything that we do.  

By living intentionally in every moment, our everyday actions,  

like washing the dishes or preparing food can be done lovingly  

in a way that honors God.  

Brother Lawrence was a simple man.  

He wasn't known for his preaching or for his leadership, in fact,  

he spent most of his life as a dishwasher and cook's helper in the monastery.  

But he was a great pray-er.  

He incorporated prayer into everything he did,  

with the awareness of God's presence and love all around him at all times.  

Very similar to the Buddhist idea of the sacredness of each moment.  

The disciples who watched Jesus come back after that time of solitude and prayer, 

and said to him, “Teach us how to pray!”  

saw something in Jesus that they wanted to have for themselves.  

In her book, The Breath of the Soul, Joan Chittister tells of another disciple  

who expressed the desire that his master teach him how to pray.  

“Here is how,” the Holy One said as he plunged the head of the disciple  

into a bucket of water and held it there while the disciple struggled to be free.  

“Why did you do a thing like that?” the disciple demanded to know  

as he came up out of the water gasping for breath.   

“In order to teach you,” the Holy One said,  

“that when you get to the point where you know you need God  

as much as you need air, you will have learned how to pray.”  

 



So maybe a better image of persistence or even shamelessness in praying  

is not yammering at God until we get what we want,  

but incorporating prayer or thoughtfulness or awareness  

into every moment of our lives so that ultimately everything we do  

is a form of prayer.  

When God becomes as important and central to us as the air around us,  

then we will have come closer to who we are, who we can be. 

And, at least for me, the idea of asking and receiving, seeking and finding, 

knocking and the door will be opened  

is not about transactional payer, i.e.,  

I want something and so God will give it to me,  

but rather, God is always there, ready, eager to hear, to understand,  

and to be available whether we are down on our knees or panting up a 14er.  

And, finally, many thoughtful and prayerful people have noted  

that maybe the point of praying is not to change outcomes  

but to change us, the pray-ers.  

May we be shaped by our prayers.  

 

O Holy One, we hear and say so many words 

and yet yours is the word we need. 

Speak, and if what we hear is silence, let it quiet us, 

disturb us, touch our need, break our pride, let it shrink our certainties,  

let it enlarge our wonder and gratitude.  Amen.  

 

 

 


