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The Ninth Sunday after Pentecost
Luke 11: 1-13

July 25, 2010

“If you just believed more and prayed with more sincerity, God would heal you.  The problem is your prayers are too weak.  You’re just not trying hard enough.  If you show God how earnest you are he will answer your prayers.”  

That’s what my friend’s wife said to him several years ago.  He suffered from macular degeneration and was going blind.  In addition, because of a calcifying of the little, tiny bones in his ears, he was also going deaf.  She used to say things like this to him all the time and although he did pray about his condition continually, he began to think that . . . well . . . maybe she was right.  Maybe he wasn’t praying hard enough.  Maybe he needed to show God just how much faith he had.  Maybe he needed to storm the gates of heavens with his prayers because, as the book of James puts it, “the prayers of righteous man are powerful and effective” (James 5:16).

So, one night, after everyone had gone to bed, he took out his bible and he prayed.  He prayed all night and with all earnestness.  He prayed that God would heal him.  He read passages about Jesus healing the sick, how he restored the sight of the blind man and prayed to our Lord saying how he believed that Jesus could heal him too.  Morning came and nothing changed.  Days went by and nothing changed.  Weeks, then months, then years went by and nothing changed.  He was not healed.  It’s been a decade since that night and his condition has only gotten worse.  


So what was the problem with his prayers?  Why were they apparently not effective?   Was his wife right?  Did he not put out enough effort to persuade God to help him?  Did he not show proper sincerity?  Did he not, as his wife said, “try hard enough?”  Why could he not unleash the power of prayer that we hear so much about and that his wife insisted could be done?  What was wrong with him?  

Well, to be perfectly blunt and honest, the problem was not his but his wife’s and her complete and total misunderstanding of what prayer is.  She, unfortunately, like so many in Christianity today, saw prayer as a work of man when, if used properly, becomes the vehicle for persuading God to give you what you want whether that be healing or financial relief.  And, when your prayers aren’t answered the way that you want them to be answered, then that shows a weakness of faith on your part.  You just haven’t prayed correctly or in the right way.  When you think about it, it’s a very cruel view of prayer, isn’t it?  Talk about adding guilt to the situation.  Her husband now not only has to deal with going both blind and deaf he also has to deal with, apparently, not having enough faith to make God answer his prayers.  

My dear friends in Christ, is this really the proper view of prayer?  Is it the pipeline we use to access God’s “goody bag of blessings”?  A lot of Christians think so.  In fact, the view of prayer my friend’s wife has is all too common in American Christianity.  She is not alone and not by a long shot.  So many Christians have come to this corrupt understanding of prayer, believing that if they can just unlock the secret, they can get God to do for them whatever they want.  Proof of that is that there is now a whole cottage industry out there for prayer.  Prayer workshops and seminars are held all over the country promising to give the attendees the key to unleashing untold blessings on your life through prayer.  Just Google “books on the power of prayer” some time and see what you get.  I did the other day and do you know what I found?  I stopped counting after sixty pages!  Sixty pages of books all promising to show you how to pray so that God will answer the way you want.  I even found one author who offered a money-back guarantee if God does not answer your prayer within thirty days!  I have to wonder how they landed that deal with God!  
Regardless, there are a lot of people making a lot of money off of prayer and unfortunately it gives false hopes and false promises to people concerning prayer that God has never made.  In fact, this view of prayer totally distorts the image of God, making him out to be some sort of giant vending machine in the sky who, when you drop in the right coinage, gives you what you want.  I don’t’ know about you, but I find it troubling that this view of prayer is so prevalent.  However, that it is so prevalent does reveal a truth concerning most people.  That truth is that people want to learn how to pray and to have some sort of proof that God is hearing them.  Jesus helps us in our gospel lesson for today by showing us that praying is really quite simple but moreover, he shows us that God indeed hears us and promises to answer.  
St. Luke tells us that an unnamed disciple came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.”  Now, back then, every Rabbi and teacher was known for having his own style or method of praying.  Apparently John the Baptist did too or at least this disciple thought he did.  What that was we don’t know but the question of the disciples is revealing.  It shows that we don’t naturally know how to pray.  We don’t spring forth from the womb or from the baptismal font with an innate knowledge of prayer.  How and why we pray is something that is learned.
And this is understandable when you think about it.  Prayer, at its basis, is simply nothing more than having a conversation with God and while that seems so simple there is a problem which complicates the matter; it is called sin.  Sin is what cuts off communication with God.  Back in the Garden of Eden, prior to the fall of man into sin, Adam and Eve used to walk and talk with God every day.  For them, it was natural.  After they sinned, however, lines of communication were severed.  And this is important to understand:  the lines of communication were not just damaged.  This situation was not like static on the phone line or a bad cellular connection.  You could ask God, “Can you hear me now?” all day long and he wouldn’t answer.  All communication was cut off because our Holy God would have nothing to do with sinners.
It is only through the death and resurrection of Jesus that the lines of communication have been restored.  His blood removes the impediment that keeps God from hearing our prayers, namely, our sin.  Jesus came to restore our relationship with God so that we might resume the conversation because there is no conversation with God without peace with God.  Jesus won that peace for us and now invites us to pray, to converse, to talk with God.  However, while we are completely forgiven because of Jesus, this side of heaven, we still struggle with sin and so prayer does not come naturally to we sinners.

But notice, Jesus does something very important when he teaches us how to pray.  He doesn’t get into forms and structures.  He isn’t interested in style or method or in teaching us the secret for unleashing its power.  Rather, Jesus teaches us to pray by first and foremost underscoring the relationship that we have with God.  “When you pray,” Jesus tells us, “say:  Father, hallowed be your name.”  My dear friends in Christ, do you want to know what the most important thing about prayer?  The most important thing you need to know when it comes to praying is not what words to say, how to say them or with what amount of fervency you say them.  The most important thing to know is that you are praying to your Father.  
I love the way that Jesus does this.  Now, for you and me who say The Lord’s Prayer all the time, calling God our “father” is something we probably take for granted.  Don’t take it for granted though.  What Jesus is suggesting here is a radical departure for what the Jews of his day would consider proper prayer.  The disciples hearing this would have been at a minimum startled by Jesus’ directions.  “Call the Holy One of Israel, ‘Father?’ Call the maker of heaven and earth, ‘Father?’  Call the almighty, omnipotent and all powerful God of the universe, ‘Father?’ No way.”   A Jew in Jesus’ day would never dream of being so bold as to call God “father.”  No one would dare address God so personally or with such a familiarity. But, according to Jesus, this is exactly how we are to address him.  Martin Luther caught on to this right away when in the Small Catechism he writes, “With these words God tenderly invites us to believe that he is our true Father and that we are his true children, so that we with all boldness and confidence we may ask him as dear children ask their dear father.”
Prayer, according to Jesus, is “family talk.” It is sitting around the dining room table or out in the backyard on a summers evening.  It is sharing your day with your father while you enjoy the sunset.  It walking down the road and telling him what is on your mind.  You are his child and he wants you to understand that.  That’s the relationship you have with God in heaven.  You are not an alien or stranger to him, you are part of the family and as such, he wants to hear from you.  
My dear friends in Christ, consider how you became part of the family.  You became his child by the work of your brother, Jesus, on the cross.  When he baptized you he signed your adoption papers with his blood.  The foundation for our prayers, and the first thing we need to remember about our prayers, is that God is our father because of Jesus and (this is important) always remember that it is the cross which guarantees us that he hears us and answers our prayers.  If you wonder whether or not God hears your prayers, stop and look at Jesus on the cross.  It is there that God proved his love for you.  It is there that your sin, the roadblock to communication, was removed.  The cross is our proof that nothing stands between us and God.  Nothing stands between our prayers and God.  

By the cross God is your father and by the cross he hears your prayers.  That is the new reality that Jesus brings to us.  He is not, however, your “sugar-daddy” waiting to spoil you with your every desire but your father who loves you and gives you what he knows you need.  To be sure, Jesus does say in this text, “And I tell you, ask, and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and it will be opened to you.  For everyone who asks receives and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened.” That certainly sounds like he’ll give us what we want.  And, there are many, like my friends wife, who take this and run with it to support their misguided views on prayer.  However, take a good look at what Jesus actually says.  He doesn't say that we receive exactly and precisely what we ask for.  Nor does he say that we will find exactly and precisely what we are looking for.  Prayer doesn't work that way, and praying harder and believing more won't change that.  God is still God.  He doesn't always give us what we want.  (That's what a vending machine does.)  God gives better.  He gives what we need as any loving father would do.
“What father among you, if his son asks for a fish, will instead of a fish give him a serpent; or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion?”  Jesus asks the question but it is rhetorical.  The answer is obvious:  no human parent would do that and if we, being sinners, know how to love our children, don’t you think God who is perfect and holy knows all the more?  Of course he does.  Jesus’ point is that when we pray, faith trusts that God will answer it to our good, not our harm and to trust him and his goodness even if the answer is not what we wanted.  He does know what is best for us.  He just does.  He is God.  He is our father.
My dear friends in Christ, we pray to God because, to put this simply, children need to speak with their parents.  He is God our Father who so loved us that he sent Jesus to die for us that we may not perish but have eternal life.  Remember that.  He wants to hear from you.  Tell him everything.  Ask of him everything.  Be bold in approaching him because you are covered with Christ’s robe of righteousness.  He will hear you.  He will answer.  But, know this:  if he does not answer your prayers in the way that you wanted, that doesn’t mean that there is something wrong with you, or that you didn’t pray hard enough or that your faith is weak.  It simply means that God has heard you and has answered your prayer in the way that really is truly best for you; even if you can’t see that.  Faith teaches us that the will of our heavenly father is always best.  He knows what we need and so our prayers are not meant to try and bend and twist the arm of God to meet our desires, but rather to draw us closer to him so that our will might be conformed to his.  Prayer is meant to put you into the position of trusting God’s will for your life no matter what knowing that if he was willing to die for you, he certainly loves you enough to do what is best for you, even if I don’t know what that best might be.  

So, as dear children of our heavenly Father, pray. Pray often.  Pray without ceasing about whatever it is you want to pray for.  Talk to your Father.  Tell God your Father what is on your mind.  He is waiting to hear from you.  He really is.   In Jesus’ name.  Amen.  

