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Lectionary:

Genesis 18:20-32

Psalm 138

Colossians 2:6-15, (16-19)
Luke 11:1-13

Sermon

The Biblical commentator James Dunn remarked that there were two things that marked Jesus
out as unique among the rabbis and teachers of his day;

- his sense of Sonship and
- the way he prayed.

The two were inextricably linked.

Jesus called God ‘Father’. Some of you might remember a book in the late 1970 by a Muslim
woman (Bilquis Sheikh) and her encounter with the reality of a personal relationship with God
entitled “l dared to call him Father”.

The word Jesus preferred to use in his reference to God as Father was Abba — you may know the
chorus “Abba, Father, let me be, yours and your alone”. But in this context we under translate
Abba when we refer to it as ‘Father’. It is nearer to the way a young child refers to their male
parent —‘Daddy’. A phrase of great intimacy and love.

In the TV crime drama NCIS, the Jewish, Mossad, agent Ziva David on learning of her father’s
murder screams out ‘Abba’, instantly transferred to that childlike, dependent state of a lost
daughter. The drama of the moment was, for me, revelationary in opening an understanding of
what Jesus meant when he taught about his father.

So this sense of Sonship is translated into Jesus’ teaching about how we should pray.

Luke’s report of Jesus’ teaching of what we now call the Lord’s prayer is shorter than that in
Matthew’s gospel. Luke portrays the disciples asking Jesus to help them put prayer at the centre
of their lives — presumably because they had observed it to be at the centre of Jesus’ life.

Do we think Jesus was giving a specific form of words that should be recited parrot fashion or
was he setting out a format that can be a foundation for our own prayers? Without devaluing the
Lord’s Prayer, or its place in our worship and culture, | am drawn to the latter as the more
probable intent.

While | was training as a teacher | did a placement in a Roman Catholic Secondary School. At
the end of each lesson it was a requirement that all pupils recite the Lord’s Prayer before being
dismissed. | have never heard anything spoken so rapidly as when classes of teenagers knew
the words were the only thing between them and their relative freedom of break, dinner or home
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time. While | don’t think any disrespect was consciously intended, the prayer took on all the
validity and meaning of a spell in Hogwarts.

Jesus starts with a proclamation of the promised childhood of all believers. The opening phrase
emphasises the parent child relationship between God and believer. Implicit in this is also the
interconnectedness of all believers as siblings through this relationship.

Having asserted and recognised our childhood and interconnectedness under God, we are
them commanded to begin with full-hearted worship.

| think it was the Revd David Watson who told a story of a stained glass window in a church that
included the opening words of the Lord’s Prayer, except that someone had thrown a stone at the
window breaking one of the words so that the prayer started “Our Father in heaven, hallo”... His
point being that this is something of the parent/child relationship that Jesus was promoting — a
relationship not of expressive public prayer with all the ostentatious grandeur that Jesus
criticised among the pharisees of his time, but rather a quiet relational chat.

The worship of God in our prayers, recognising that although we are in a family relationship, God
is still ultimately God, is am important element of our prayer. This is not for God’s sake — can you
really imagine that an all powerful, creator God, actually needs us to buffer their ego by saying
how wonderful they are? This, to me, sits alongside the sort of arrogance of the Jehovah’s
Witnesses or Mormons, in their belief that they can ‘work’ their way into God’s good graces.

As Paul tells us our relationship with God is the free gift of a loving God — not by works - so that
no person can boast.

Itis still good for us to remember what makes our relationship with God special. If you think
back to our prayers at the start of the service —we begin my thanking God for all that we have
that is provided and that reminds us of God’s goodness. Once more, this is as much for our
benefit remembering — as the old Sunday School hymn said “Count your blessings, name them
one by one, and it will amaze you what the Lord has done”. This also puts us in a ‘right’ frame of
mind to commune with God. This thankfulness is also part of the Colossians reading... that we
remain ‘abounding in thanksgiving’.

According to Luke’s gospel, Jesus’ ministry began with a proclamation of God’s “good news to
the poor” so it is not surprising that having emphasised the kingdom of God, the next stage is a
promise of God’s daily bread. It doesn’t take much to realise that this is more than a promise of
physical provision, as God had done for the children of Israel in the desert when Manna was
provided to feed them. If that were the case how could you explain the many Christians in the
world living without the food they need each day. There are echoes here of the gift of Jesus
through the Eucharist (Communion) and the reminder to remember him whenever we break
bread. This then becomes both a request for daily provision and a reminder of our dependence
on the communion relationship with God, through Jesus.

The plea for forgiveness of our sins — achieved through the sacrificial gift of Jesus through his
crucifixion and resurrection —reminds us of our daily dependency on God’s grace, but is
coupled with a conditional element that we be forgiven as we forgive others. This invokes a call
to holiness on our part, but also links with our Colossians reading where Paul reminds us of
God’s forgiveness “erasing the record that stood against us with its legal demands. He set this
aside, nailing it to the cross.”
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Once forgiven, the request to be spared the time of trial is a reasonable consequence of the
forgiveness of sins, likewise it ties in to being spared from temptation to sin further. Again this
ties into the Pauline repudiation of an incorrect thought that as people forgiven we might be able
to sin more in order to be forgiven more. As with the letter to the Colossians, Paul points out that
his is an incorrect understanding of the gospel.

Having provided a basic framework for our prayer — grounded in thankfulness and forgiveness —
Jesus moves on to advice about what we would now call ‘intercessory’ prayer. That point where
we lay before God our concerns and our requests.

Jesus tells a story of someone asking a friend for help — rather annoyingly at midnight. The
friend, understandably, says ‘no’ — explaining that the home locked up, everyone is in bed and it
really is not convenient... however, Jesus points out that if the one requesting help persists in
asking then the friend will eventually get up and give what they are asked for —even if only to
stop them bothering them.

There is something in this about persistence. Prayer is not a magic spell that if asked once will
instantly result in the granting of our wishes. Jesus’ advice is to be persistent in prayer.

This chimes with the discussion between God and Abraham in our Genesis reading. Abraham
persists in advocating for the people of Sodom and Gomorrah such that God agrees not to
destroy them if as few as 10 righteous people can be found - only one fifth of Abraham’s
original bid! Persistence in intercession with God results in a positive outcome.

But wait, | can imagine you are thinking.

What about the times we have prayed consistently and persistently, but God has not answered
us? Nowhere is this more pertinent than in our prayers for those who are ill. Three examples in
my own life

- my mum was a nursery nurse with disabled children, then retrained as a child
protection social worker. Her whole life spent in service of others, as well as her
family and the children at work, this included service in her church and life as a
minister’s wife. How come she was struck with cancer? So many people prayed for
her, but she was not healed. So many asked her ‘Why you?’ to which she
consistently replied ‘Why not me’.

- Some of you may well have known Lynne Richards, a local preacher in our circuit
and a member at Horfield. As a mum of three children, the youngest being only 12,
she was deeply involved in working for the church as well as in child care. Yet she
was also diagnosed with cancer. So many prayed for her across the country. While |
was in lona she was held within their weekly healing service and when | returned we
prayed with her using the lona liturgy and anointing her with oil from the Holy land.
Why was she not healed?

- Paulwas ayoung man | met originally through the canoe club and then he joined the
church youth group at Horfield (even though he was himself a member at Pip n Jays
in Bristol). At 17 Paul was diagnosed with a brain tumour (making him the only
teenager I’ve ever known who had proof he had a brain!). As a member of an
evangelical church and with Christian parents, Paul was taken to every healing
service imaginable. Way prayed for by hundreds across the country. But aged just 19
he died.
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All these cases were persistently prayed for, yet at a ‘human’ level it seemed none of the prayers
were answered. How then can | believe in prayer?

Drawing on the beliefs and teaching of the lona Community | have to believe that all the prayers
were answered — not in the way we might have hoped, but all were healed.

Mum found great peace as she prepared to return to her heavenly father — she had absolute
conviction that was where she was going and after time individually with each of us at the
hospice after renewing her wedding vows with dad, she quietly went to sleep and passed a few
days later.

Lynne was convinced that she was healed and that God gave her a peace that allowed her to
face her passing with a quiet confidence in the promises of Jesus.

Paul, the last time | saw him, just a few days before he died, commented that he could not
understand why people were so sad about his imminent death. In his words, he was the lucky
one because he was going home - the rest of us would have to wait.

For each of these prayer was answered, just not how we hoped.

I am reminded in this of the character of Aslan in CS Lewis’ Narnia stories. From time to time the
children would question Aslan about various things — why this, why not that etc. Each time Aslan
calmly but firmly told them ‘That is not for you to know’ — and because of their trust in him that
was sufficient for them.

After the teaching on perseverance in prayer, Luke changes tack slightly and reports Jesus then
telling the disciples that if they ask it will be given to them, if they seek they will find and if they
knock the door will be opened to them.

Some years back | read a book by the evangelical teaching Colin Urquhart based on this
passage. The book was called ‘Anything you ask’ and | essence put across an argument that if
our faith is strong enough then this passage can be taken literally and that whatever we ask for
will be granted immediately. | recall standing at bus stops praying that my bus will arrive soon,
then seeing it arrive moments later — surely an answer to prayer | thought, no recognition that in
the 1980’s Sheffield had a superb bus service! Much of this thinking lead to what became
known as the ‘Name it and claim it’ movement in some churches. If God didn’t give you what
you asked for then your faith was clearly deficient... This in turn lead to the fallacy that was
known of as the prosperity gospel — God would provide materially for your every need. We’ve all
seen the extremes this lead to particularly in the USA with the growth of super churches lead by
incredibly wealthy pastors whose wealth was seen as proof that they were blessed of God. It is
this same approach that ultimately lead to Trump in the White House.

A former colleague of mine from Bristol Baptist College — Revd Dr Helen Paynter — has studied
the rise of the extreme right wing and their cynical abuse of Christianity to ‘justify’ their stance.
Her book “the church, the far right, and the claim to Christianity” explores how groups like
Reform UK and the Republican Party in the USA, attempt to use distorted versions of
Christianity to underpin their message of hate and division —that is inconsistent with the gospel
of a Jesus who proclaimed

““The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me
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to bring good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind,
to set free those who are oppressed,”

In the mean time let us follow the example of the Jesus who promoted a parent child
relationship between us and God that allows for a natural conversation in prayer, with a God

who (like our human parents) knows when (and when not) to give us what we want, but is
committed to providing what we need.

AMEN.
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