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Luke 11: 1-13 (The Lord’s Prayer)

“How To Pray?”

Last autumn, during the health care reform debate, a little noticed amendment would have required insurers to consider covering prayer treatments as medical expenses.

The measure would have put Christian Science prayer treatments -- which substitute for or supplement medical treatments -- on the same footing as clinical medicine. While not mentioning the church by name, it would have prohibited discrimination against "religious and spiritual healthcare."

The provision was inserted by Sen. Orrin G. Hatch (R-Utah) with the support of Democratic Sens. John F. Kerry and the late Edward M. Kennedy, both of Massachusetts, home to the headquarters of the Church of Christ, Scientist.

Four years ago a long awaited study about the power of prayer that was a decade in the making was finally published.  The study set out to investigate whether prayer can heal illness.  It followed 1800 patients and cost 2.4 million dollars.

The patients were broken into three groups. Two were prayed for and the third was not. Half the patients who received the prayers were told that they were being prayed for; half were told that they might or might not receive prayers. 

The researchers asked the members of three congregations to do 3 things:

1.  They were to pray using the patients' first names and the first initials of their last names. 

2.  They could pray in their own ways 

3.  They had to include the phrase, "for a successful surgery with a quick, healthy recovery and no complications."

In the 30 days after the operations, the researchers found no differences between those patients who were prayed for and those who were not. 

This study is not the only study to be done about prayer and health.  More and more researchers are taking a scientific approach to faith in order to shed light on the relationship between one’s prayer life and the state of one’s health.  

The problem is, faith is not a scientific exercise and studying prayer in such a way as to tell people what to say assumes that there is a right way and a wrong way to pray.

 Which brings me to the difficult passage we heard today about prayer.  “Lord, teach us to pray,” one of the disciples asks Jesus.  

This passage from Luke is laden with difficulties about the nature and effectiveness of prayer.  Take, for example, two young boys who pray for their dad to be cured of cancer.  He wasn’t, and they want to know why.  Or consider the young woman who was abused for years by her father and prayed for it to stop.  It didn’t, at least not for many years and she wanted to know why.

Unanswered prayer creates a huge crisis of faith.  It puts honest believers in a bind between wondering whether God failed or they did.  Most of us, believing it is unfaithful to fault God, blame ourselves instead.  We must not have had enough faith, or we didn’t have a sufficient number of people praying for us, or we just didn’t pray the right way.  Take the young woman, for example.  She couldn’t understand why God hadn’t answered her prayers.  She was just a little girl, defenseless and hurting.  What had gone wrong?  She concluded that she must not have prayed correctly.  Since then, she said, she’s very, very careful about how she prays.

Lord, teach us to pray, the disciple asks.

Now, you might wonder, what would prompt the disciple to ask this?  We’ve seen Jesus pray in Luke, many times actually.  But in every instance Jesus has prayed alone.  So maybe the disciple doesn’t know what Jesus says or how he does it.  It also wasn’t uncommon for a student to ask his teacher, the rabbi, how to pray.  That’s why the disciples reference John the Baptist’s disciples.  So, Jesus teaches them what we now know as the Lord’s Prayer.  And this is an adaptation of the ancient Jewish prayer the Kaddish, with some modifications.  In the Kaddish people pray for God’s kingdom to come; that is to say, they pray for God’s justice and peace to prevail on earth.  This is, of course, what we pray for in the Lord’s Prayer - For God’s peace and justice to prevail on earth.  But to this Jesus added personal prayers of petition.  He prayed for something as simple as bread.  So if you’ve ever wondered if it’s OK to pray for a personal need the answer is yes, of course, we do that every week when we pray for something as simple as bread.

In fact, Jesus takes this one step further and says we should be downright shameless and persistent in asking God for things.  That’s why he tells the disciples the story about the man asking his neighbor for 3 loaves of bread.  Back in those days, everyone would have known that the neighbor had to answer the door and give bread to the man.  The rules of hospitality would have dictated it. So if you’re going to ask God for something, Jesus says, be bold, shameless and persistent-just like the man asking for bread.

But here’s where the passage gets dicey, because as we know, unlike the neighbor who answered the door gave the man bread, God doesn’t always give us what we ask for in our prayers.  Despite what Jesus says about ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you, it doesn’t always work that way.  And when it doesn’t work out the way we prayed, people will say will say things like: “God gives us what we need, not what we want” or “God gives us what is necessary and beneficial, not what we desire.”

But this is a pretty sorry answer to give 2 boys who pray for their Dad’s cancer to be cured or a young girl who prays for her father to stop abusing her.  I don’t believe for a second that God thinks any of those things are necessary or beneficial. Nor do I believe in a God who only answers our prayers if we are persistent enough in our knocking.

I do not believe that prayer is a formula to master, and that once we get it right, everything will be OK.  And I don’t entirely understand what people mean when they talk about the power of prayer.

But I do believe in the power of God, meaning I do believe that God’s powerful loves enfolds us like no other love can and is willing to meet us in the most painful, darkest, and hardest moments of our lives.   And I do believe in a God who loves us more than any parent possibly could and would never give us a scorpion, as Jesus says, when we ask for an egg.  

For me, the real question about prayer is not the “how”.  It’s not about saying the right words in the right way, like using the person’s first name and last initial and the exact wording of a phrase.  Prayer is not a scientific formula to master.  I am perfectly OK with saying that prayer is a mystery and leaving it at that.

For me, the real question about prayer is the “who”, to whom are we praying.  And the God to whom we are praying loves us more than anyone else can.  When we come to God in prayer, I think we should be totally honest with God about who we are and how we’re feeling.  After all, prayer is more than just asking God for stuff.  Prayer is the time when we talk to God in the most honest and trusting way we’re capable of knowing that no matter what we say, God will still love us.

The writer Anne Lamott has a prayer she says everyday.  In the morning she wakes up and says, “Help me, help me, help me” and in the evening she says “thank you, thank you, thank you.”  It’s not the most sophisticated prayer, but it’s honest and candid.  I also think it’s far better than the prayer the researchers developed for those 1800 patients which treated God like a genie in a bottle.  

So if you ever find yourself at a loss for words, try Anne Lamott’s prayer or try the prayer Jesus taught.

Amen.
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Accept, O Lord, our thanks and praise for all that you have done for us. We thank you for the splendor of the whole creation, for the beauty of this world, for the wonder of life, and for the mystery of love.

We thank you for the blessing of family and friends, and for the loving care which surrounds us on every side.

We thank you for setting us at tasks which demand our best efforts, and for leading us to accomplishments which satisfy and delight us.

We thank you also for those disappointments and failures that lead us to acknowledge our dependence on you alone.

Above all, we thank you for your Son Jesus Christ; for the truth of his Word and the example of his life; for his steadfast obedience, by which he overcame temptation; for his dying, through which he overcame death' and for his rising to life again, in which we are raised to the life of your kingdom.

Grant us the gift of your Spirit, that we may know Christ and make him known; and through him, at all times and in all places, may give thanks to you in all things.
Amen
Gospel Luke 11:1-13
1He 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!" 

