When I was a hospital chaplain we had a terrible case where a child had a brain tumor.  The whole hospital staff was distraught.  One of my peers was asked to pray with the family and the staff.  It sparked a conversation about prayer.  What do we pray for?  If we know death is imminent do we pray for life?  Do we ask for a miracle?  What about life in general is it okay to pray to win the lottery or even for a good parking space? 

 Luke's account of Jesus teaching his disciples to pray, and especially of Jesus' additional comments on prayer, can stir up strong emotions and invite difficult questions. There are few things harder to talk about than prayer, especially when Jesus seems to say that we can and should ask for anything we need and then count on God's affirmative answer. This passage, as much as any other in the Bible, has created some intense difficulties for believers about the nature and effectiveness of prayer. Take for instance, the young mother I met in the hospital who prayed everyday that her child be cured of a terrible illness. She wasn't, and she wanted to know why. Or consider the young woman I met in the ICU who told me about years of depression and had another failed attempt at suicide. She told me she prayed and prayed that it would stop. It didn't, and she wanted to know why.

Unanswered prayer, in light of these verses, 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 unfaithful to fault God, blame ourselves instead. We must not have had enough faith, or we didn't have a sufficient number of other Christians praying for us, or we just didn't pray the right way. Take the young mother I mentioned. She couldn't understand why God hadn't answered her prayers. Her daughter was just a little girl, defenseless and hurting. She paid a big time TV evangelist to come and do a hands on prayer.  It cost thousands in a free-will offering. Nothing changed.  What had gone wrong?  After her child’s death eventually she concluded that she must not have prayed correctly. Since then, she's very, very careful about how she prays.  

Sometimes prayers get answered.  A young lady was in a coma from a car accident.  She did not have insurance.  The family prayed and prayed because they knew the reality was that she would not get the same care as a charity case as someone who had insurance.  A phone call was made to the young ladies old insurance company and it turned out the representative for the insurance company knew the family.  She and a co-worker found a loophole in the coverage clause and miraculously the company covered her.  When the company did an audit later and the loophole was discovered the insurance was canceled.  The family called back and explained what happened and how it was an answer to prayers because it was paying for all the necessary therapy for the young woman to regain any quality of life after being in a coma over 3 months.  The director of the insurance company reactivated the policy and said the family would never have to worry about their daughter being covered again.  She said she believed God answers prayers through the faithful. She was one of the faithful.  
So what do we do, when this kind of text about prayer presents itself and we know these kinds of stories of answered and unanswered prayers lurk among us in our congregation? I'm honestly not sure. But maybe that's the place to start. Perhaps we should start by acknowledging that prayer is difficult to understand. Perhaps admitting our own limitations will free us to ask difficult questions without feeling unfaithful.  Perhaps, if we begin with our honest questions, we can then move to our honest convictions. 

While there are lots of things I do not understand about prayer, there are two things I believe passionately from our scriptures today. God wants us to pray shamelessly and prayer changes us.
Jesus was praying one day when his disciples interrupted him, begging, “Teach us to pray like John taught his disciples.”  Jesus gives his disciples the words of what the Church calls "The Lord’s Prayer."  Then Jesus tells an outrageous story. Suppose you had a friend at who showed up at your door at midnight. What would you do? Most of us when we hear this story assume the man got up to help his neighbor because of the social obligation to be a good host. The sleepy friend's refusal to help would have been shocking and shameful. By morning the entire village would know of the neighbors refusal to provide hospitality.  
Another scholar comes to a different conclusion: Most interpretations think this bible story refers to the shamelessness of the sleeper in the eyes of the village if he does not get up and help his friend. The alternative is to apply the "shamelessness" to the one asking for bread.  He is acting shamelessly by rousing a family out of bed? In the original Greek in verse 8 it is uncertain who is meant by "his shamelessness."  So that verse 8 could read: because of your shamelessness persistence he will get up and give you whatever you need.  God wants us to ask shamelessly for what we need.  
But even though shamelessness to us has a negative quality to us it is not necessarily so in the Gospel tradition. The "faith" commended in healing stories is a boldness that refuses to be stopped by social proprieties.  Think of the woman who begs for healing saying even dogs get scraps from the table, and the widow who approaches the unjust judge.  They are not only persistent but bold, they break cultural norms to get healed (18:1-5).  Perhaps if we look at the story this way God is saying don’t be ashamed to ask me for anything anytime.  Be bold. Will God give you a snake if you ask for a fish.  If we who are broken can do good things just think how much better God is.  

 Does this mean that God will give us anything just because we ask.  In the film, “Facing the Giants” the Christian blockbuster.  The main character is going through a life crisis.  He is a football coach of a losing program, he and his wife can’t have children.  He has a car that needs constant repairs.  Suddenly once he turns to God in prayer he gets a new car, a raise at work, his wife gets pregnant, and guess what they win the state championship against the other team that was bigger, faster, stronger but of course not as holy or faithful.  It seems as if God was a cosmic vending machine.  Is that how prayer works?  Really?

First of all, we need to admit that prayer is not like "putting coins into a vending machine." It is not putting our prayer in the right slot, pushing the right button, and waiting for the vending machine “God” to spit out exactly what we want. Prayer is a relationship -- an intimate, loving, caring parent/child, creator/creation relationship.  Prayer changes us.  When we pray we show we depending God to be God.   I am intrigued that most of the verbs of the Lord’s prayer are imperatives! "Your name be holy,"  "Your kingdom come," "Give to us"  "Forgive us" "Deliver us not"  What does it mean that we are "commanding" God?. It may be that these bold requests Jesus teaches us are asking God to do what God would do anyway. We are asking God to be God and when we pray we are seeking to align our wills with God.  I once saw a sign that said, simply, "Prayer changes things." After thinking about that brief sentence, I believe I would say it differently. I would say, "Prayer changes us." 
The ultimate value of prayer is that it opens us to understand God and the world in fresh ways. Prayer gives us new spectacles to see the world--glasses that put the seemingly huge demands life in a new perspective. Prayer is, finally, a process of working the earth of the heart.  In her book The Closer Walk, Protestant author Kathleen Norris writes about the ways that the Catholic monastic tradition provides a rhytym and depth for spirituality that many Protestants have never explored. When she says that the life of prayer works "the earth of the heart," she means that prayer is like the act of cultivation. In order to work the soil, one must break up the hardened dirt clods, water the ground, free it from weeds and then plant a crop. Prayer is the way to "loosen up" the heart. During the natural course of our lives the "earth of our hearts" becomes parched, weed-infested and hard as flint. Unless we take care to break it up to run our fingers again through the rich soil that we know is there, our lives become as destitute and as desiccated as a desert.

 Prayer is a mystery that changes us.  So what do we mean when we say God answers prayer and to pray boldly.  I believe Jesus teaches that in his prayer.  We pray that God’s kingdom come here!  That this place be like it is heaven.  Not some distant place. 

 We pray for what?  God’s will to be done.  What is God’s will?  That we love and be loved.  
God gives us daily bread. We should ask for no more or no less.  
We should ask God to deliver us from ourselves.  Give us the Spirit to be strong because we are weak and there are many things battling for our attention away from God.  
We are asking boldly for God to do what God does.  That prayer changes us into one of the faithful. Ask, seek and knock.  Pray boldly for what you need. God will answer and you may be the answer.  Amen.  
