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Prayer.  Sometimes it can feel like, “Thank you for calling the Prayer Line at Heaven Central. 
Your prayer is important to us.  Please hold the line.  The wait time is . . . 3 days.”  When the
disciples sidled up to Him while He was praying, they interrupted Him, and said, “we’ve noticed that
you pray an awful lot.  John the Baptist taught his disciples a special way of praying.  “Can you teach
us a sure-fire, guaranteed method?  Pretty please?”  So Jesus complied:  Would you like to pray with
your hands open, or with your hands folded — or pounding on the door!  He gave them what to pray. 
But then He added how to pray.  And then He opened up why.  Welcome to Prayer 101, Jesus-style.

Well, look, folks of all kinds pray.  Better or worse, the fling something up there somewhere. 
But it makes a difference what you think you’re doing.  They say there are no atheists in foxholes. 
I respectfully disagree.  There are all kinds of atheists in foxholes.  Why?  Because in that moment
of crisis, they are really asking for no better relationship with God than you have with a vending
machine.  I drop in my coin, out comes the candy bar, I walk away, we’re done.  I promise to walk
the straight and narrow from here on, God, if You get me out of this alive.  If You do, thanks, and
then we’re done.  If You don’t, we’re really done.  It all boils down to pure transaction, not a
relationship.  Magic from the divine vending machine.  Well, Luke blows that all sky-high with just
one word: “Father.”  That word drags in all sorts of relationships.  And maybe pain, for some folks. 
Domineering – or worse.  Feminists reminded us long ago, if God is male, then males are god.  Not
a healthy relationship.  No, Luke is trying to get across that God is no vending machine, and he
reaches for a handy image that everybody knows: a parent.  In fact, it makes just as much sense to
call God “Mother” – which Isaiah actually does, in chapter 66:  “as a mother comforts her child, so
I will comfort you...”(v. 13)  Parents – dads and moms both – bring human beings into this world,
care for them – feeding, cleaning, guiding, correcting, hugging, listening, all of that.  That’s what the
best of parents do for their children.  And for all of their lives.  There seems to be a parental life-time
warranty.  So Luke swipes a handy image for God – we are connected from birth.  And like a mom,
God will fiercely defend the family when anyone is threatened.  So maybe the important first step
of prayer is not so much what but who.  “Oh, God, Who loves us as a mother, and father, and so
much more...”  To Whom am I praying?  Not to a vending machine, that’s for sure.

And then Jesus rattles down the list of “here’s what you say.”  What am I supposed to pray? 
Here you go.  Did you notice that Luke offers the short version?  Easier to remember.  Here is the
prayer to carry in your back pocket.  Tuck away in your brain for the times you need quick reference. 
The “Oh, God, oh, God” crisis.  What do we pray?  Jesus flashes through the list, starting, oddly
enough, not with us.  No, we will start with God.  May Your name – Your reputation – be made holy. 
 In this world, may Your presence be given the respect that You are due.  And Jesus gets downright
personal:  may Your name be made holy — in my life.  But not just in my life:  through my life. 
Helping God care for the folks, no claiming that cutting aid for families is a holy act honoring God. 
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No beating up on people who are made in the image of God who happen to have melanin-rich skin
tones.  Don’t disparage God’s good name!  And may Your Kingdom come — not Washington’s, or
Moscow’s, or Microsoft’s, or Facebook’s, or white nationalists’.  Your way of living, sharing with
all the human family, taking care of those who have nothing, who are called nothing, who have
given up all hope.  Standing up against anyone who insults transgender folks.  Again, not just in my
life: through my life.  And “Your will be done”?  Not there, in Luke’s version.  Maybe because it
is already perfectly done wherever God’s Kingdom hits planet earth.  And then we swing around to
our own needs.  Keep giving us every day, Jesus says, the bread we need.  Because we happen to live
in these bodies that just keep needing to be refueled.  Because life is so precarious, the supply-chains
so fragile.  Because there are “food deserts” in cities where you have to hop on two buses to find the
closest grocery store, which can take most of the day sometimes, and kind of limits how much you
can carry home.  Help us.  Take care of us.  And because we all too often step on each others’ toes,
Jesus adds:  forgive us our sins – as we forgive everyone indebted to us.  Not “if” we forgive others. 
But when we do that.  For as we learn to mend fences, we will begin to notice our own faults, and
bring them to God.  To repair our own broken parts that wound others.  The two are linked together. 
Reweaving the tattered fabric between each other also tightens the link to God.  And then He adds,
do not bring us to the time of trial.  Protect us from those times when life is collapsing.  But if — no,
when – those times of trial do come, dear God, protect us, “through many dangers, toils, and snares”! 
Jesus responds to the disciples’ request, gave them this “what to pray,” because He knows all about
us.  Truth is, we are frail, fickle, fallible, needy, broken people, in desperate need of Parent God’s
care every moment of every day.  We can’t do it alone.  So tell us what to pray!

And how do we pray?  I mean, on our knees, hands open, hands folded, arms outstretched,
how?  Well, body posture isn’t the point.  What we get is a story:  Say you had sudden a midnight
visitor show up.  You scamper down the street to your best friend Fred, pound on his door, and say,
“Fred, Fred, ol’ buddy, ol’ pal, I need three loaves of bread double-quick!”  Or else I’m a rotten host. 
Doesn’t matter what the clock says, if you have a guest, you go all out.  Treat them like royalty.  If
your cupboard is bare, you beg, borrow, or – well, maybe not that.  But you get what you need.  And
when someone comes asking you, you share with them.  Of course.  Because we’re supposed to  take
care of each other.  That’s how things work.  That’s what makes community work.  Giving and
receiving, taking care of each other.  But does this friend play by those rules, like everybody else? 
Ha!  “Go away, I’m sleeping!  Door’s locked tight, children are piled in bed with me – if I make a
move, they’ll wake up and never get back to sleep, so forget it.  Go away!”  Some friend!  But you
keep at it, keep pounding on that door, waking up all the dogs in the neighborhood, until your
“friend” gives in and gives you the bread.  Grumpy, but mission accomplished.  And then, you think,
wait — Jesus is posing this “what if” about praying to God!  Is He saying that God has to be
badgered into action?  “Oh, all right.  And get off my lawn!”  What kind of Parent is that?  No, says
Jesus, the point is to just keep at it.  If at first you don’t succeed, and all that.  Pray it like you mean
it.  This is how to pray – be persistent.  Be, well, “shameless” is the word Luke uses.  Pull out all the
stops, and don’t quit.  “Okay, God, save us from trials, but answer my prayer!  Please.”  Keep at it. 
Don’t give up too easily.  Persist.

Because God the Parent is better than any human parent.  Won’t ever say, “go away, kid, you
bother me.”  Will not.  How much more is God than us frail humans.  If we know how to give good
gifts – God is primed, pumped, wants the best for each of us.  And . . . wants to include us in sharing
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the goodies around.  What if, what if you are the one to share the bread with someone in need who
has been banging on God’s door?  Carefully prepared by divine plan, so that you have more than
enough, to share with somebody who is coming up short?  What if you are the answer to prayer? 
And after it’s all over, you realize that God was using you.  How would that change how you saw
God?  A Jewish rabbi once tracked down a bartender who he’d been told had the same incredible
power of blessing that he did.  “A bartender?  No!”  So he took himself over to the bar in disguise
to sit and watch.  For a week.  Couldn’t figure it out.  Asked the bartender, “Did you know you have
the power to give blessings, and the blessings come true?”  “Huh?” shaking his head.  So the rabbi
asked, “Do you pray secretly?  Have you ever talked with God?”  “Well, maybe once.”  “Tell me
about it.”  So he did.  “A few years ago, my business was about to go under.  You see, I have a
terrible temper.  Someone comes into the bar, I don’t like the way he looks, I jump over the bar and
punch him out.  That’s not good for business.  I can’t control that temper of mine.  Things got so bad,
my wife says, ‘You need to get a partner.  Maybe that will help.’ In my heart, I know she’s right.  I
need a partner.  But I also know me.  With my terrible temper, the first time he gets me angry, I
punch him out, pffft! – there goes the partnership!  But I had to do something!  So I went out in the
back yard, and broke down and cried.  I said, “God!  Listen to me, please.  My business is going
down the tubes.  My wife says I need a partner.  And she’s right.  But I can’t do that.  I know my
temper, and I can’t control it.  So look, I’m making you my partner.  From this moment on, fifty
percent of the profit is yours, and I’ll throw in ten percent of my share as well, because, after all, you
are God.  So ever since, God has been my partner, and business has been getting better and better. 
I give God fifty percent, and ten percent of my share – and I’m still earning three times what I used
to make, even in the best of years before.”  The rabbi closed his eyes, thought a bit, and said, “I think
I get it. But what about your temper?”  “What do you mean, ‘what about my temper’?  I was born
with a terrible temper.  I still have a terrible temper.  I’ll probably always have it.  Someone comes
into the bar, I don’t like how they look, I still want to jump over the bar and punch them out.  But
I can’t do it anymore.  I have a partner.  So I wait, and I wait, and then I see what it is about this
person that makes me so angry, and I say, ‘By God, what you need is this.’”  The rabbi nodded. 
“Yes.  That’s the blessing you’re giving.  What you’re doing is you look into the soul of this person
who made you angry.  What makes you angry is what’s missing in their soul.  And then you say, ‘By
God,’ invoking the name of your partner.  After all, a partnership is a partnership.  If you hold up
your end of the bargain, God must hold up God’s end.  So the blessings come true.”(1)  Friends,
what if God gives the Holy Spirit, the ability to pray, to work, to become partners in God’s work
repairing this earth – to God’s partners, you and me?  The Parent giving good things through us, to
bless this battered world?

What if “teach us to pray” is so much more than the words?  What if by praying enough, we
change, so that our very lives become a prayer, blessing the world?  Partners with God the loving
Parent.  Not some divine vending machine.  Learning by doing, to trust that “God will take care of
you.”  No matter what.  Trusting God, Who loves us as a mother, and a father, and so much more. 
By knock-knock-knocking on Heaven’s door.  Amen.

Note
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(1)  Mitchell Chefitz, “Reb Zalman’s Story: God as Partner,” in Worlds of Jewish Prayer: A
Festschrift in Honor of Rabbi Zalman M. Schachter-Shalomi, edited by Shohama Harris Wiener
and Jonathan Omer-Man (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1993), 234-36.


