
Teach Us To Pray

Genesis 18:20-32; Psalm 138; Colossians 2:6-15, (16-19); Luke 11:1-13*

In this Sunday’s Gospel Jesus was praying in a certain place, and after he had finished one of

his disciples said to him “Teach us to pray.” Jesus usually teaches his disciples without their asking

for the teaching. With prayer, it’s different. In this case, the disciples know that they don’t know how

to pray, at least they don’t know how to pray in the spirit of Jesus, so they ask for instruction in

prayer.

In the book, (Wishful Thinking p. 70) Frederick Buechner says something like, “everybody

prays, even when they don’t know they are praying. The odd silence you fall into when something

very beautiful is happening or something very good or very bad. That delighted “Ahh…” when you

see fireworks light up a night sky, that desperate “Why me?” that you ask when something bad

happens to you. These are all prayers in their way. These are all spoken not just to yourself but to

something even more familiar than yourself and even more strange than the world.”

But Jesus’s disciples say they don’t know how to pray and they ask Jesus to teach them the

skill of prayer. And Jesus responds, not by saying, “Ah, you guys know how to pray. Everybody is

born knowing what to say to God. Tell God whatever’s on your mind. Spill your feelings—that’s

prayer.”

No. You know what Jesus did. He gave them a model prayer, a prayer that we pray here every

Sunday, the prayer that Jesus taught or the so-called “Lord’s Prayer.”

“When you pray, pray like this,” Jesus says.

Prayer, Christian prayer, prayer “in Jesus’s name,” doesn’t come naturally. We must be taught

by Jesus, guided by Jesus. Luke records Jesus’s instruction in a much more concise way than

Matthew:
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Father, uphold the holiness of your name.
Bring in your kingdom.
Give us the bread we need for today.
Forgive us our for the ways we have wronged you,

  just as we also forgive those who have wronged us.
And don’t lead us into temptation.

Elsewhere Jesus warns us not to heap up a bunch of  empty words when we pray. Not many

empty words here! We can pray that God’s holy name be upheld–which I take to mean that we aren’t

to drag God’s good name into our pet crusades and causes, as if  our will is God’s will.

We are to pray for God’s coming kingdom, God’s reign in all and over all. We are to pray for

bread, but not enough bread to invest and squirrel away, only daily bread, which considerably limits

the material good we can pray for.

And we are to pray for forgiveness of our sin—how many times do we pray for forgiveness

during our daily prayers? Please note that as our plea for forgiveness is prayed, we also pledge

forgive everyone who has wronged us. I suppose praying is not simply telling God what to give us but

also telling God what we promise to give God—in this instance, forgiveness of those who have

wronged us.

When Saint Augustine’s congregation prayed the Lord’s Prayer in their church in north Africa,

Augustine noted that they went silent at the point of forgivness of others. At least they had the

honesty to admit they had no intention of forgiving those who had wronged them!

To pray as Jesus taught us to pray involves commitment on our part. And we are to pray that

we won’t be led into temptation. I don’t want to get into the perplexing question of whether it is

possible for God to lead us into temptation that causes us to forsake God. Let’s just note the fact that

we are to pray that we don’t want be led into temptation is an indication that we are at least honest

enough about our capability of failing the fidelity test that we ask God’s help in resisting temptation.
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That’s it. To pray as Jesus taught us is to pray for a few basic things. We are to pray daily for

the coming of God’s reign even as we pray for daily bread (and we are given permission to pray only

for daily bread). And if we pray like Jesus taught us we are signing on to live as Jesus taught

us—forgiving others for their wrongs against us. If we pray like Jesus taught us, asking for our daily

bread, surely this implies that we take some responsibility for our neighbors (and there are millions of

them around the world) who perish from too little bread while many of us perish from too much bread.

Perhaps Jesus keeps his prayer short to point out to us that so many of the things that we

think we must have if we are to go on living and many more that we have right now are superfluous,

unnecessary, or unobtainable. At any rate, Jesus urges us to ask God for the advent of God’s

kingdom, for bread, daily bread, for forgiveness and for deliverance from temptation. And we imply

that we commit to forgiving others as we have been forgiven.

That’s it. Notice anything missing? No prayers for good health. Prayers for God’s coming

reign, but no prayers for happier, easier, stress-free lives for us. Prayers for daily bread, but nothing

that asks for material prosperity beyond basic sustenance.  Jesus judges some of our prayers without

judging our prayers.

Maybe a key to prayer “in Jesus’s name” is not to know what to pray for but disciplining

ourselves over what not to pray for!

And then Jesus caps it off with a parable about prayer–a prayerable?–a story about a man

who goes at midnight to ask bread from a friend in order to give bread to another who has shown up

in need at midnight. Note that he’s not asking for bread for himself, but bread for another. How much

of our prayer is focused on us and our perceived need rather than upon the needs of  others?

It’s a story about a very brash person who dared to bother a friend at midnight. After giving us

a model prayer about what we are to pray, then Jesus gives us a story modeling how we are to pray.

3Teach Us to Pray.ser.wpd



By ending with this parable, I think Jesus is saying that when it comes to learning how to pray in

Jesus’s name, go ahead and be persistent. Keep at it. W e are to pray regularly, without ceasing,

even if we don’t always pray in the way Jesus tried to teach us to pray.

 To return to Buechner: Whatever else it may or may not be, prayer is at least talking to

yourself and that is, in itself, not always a bad idea.

Talk to yourself about your own life, about what you’ve done and what you’ve failed to do and

about who you are and who you wish you were and who the people you love are and the people you

don’t love too. Talk to yourself about what matters most to you, because if your don’t, you may forget

what matters most to you.

Even if you don’t believe anybody’s listening, at least you’ll be listening.

Believe somebody is listening. Believe in miracles. That’s what Jesus told the father who

asked him to heal his epileptic son. Jesus said, “All thing are possible to him who believes.” And the

father spoke for all of us when he answered, “Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!” (Mk 9:14-29).

That’s good news because, as we’ve said, faith or praying in Jesus’s name does not come

naturally. We have to be taught how to do it. It is a learned skill. Jesus loves us enough to teach us,

but we have got to keep working at embodying his teaching in our lives of prayer. He would not urge

us to be persistent, and keep at it, if  he were not also implying that he would bless our efforts. We

will, through persistent prayer, come to know how to pray—what to pray for and what not to pray for.

Prayer is best thought of as conversation with God. In any good conversation, there is

speaking, yes. And there is also listening. Even with our very best friends, there are things we can

talk about and things we don’t need to talk about. Jesus helps us, even encourages us, to be in daily

conversation with God. That conversation is called prayer in Jesus’s name.

To pray in Jesus’s name is about as big a challenge as living in Jesus’s name. Perhaps there’s
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supposed to be a thin line between our praying and our living. And maybe that’s why Jesus tells us to

pray for forgiveness. We won’t always get prayer right even as we don’t always get living in Jesus’s

name right.

So, give thanks that Jesus tells us—at least that’s what is implied in the parable of the friend at

midnight—go ahead and ask. Knock and the door will be opened. If your good friends don’t deny

your urgent requests, how much more so will God not deny you?

But what about when healing doesn’t happen? When, listened to or not listened to, the prayer

goes unanswered? Who knows? Just keep praying, Jesus says. Remember the sleepy friend, the

crooked judge. Even if the person dies, keep on beating the path to God’s door, because the one

thing you can be sure of is that down the path you beat with even your most half-cocked and halting

prayer the God you call upon will finally come, and even if it does not bring you the answer you want,

you will meet God there. And maybe at the secret heart of all our prayers that is what we are really

praying for. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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