The Work Of Discipleship- Prayer and Persistence
Pentecost 21/Lectionary 29

Gen. 32:22-31, Luke 18:1-8

Oct. 17th, 2010

Dear friends in Christ,


I, like many of you, watched with amazement last week as the 33 Chilean miners were finally rescued after 69 days underground in what must have been an incredibly dreadful environment.  How did they get through it?  One miner said it was “humor and religion” that allowed them to survive.  Another said, “Down below I saw Satan and I saw God, and I chose to trust in God.”  That’s a powerful witness to faith.  Those involved in the rescue said the lesson to be learned from this is to never give up and to always have hope.  Hope was the dominant theme, as those loved ones who waited above called their makeshift village “Camp Esperanza,” the Spanish word for hope.  The daughter born to the miner trapped underground was given the name “Esperanza,” Hope.


This morning’s lessons are largely about prayer.  But more than that, they are about not giving up, wrestling with God, and, in the end, trusting God and having hope.  So, today I’d like to share some personal thoughts about prayer as I understand it and as it is presented in this morning’s lessons.  Hopefully my words will be helpful to you as you pray and seek God’s guidance in your life.  

What is prayer?  At its most basic level, it is communicating with God.  Now when you stop to think about it, that’s an incredible thing.  God, the creator of all things, the mountains around us, the stars in the heavens; gives us the opportunity to express whatever concerns we may have, and promises to listen. Beyond that, God wants to hear our prayers and desires that we be in communication with Him.


When the Chilean mine collapsed, what did those above ground immediately begin to do?  They sought to rescue the lost.  They didn’t know if any miners survived nor exactly where they might be located.  So they began to drill small holes down to where they thought they might be.  According to the miners, they could hear the drilling, but time after time it was in the wrong spot.  Finally, after 17 days of being trapped in dust and darkness, with almost no food, one of the drills found the place where they were.  The miners attached a note to the drill bit.  We’re all alive in the shelter!  They were able to communicate with those seeking above.  They were found!  What joy!  The rescue could begin!


I think, in much the same way, God rejoices when He finds us and we’re able to begin communicating with Him through prayer.  There is joy in heaven above and there is joy on the earth below, as this holy communication takes place.


How do we pray?  There are many ways.  There are the formal prayers we offer each Sunday, one person praying on behalf of the congregation for needs in the parish and throughout the world.  These are helpful because they make us think and pray beyond ourselves, for needs everywhere.  There are the personal prayers we may offer in our times of devotion, a group prayer we pray with others, prayers shared at a meal or at bedtime with our children.  


I admire people who have both the devotion and discipline to set aside regular time for prayer.  I think that’s a great gift.  We need people like that, devoted to prayer.  But in addition, for me, prayer takes place whenever we turn our thoughts to God, and that can take place almost anywhere.  Our gospel lesson begins, “Then Jesus told them a parable about their need to pray always and not to lose heart.”  Praying always suggests prayer can and should take place anywhere and at anytime.


The first summer I served my former congregation, we had one worship service at 9:00AM.  So, some Sundays I’d be home by 10:30AM.  We had a new house with a big yard, 2/3rds acre, the house we’re trying to sell right now.  What I’d often do is come home and cut the grass.  I was young, I’d use a Lawn Boy gas powered push mower, and it took me two hours.   


I still remember how, while I was cutting the grass, my thoughts were always on that morning church service.  I’d think about how things went.  I’d think about certain people.  I’d think about my sermon or the hymns, what maybe could have been done better.  I’d ask God to help me and the congregation for the next week.  To me, all of that is prayer.  It wasn’t formally done in a church setting, but it was my thoughts, coming from my heart, expressed to God, and that, for me, is prayer.  And throughout my life, that is often how I have prayed, in the midst of all kinds of things I have been doing.  

Jesus says pray always, and do not lose heart.  He then goes on to tell a parable about a widow who goes before an unjust judge and continues to go before him until she gets the just judgment she deserves.  She won’t give up.  Time and time again she goes, until the judge is so annoyed he finally gives in.  She didn’t lose hope and she wouldn’t give up, and in the end, it paid off.


Our loving God is not an unjust judge.  Quite the opposite.  I love Psalm 121, which we read today, for the way it describes God and God’s presence in our lives.  “He will not let your foot be moved, he who keeps you will not slumber.  Behold he who keeps watch over Israel will neither slumber of sleep.  The Lord will keep you from all evil; he will keep your life.  The Lord will keep your going out and your coming in from this time forth and forever more.”


Because that is our loving, protecting, God and Keeper, we can and should come again and again with the prayers of our heart until we receive God’s answer and the direction for our life.  


Too often, I think, we view prayer as a kind of heavenly vending machine.  We put in our prayer, like a dollar in the machine, and expect the answer we want to fall out immediately into our hands below.  But that’s not what prayer is, nor is God a machine dispensing what we want.

Rather, prayer is honest, two way communication between us and God.  In real life communication, things often take time to unfold.  Further, we trust God knows best.  That means, we won’t always get what we want.  God’s plans for us may be different from what we think they should be.


In the Old Testament lesson, we read this famous story of Jacob wresting all night with an angel, a heavenly being, from God.  The context for this encounter is that Jacob is to be reunited the next day with his older brother Esau.  Jacob and Esau were alienated from each other for a long time, because Jacob stole his older brother’s birthright and blessing.  Jacob had no idea how this reunion would go, and during the night he wrestled with an angel and sought God’s blessing.  He hung on, wouldn’t let go, until that took place.  Esau forgave Jacob the next day, and God’s plan for salvation continued forward from Jacob’s family.

Have you ever wrestled with God?  Have you ever struggled spiritually, wondering what’s going on with your life, asking what God wants you to do and who God wants you to be?  Have you ever thought, I’m not letting go, God, until you show me the way and bless me?  Maybe you’re wrestling with God right now, uncertain of your path or future.  If so, don’t lose heart or be discouraged, as hard as that may be.  Jacob wrestled all night with God.  The widow went time and time again before the judge, before she received the justice she sought.  Those trapped miners had to trust that the workers above we’re doing all they could to safely get them out in due time, and the persistence finally paid off, and they were freed. 

My path to Salt Lake City and Our Saviour’s was a six year journey.  I knew, in my heart, that, as much as I liked my former congregation and life in Minnesota, that God had something more, new and different planned.  I didn’t know what that was.  And so I wrestled, and I prayed, and I persisted and I tried different paths, until I received the blessing of being called here.  The journey is not always easy, the way may seem slow and tedious, we may get discouraged and depressed, but we trust that God is working on our behalf to lead us to where God wants us to be. 

One last thought about prayer.  Why does God make us wait?  Why doesn’t the answer come more quickly?  I have always felt that the hardest part of  any situation is the waiting.  Once a decision is made, whether favorable or unfavorable, I can deal with that.  But it’s the uncertainty that is so difficult to endure.

Well, I believe God often makes us wait so that we can gain the one thing God wants for each of us. That one thing is faith.  If everything came easily and according to our time frame, there would be no need for faith.  But faith is the one thing we must have, to make this life livable, and it is faith that leads us to the life to come.  We have to have faith, which provides us hope, in this life and the next.


The gospel lesson closes with these haunting words of Jesus.  “And yet, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”  God is seeking the faithful.  That’s what God wants for us.  Will he find faith in us?

We bring our prayers again and again to God.  Sometimes, often, the answer does not come immediately.  And so we wait.  And as we wait, we trust.  We walk by faith.  And when the answer comes, as it most surely will, not only will we have received God’s answer to our prayer, we will have grown in faith, knowing in a new and deeper way God’s love and presence in our life.


For what are you praying today?  Don’t give up.  Be persistent, like the widow.  Wrestle, like Jacob.  Trust.  The Lord is our Keeper.  The Lord does not slumber or sleep.  The Lord hears our prayers.  In the midst of our prayers, God is teaching us faith, the one thing we have to have.  The answer will come, in God’s time and way.


We’re so grateful the Chilean mine collapse had a positive outcome.  May the persistence, courage, and hope displayed in that rescue, both below and above ground, be an encouragement to us as we pray.  God is there to hear.  God is there to guide. God is there to save. May we trust that promise as we faithfully lift up our prayers for ourselves, one another, and the world.  Amen   
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