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There was a man who was in desperate financial straits and so he decided to 
take the scriptures seriously and pray for his deliverance.  This man had a 
particular idea of what it would take to cure his financial woes and so he began to 
pray to win the lottery.  Each day he would pray in joyful expectation, “Oh God, I 
know that today is the day you will deliver me from my peril, please God I know 
that this is the day I will win the lottery.”  Yet day after, day after day into weeks 
and months passed with no result.  He prayed earnestly and humbly, believing 
with all his heart that he would receive his deliverance from the good God of the 
universe.  The man redoubled his efforts and prayed all the more ardently and 
God heard his prayer and had compassion.  Although it was not God’s custom to 
do so she decided to speak to the man directly and so a voice from heaven came 
booming into his room one morning as he prayed, “Hey pal, meet me halfway.... 
buy a ticket!” 
 
Let us pray:  Lover God who showers us with affection and the gifts of your 
undying, unconditional and passionate love, open our hearts to your word today 
that we may hear you in new ways and learn to love you more in the way we love 
each other here on earth.   Amen. 
 
For me to be standing before you preaching on prayer is one of the great ironies 
of my life.  What prayer is, how it works, how to do it properly and get results is 
one of the great studies of my life.  I have struggled with the concept that I was 
taught as a child... that if I but have the tiniest faith, the size of a mustard seed 
the smallest of all seeds, then I could literally move mountains from their places.  
Yet most of my prayers have gone unanswered, most of my prayers have floated 
off to heaven aching in my heart like unrequited love, seemingly falling on the 
deaf ears of a distant judgmental God who simply didn’t feel like answering my 
prayers on that particular day, perhaps he was busy with someone else’s 
request, something more pressing, some person more deserving. 
 
But as you know I am a great believer in the sacred scriptures of Christianity and 
those scriptures tell me that prayer is important for my spiritual development and 
that God does hear our prayers.  And so I have searched and wandered in the 
wilderness through my adult life, into twelve-step recovery and later to seminary 
and now to you, still looking for my answer for how to pray correctly and how to 
get results. 
 
Now Jesus is the pattern for my life.  That may sound cheesy to you but it’s true.  
Jesus was a real human being.  He got angry in the temple and turned over the 
tables, he was a jerk and a racist to the Syro-Phoenician woman, he let his 



privilege get the best of him when he accosted the woman at the well ( so now 
I’m “out” as not believing Jesus was perfect!) yet he remained faithful to God, 
faithful to his calling, prayed often, practiced self care and did not capitulate to 
the forces of empire even unto death.  Now that’s a life worth living.  That’s a call 
worth answering. That’s a person worth following! He prayed even though he got 
tired, he prayed even when and not only when he was discouraged, he prayed 
giving thanks to God.  He prayed.   
 
And as was the pattern of the day, the fashion of the culture at that time, the 
teacher whom one followed taught particular types of prayer as a form of 
association with a particular teaching.  Notice in our passage today the disciples 
seemingly suddenly realize that John’s followers had been taught John’s way to 
pray but Jesus had neglected to do so.  This is one of those times, and there are 
many, when I imagine Jesus rolling his eyes and saying “Oh for heavens sake 
boys and girls, if John’s disciples jumped off a cliff, would you ......”  you get the 
idea.  In our reading from Luke’s gospel he gives them the pattern that we know 
today as the “Lord’s Prayer.”  And I will just go right out on the limb to say to you 
that I believe we have iconized these words and made an idol of them.  I do not 
believe this prayer contains the magical “things to say” to make our prayer worthy 
of God’s attention.  I do not believe for one moment that Jesus intended us to try 
to recite particular words but rather that this is a “pattern” for prayer consisting of 
some basic elements: 
1. Acknowledge that we are not God 
2. Cultivate in our own hearts through prayer a yearning for justice 
3. Remind ourselves that all things, even bread, comes from God’s grace 
4. Ask for forgiveness and promise to forgive all those who do us wrong 
5. Acknowledge that God will neither test us and nor ask us to follow where we 
cannot go. 
There is not a lot of praying to God there as I see it.  But there is quite a lot of 
meditation upon who we are and how we are to relate to the world around us. 
 
In Matthew’s synoptic version of this passage Jesus gives the disciples the 
pattern minus the last element and then goes on to address various other issues 
like fasting, accumulating wealth, worry, and judgment before getting to what I 
want to speak about today.  But in Luke’s version Jesus goes directly to the heart 
of what I believe is the “way to pray.”  This “way” consists of three essential 
elements: 
Ask, Seek, Knock 
 
Now the first one we know a LOT about.  We ask God for all kinds of things all 
the time I suspect, I know I do.  Please keep me safe traveling, heal my friends of 
their illnesses so that they can return to a joy for life, help my partner deal with 
her aged and ill mother and keep her heart in the comfort of your love for her, 
please let my commission check be enough to cover my bills this month, God 
show me what the heck you want me to do now that I’m about to be ordained..... 



Your prayers are specific to you.  And I’m a “chatter” to God.  I’m one of these 
“pray without ceasing” types.  I sometimes think God must know the moment I 
wake up and the moment I sleep by the increase and reduction in prayer “noise” 
she must experience.  I ask.  And this is the first and most vital element in this 
way to pray, ask for what we need.  
In the story that Jesus told as an illustration though it is important to notice that 
Jesus did not say, “When your friend shows up in the middle of the night and you 
have nothing to feed them, lift up your eyes to heaven and ask God for what you 
need.”  Jesus says, “Go to your friend and ask for help!  Ask those around you to 
assist you when you do not have the resources to accomplish what you need to 
do.”   
Secondly, Jesus did not say, “ask for what you need and then sit back and wait 
for someone to provide it.”  He said seek, look for it, expect it but continue to 
seek out the help you need.  In the story Jesus tells the friend who is asked for 
bread says, “go away it’s not convenient for me to help you now.”  But Jesus 
says seek!  Persist!  Ask and expect, ask and seek the response, ask and if this 
one cannot help us, ask another and another and seek until we find our help.  
Know that we cannot do it alone, we’re not supposed to be able to do it alone. 
 
Ask, seek, and knock.  When we are presented with a door, we should knock on 
it and ask to be let in.  This is a reference for me to the trap I fall into, even with 
God.... “knock, me?  You know I’m out here, you know what I need, you know I’m 
standing out here, don’t you realize who I am? Open the door when you see me 
arrive do not require ME to knock!”  But this is the path to humility and right 
relationship with our fellow human beings and by extension with God.  How can 
we learn to be humble before God if we cannot learn to be in right relationship 
with our fellow human being sharing in this journey called life.  How can we ever 
hope to help someone else unless we ourselves model the pattern of humility 
that requires us to ask for help, expect that help to come to us from our loving 
fellow humans and when we are met with a closed and locked door, KNOCK!  
...Loudly if necessary - on the door of injustice and demand justice for God’s 
people.  In the story the man is not asking for bread for himself he is asking, in 
his privilege, asking of his neighbor who shares the privilege of economic 
prosperity for his neighbor to share, to do justice, to make a way for the traveler, 
the tired, the lonely the one who has gone on the journey and spent his last 
penny to arrive at your doorstep to be in relationship with you. 
 
In twelve-step recovery groups there is a saying that, “God will not do for us what 
we can do for ourselves.”  And that, my friends, includes providing for us things 
that we are supposed to ask other humans on this journey with us for.  God has 
never yet bought me or anyone else some groceries.  But I have had that gift 
given to me and I have willingly and gladly done it for others when I was asked 
and was able. 
 
The eleventh step in that same program prescribes it’s own formula from prayer 
when it says: Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious 



contact with God, as we understood God, praying ONLY for knowledge of God’s 
will for us and the power to carry that out.  In other words, you have not the first 
clue what you really need so pray for knowledge of God’s will and then the 
strength of will or character or body to do the ACTION necessary to make it 
happen.  Now that may not be true for the rest of you, but for those of us in 
recovery from addictive processes, I assure you we are not good judges of what 
we should be asking God for.  How many times did I ask God “please just let me 
drink on the weekends, and by the way, don’t let me make a fool of myself while 
I’m at it.”  You can see why that prayer went nowhere. 
 
There is this funny little saying at the end of the teaching that talks about 
children, those we love asking for a fish but we give them a snake or asking for 
an egg and rather getting a scorpion.  I suspect that what Jesus was trying to 
teach was the other way around.  When we are so arrogant that we ask God for 
something that is not in our best interest, God will instead give us the better 
thing.  When we ask for a snake in our resentment or despair, a snake to attack 
that person who has done us wrong, rather those who love us will give us 
nourishment and support and sometimes a swift kick if we need it.  And when we 
ask for a scorpion to use as a weapon rather we will be given an egg, the basic 
component of life, to show us our error, to feed our souls with the richness of life 
and love.  And so if we have only the capacity to ask God to help us, then so God 
will send to us those people, those fellow travelers who have the capacity to help 
us.  The Holy Spirit works in the world, poking and prodding each of us to do our 
part, putting us in each other’s paths, putting in our very dreams the call God has 
for our work in the world to help those who need our help and to ask those from 
whom we need help for theirs. 
 
Prayer, it would seem, is a bit more complicated than just formulaic words said in 
particular manner at a particular time or with a particular frequency.  Prayer 
requires action.  I believe this is the way the whole affair is ordered.  Ask, Seek, 
Knock.  Pray, expect, do your part.  Ask for help, seek it out if that one cannot 
provide the help, walk through the door when it is opened. 
 
Let us pray together:  Holy Spirit whisper your words of love and support and 
encouragement into our ears now as we move into our time of offering and 
celebration.  Teach us humility so that we will ask for help when we need it, 
persistence to look for what we need in other places and from other people if 
necessary, and give us the grace to knock on the door of opportunity to serve 
you.  We trust in you to give us courage to walk through that door into your love. 
 
Join me in saying the prayer by Rheinhold Neibuhr known as the serenity prayer: 
God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change 
The courage to change the things I can 
And the wisdom to know the difference.  Amen. 


