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            Luke 11:1-13 and Colossians 2:6-19

Back when we lived in Massachusetts, from 1997 through 2002, my husband Dan and I raised a foster daughter named Kara.  Kara came to live with us when she was 14 and left when she was 19.  After a few years of being out of touch, Kara reconnected with us last year through the Miracle of Facebook.  Last weekend, Dan and Rosa traveled up to Boston to spend some time with Kara and her two children.  Can you believe I am a grandmother to Hailey, age 7 and Ryan, age 4?  The one way that I actually feel like a grandmother is that my heart literally bursts with pride when I see what I great job Kara is doing raising her kids.  

When we saw her with them last Thanksgiving, one of the first things that struck me was her insistence that they say “please” and “thank you”, which incidentally was a practice that Kara had well ingrained in her by the time she came to live with us.  She had a rough home life, needless to say, and there are some lessons she learned as a young child that she has had to work hard to unlearn.  But she did learn to say “please”, “thank you” and “may I” and those words served her very, very well.  I saw teachers and employers and social workers and probation officers treat her more respectfully because she was polite with them.

But the thing about Kara was that she didn’t just say thank you in order to get what she wanted.  She wasn’t above manipulation, but there was something to her way of saying thanks that went deeper than just the words.  Kara had—Kara has—a grateful heart.  Now, I have this theory about this.  I think that when we instill in our kids the habit of saying, “Thank you”, we are doing more than just teaching them social graces or giving them a skill that will help them advance in life.  I think that the words “thank you” are formative—which is to say, when we say them over and over and over again, they start to form our hearts, our inner disposition.  Saying the words “thank you” helps to shape us into people who are genuinely grateful for what we’ve received.

I think this notion of “formative” speech is a helpful one when we read Jesus’ response to his disciples’ request, “Lord, teach us how to pray.”  I like that question because I can imagine asking Jesus that question myself.  I have often thought that I would like to pray better, and I know that many of you feel the same way.  Prayer is one of the five spiritual practices to which the members of this community make a commitment every year, and as result, many of us spend time in the fall assessing our prayer life and looking for guidance on how to make it deeper and more genuine.  But our community places a very high value on the expressive quality of prayer.  During worship we often include open time when the people in the congregation are free to open their hearts up and express their personal thanksgivings or concerns to God.  And I know that the same holds true for many of us in our private prayer lives—we’re looking for ways to make prayer feel more genuine, more connected to our hearts, more expressive of our deepest selves.  Do you agree?  Is that what you would like for your prayer practice?

So how does it feel to hear Jesus respond to his disciples by saying, “When you pray, say these words.”  It’s a bit disappointing, when you think of it.  Jesus doesn’t ask for their joys and concerns.  He doesn’t include the names of people who are in the hospital or on the prayer chain.  He just gives his disciples a script.  Is that really how Jesus wants us to pray—to just say a rote prayer all together?  Isn’t that making prayer into more of a head thing?  If we’re just saying a script, can’t our heart just check out altogether?

Here’s the thing—I think the words that Jesus gives his disciples, words which we have crafted into the Lord’s Prayer, are not just expressive.  I think Jesus intended these words to be formative.  These words were a tool that Jesus was using to shape his disciples into the kind of people who could actually follow him, not just travel with him, but actually live in his spirit, live in the way that he lived.

One clue that Jesus wasn’t just teaching the disciples words but rather that he was forming their heart with this prayer comes in the paragraph after the words of the prayer.  In order to hear what Jesus is saying, we have to hear them in the right tone.  Although we often imagine Jesus to be extraordinarily gentle and serene, the Gospels show that he used provocation, hyperbole, humor and even a bit of teasing to make his points.  He tells his disciples a story here about a man banging on the door of his neighbor in the middle of the night until the neighbor finally gets up and gives the man what he wants.  If we hear Jesus tell this story in a serious, didactic fashion, we are left wondering if we can actually make God do what we want by becoming sufficiently annoying.  

But I don’t think Jesus is trying to describe God with this story—I think he’s using a bit of humor to remind his disciples that persistence has value.  We know this from our interactions with people, Jesus says, so why not bring the same value into our communication with God?  Underneath this provocative story, there is a gentle acknowledgment that when we pray, we often feel like we are calling out to into the dark.  We often find it hard to sense God’s presence in our prayers, so we begin to wonder if we are just talking to ourselves.  Jesus seems to understand that feeling—and he says we should pray anyways.  Just keep praying through the dark periods, through the doubting times, through the dry spells.  Keep saying these words, keep showing up to prayer, because in the end, this isn’t just about your experience.  This isn’t just about expressing what you feel or what you think.  Prayer in this sense is like practicing a complicated arpeggio on the violin.  It’s like training a dog to heel.  Only by doing it over and over and over can you ever learn to do it at all.  Prayer is a practice that is shaping us.  The words of the Lord’s Prayer are forming us.

How?  In what direction do they push?  What kind of imprints do they make?  Well, for one thing, they make sure that the people who say them recognize the awesomeness of God.  God is transcendent and God is holy.  And then we go on to say that we recognize that God has plans and dreams for us and for our world.  In other words, we say out loud that as awesome as God is, God hasn’t walked away from our world, but in fact is yearning for earth and heaven to match up.  

Then, Jesus tells his disciples to be direct and to the point about what we need from God:  sustenance, forgiveness (and a reminder to be forgiving ourselves) and guidance.  Straightforward, to the point.  Give us, forgive us, lead us, deliver us.  

Say these things over and over, year in and year out, and they have the affect of the stream that carves its bed into stone.  They form in us a disposition of friendship towards God—a feeling that our deep needs and desires are not irrelevant to God.  God will not sleep through them.  God will not keep the door locked as we pound on it.  In fact, God desires good things for us.  Like the benevolent parent, God wants to give us bread, not a snake.

Do you believe that?  Do you have a relationship with God that is grounded and rooted in trust of that sort?  Or perhaps you would like your faith to be deeper, your relationship with God to be more trusting?  Then take a cue from Jesus here and examine your prayer practice.  Don’t just consider how it feels to you or what it expresses.  Consider how you are training yourself by what you practice.  You may tell yourself that you will pray more once you’ve resolved some of your doubts or once you have a better understanding of who God really is and how God really acts.  But by waiting for the mood to strike you, you may actually be training yourself to stay out of conversation with God, out of relationship.  

Jesus’ teaching here points in a different direction.  Pray these words, he says, and pray them persistently, and you will actually be acting as if God is who I tell you God is—holy and hopeful and compassionate and connected.  Jesus says, pray as if what I tell you is true, and slowly, slowly, your prayers will form you into a person who can step into the kind of relationship with God, the kind of intimacy, the kind of reconciled friendship with God, which is the great, good gift Jesus came to offer us.
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