
1 
 

July 24, 2016                                                 Pentecost 10  
Luke 11:1-13                          “Prayer”                      by Vicar Albert Romkema 

Introduction 

Preaching about prayer is like falling into the ocean. We cannot touch the ocean floor; we are overwhelmed by 

the vast sea around us. We come up flailing our arms, gasping for breath, and struggling to stay afloat. No 

matter how hard we try, we cannot reach the depth and breadth of prayer even as we explore its mysteries.  

We pray consciously and unconsciously. We formalize and ritualize our prayer - from the simplest mealtime 

blessings and bedtime prayers we learn as children, to the repetition of the Prayer of Confession and the 

Lord’s Prayer that we pray together each Sunday in worship, today included. One day in confirmation class we 

discussed the various mealtime and bedtime prayers we had been taught as children – there were many. 

To some, prayer is a discipline, occurring at the same time each day, while to others prayer is unrehearsed and 

uttered at moments of joy or crisis. Prayer sometimes uses words and sometimes it doesn’t. It may occur 

while kneeling at one’s bedside in communion with God, or it may happen when we witness the birth of a 

child or the death of a friend, or it may simply be an abiding sense of the presence of God which we 

experience during the activity of servanthood in community.  

In truth, prayer is a central aspect and activity of the Christian life.  

Yet… despite the language and activity of prayer that surrounds so much of our lives, it doesn’t seem as 

though we speak about prayer all that often, nor do we easily share the depth of our experiences in prayer. I 

must confess that I don’t really know how prayer works; why some prayers are answered while others are not, 

or whether we can change God’s mind in prayer. Why do we need to pray when God knows our thoughts 

before we utter them in prayer? 

When I think about prayer though, I remind myself of the many times Jesus prayed and the words he used 

that sounded similar to our words – “please, please, please Father, if it is your will…” – and yet the next day he 

was crucified. A certain understanding comes to us through regular prayer but there remains mystery too. 

And so I think conversation about prayer is important. I will open the discussion here today but then I would 

encourage you to continue this conversation with your family and friends; perhaps after church today, or on 

the way home, or perhaps over a meal in the coming week about your own experience of prayer. Speak about 

the life-giving hope it provides but also the frustrating struggles. This too we do as community, as the disciples 

also realized when they said, “Lord, teach us to pray.” 

Body of Text 

The message of the world 

Typically our days contain few openings for the vast silent spaces inside us. Our lives are usually full of 

movement, activity, distraction, noise, and internal chatter – and let’s face it, sometimes we kind of like things 

that way; when we can stay in control, when we do not have to turn things over to the movement of the Holy 

Spirit or listen carefully for God’s dream for our lives, which may not always be the same as our own.  



2 
 

The world plays into this narrative. From the world we hear that we must keep moving, keep accumulating, 

and keep talking – to be valued.  

We hear the message of the world and perhaps even partially believe it, but another part of us knows it is a 

false message and that there is no hope in this message… and, frankly, it torments us when our lives do not 

centre on prayerful communion with each other and with God. 

Longing for God 

Yet, God wants to communicate with us and so he communicates the longing – the longing to know God, the 

longing to be in God’s presence, the longing to hear God’s will for our lives, the longing for union with one 

another in Christ – that is the heart of prayer, and our task in life is not to be diverted from this indescribable 

longing.  

Listen to how Anne Frank touches on this exactly. She says, “Today the sun is shining, the sky is deep blue, 

there is a lovely breeze and I am longing.”  

In this longing there is another voice; a still, small voice – spoken in nature, spoken right here in church, 

spoken in community - that says, "You are my Beloved, my favour rests on you." That is the voice we need 

most of all to hear. That's what prayer is. It is listening to the voice that calls us Beloved. We are loved 

profoundly and endlessly by God. Do you hear this? It is true; God loves each one of us infinitely, eternally. 

Creating space for this listening nurtures the sacredness of our lives – it holds still in the restlessness of being 

human, it embraces the unease of our brokenness in the tension of silence.  It is an opening, a beckoning, a 

communion within stillness with the eternal God who created heaven and earth. And yet prayer can be a 

struggle for many of us; when periods of deep unity in prayer are surrounded by long periods of intense 

dryness. Why is this so? 

Questions about Prayer 

Prayer brings with it questions like these. But others too; for instance:  

1. What about prayer that remains unanswered? Our gospel text for today gives bold promises about 

prayer. Look at verse 9:  

“Ask and it will be given unto you, seek and you will find, knock and the door will be opened to you. For 

everyone who asks receives, he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks the door will be opened.” 

These words may be an affirmation to those who have seen prayer answered and life predictable but 

may feel like small comfort for the person who prays and prays while circumstances remain 

unchanged. At such times we may be left with doubt about ourselves – did I pray hard enough? Am I 

good enough? Do I have enough faith? How do we deal with the disappointment of unanswered 

prayer? 

Jesus seems to be telling us to be persistent in prayer, regardless of the outcome. In our gospel text 

Jesus relays a parable/teaching about a man who approaches a friend’s house at midnight to get a few 
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loaves of bread for a visitor. His friend is sleeping of course and so he first basically tells him to go 

away, refusing to grant his wish. But the man persists and is finally given what he requests. 

Persistence in prayer 

There are plenty of ways that the sleepy friend in the text is not God but Jesus is focusing on one point 

of comparison only: he is encouraging a kind of holy boldness, a sharp knocking at the door, an 

insistent asking.  

In this case the man does receive what he asks for, but I do not think that was the point of the story. I 

believe the message is that Jesus encourages persistence in prayer.  He invites us to keep praying 

regardless of the outcome – and it is not really about the outcome anyway. I think we need to hear 

this: we do not pray just to get our prayers answered but we are invited by Jesus to pray, and continue 

to pray. 

When we hear about terrorists attacking in Nice, France (or shootings in Baton Rouge or Dallas, 

Texas) we are invited to pray for restoration of right relationship and for an end to the evil at its 

root – even as we wonder if such restoration is possible in the short-term;  

When we are confronted with health concerns, sometimes very difficult health concerns, we 

are invited to keep praying even when physical healing seems unlikely…  

We are invited to pray that hearts may be transformed, that peace can be restored, and that 

God’s will may be done on earth, as it is in heaven.  

Once, a few years ago, I was going through a difficult time in my life. I had just left a successful career 

and was not sure which direction to turn next. I emailed a friend one day and explained my struggle 

and concluded by asking for his prayers. He immediately wrote back saying that he had just been 

praying for the past few days that God would lead someone to him that he could pray for in the coming 

year.  

He had begun a discipline of dedicated prayer for one person for a full year. It all sounded like too 

much of a coincidence, as if life was conspiring for prayers on my behalf. It also gave me a new 

appreciation for the importance of our prayers for each other, that God wants us to pray for each 

other. That somehow God uses our prayer for each other in ways that benefits us, in ways that perhaps 

only God understands.   

Through us 

It made me realize that at the foundation of authentic Christian living is the sustenance which arrives 

from God though our lives of prayer. 

Here is what I mean by this…through our lives of prayer God teaches us that prayer is not so much 

something we do as it is something done to us, in us, with us, and as us. We do not so much pray to 

God as God prays through us. As it says in 1 Corinthians 12:3, “…no one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’” except 

by the Holy Spirit.” Prayer becomes the inspiration for our daily living. We hear this affirmed in many of 

our prayers when we say, “Through Christ our Lord. Amen”  

As to how prayer affects our Christian living, there is a good example of this in a movie made some 

time ago about the life of C.S. Lewis (author of the Narnia series of books), called Shadowlands. As you 
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may know, he was an atheist for most of his life but he eventually became a Christian. He also met and 

married his wife later in life, but after just a year or two of marriage she got sick with cancer and was 

near death, eventually dying. While she was sick, Lewis was kneeling and praying for her when a 

colleague came along and basically ridiculed him for praying. He said “Why are you praying, do you 

think you can change God’s mind? Lewis responded in this manner. “I do not know if I can change 

God’s mind through prayer, but I do know that prayer changes me”. 

Ultimately, prayer is about relationship and presence. A faithful life of prayer shifts prayer from being a 

method of communication, of asking to receive things, toward it being an experience of communion with God.  

2. Finally, one last question, also a difficult one: Hearing what we just said about prayer, are our heart-felt 

prayers for our benefit only, how we are changed through prayer, or do they have an effect on God as 

well? The question is - can we change God’s mind through prayer? 

This is a tough one too, but scripture helps us with this question. Scripture depicts a God who is 

intimately involved and responsive to the world. At numerous junctions God does actually seem to 

change his mind – just think about the flood story, first about how God was grieved that he had 

created man and decided to destroy man with the flood, yet saving Noah and his family and then 

promising never to destroy the world again in this manner. 

Or when God declared his intention to destroy Nineveh for its sin but then changed his mind upon the 

people’s repentance.  

God is responsive to our needs and our hopes. God opens our wills into a mutually creative act (a mutually 

creative act!) where we are involved with God; and yes, where God listens as he speaks through the language 

of our prayer. God allows us to be a part of kingdom creation. God's will is not heavy-handed but appealing 

and inviting, until God’s will somehow becomes our will too as God in me sees God who is also beyond me.  

Conclusion 

A few concluding thoughts; prayer is at the heart of faithful Christian living, but that heart does not beat for 

itself alone. It is the foundation, the beginning, of a life of discipleship and is concerned with the disorder of 

the world and is ready to struggle with it. 

While God can and sometimes does change circumstances, I am more and more convinced that God, more 

often than not, changes us. Alongside our lives of prayer God sustains, reinforces, nourishes, empowers, 

inspires, and supports us to face the circumstances of life and the struggles of the world. We do so, sometimes 

with joy and gratitude, and other times with pain and loss, but always with God right beside us.  

On my good days I know this is true, and that is enough.  

But on those others, I return to asking God, “Lord, teach me to pray.” 

 Amen 


