Luke 11:1-13

What is this thing we call prayer?  Jesus did it.  Jesus called his disciples to do it.  And compared to most of his teachings, when it comes to prayer, Jesus is quite specific.  He says, “When you pray, say this.”  

For the past few weeks, we have been stumbling our way through the Gospel of Luke, seeking the answer to our question:  What Did Jesus Do?  Because, we have realized, I hope, that if we discover what Jesus did – in his day, in that setting, as recorded in our Holy Scriptures – we will better understand what Jesus would do here and now, and of course, what we should do, here and now.

We learned two weeks ago that Jesus expected his disciples to go out into a hard world – together – as a believing community – but with the authority and results of the Kingdom of God,  we are the Kingdom people, we are the “presence of the future.”  
We learned last week that Jesus expected his disciples to live a balanced life – focused on the one good thing – God.  We are not just Kingdom people, we are a worshipping people.  But we also learned that true worship is hard to do – because worship is more than just showing up.

This morning Jesus teaches us about prayer – in response to the direct question, “Lord, teach us to pray.”  We should be so direct.  Lord, teach me to pray.  Do you know how to pray?  Now, I’m not asking if you pray – you probably do.  Most people pray.  According to the Barna Research Group – they’ve been tracking American religious behavior for years -- according to their 2006 survey data, 84 percent of all Americans pray during a typical week.  And this isn’t just about so-called evangelicals or those we consider born-again.  Breaking it down between the religious types and the non-religious types, 98 percent of folks who claim to be religious say they pray at least once in a given week – that’s no surprise.  But still, among those who do not claim to be religious, 73 percent report they have prayed in the last week.  Most people pray!  And not just us religious folks.  So, the real question we’re asking this morning is not if we pray, but how we pray.  So, how do you pray?  

We do care about what Jesus did and said.  And so we need to listen to today’s gospel lesson on prayer – in particular the Lord’s Prayer.  This is an amazing prayer.  Of all the lessons in the gospels, here we find at least one that just about every Christian of any stripe agrees with and uses.  For example, it is estimated that on this past Easter Sunday -- consider this -- 2 billion Christians around the world on that one day -- Protestant, Catholic, and Eastern Orthodox Christians alike – all read, recited, or sang the Lord’s Prayer -- in over 1500 different languages, in all kinds of houses of worship of all shapes and sizes.  
Most of us pray.  And most of us, when we pray, follow these instructions from Jesus – roughly – about how we should pray.  Now, please understand -- I am not saying that the Lord’s Prayer is enough.  If we were to examine other passages and parts of Jesus’ life, we would see that often Jesus went off alone to pray. And we now understand that a full and rich prayer life is more than the words we speak, but so much more, because effective prayer also includes a healthy dose of listening.  And for many of us, we know that preparing for prayer is sometimes the hardest part, regardless of our religious heritage.  An old rabbinic story goes like this.  Once a disciple asked his rabbi, “Tell me rabbi, what do you do to prepare for prayer?”  The wise rabbi responded, “Before I pray, I pray that when I pray, it should be with all my heart.”          
But there is much about how to pray that we can learn from this gift we call the Lord’s Prayer.  So, let’s take a look – a prayer taught to us by Christ Jesus himself, in fairly specific terms.  Let’s look at the prayer itself -- and its context -- and ask -- how should we pray?  
First, we should know that Jesus gave this prayer to the Church, not to individual Christians.  Have you ever noticed that every pronoun in the introduction and in the prayer itself is plural?  Jesus never intended this prayer to have meaning and power apart from the Church.  This is a prayer for the Body of Christ, and one the Body of Christ lifts up.  

Second, we are told right from the start to pray in the right direction.  This is basic.  You remember our little talk last week on idolatry.  We are to make sure that when we pray, we are praying to the holy God who is above us.  When we pray we must never lose sight of the true nature of God – the holy one who is not us.

Third – and I want to linger on this point for a bit -- notice that Jesus wastes no words jumping to this big idea of the kingdom.  What are we to pray to this holy Father?  What does it say?  “Your kingdom come.”  Your kingdom, O God, not ours.  We want your kingdom to come to us, holy God, not ours.  
Matthew’s version adds the description, “your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” – which we now include in our traditional prayer.  But consider for a moment the significance of this part.  Lord, may your kingdom come to us – now.  May your will and your purpose for today’s world become evident here.  
You recall two weeks ago we talked about what it means to be the church today – that we are the presence of the future.  We – the church – we are today’s evidence of God’s kingdom – and this is a huge responsibility.  So when we ask, Lord, may your kingdom come – we’re really asking, Lord, use us to be your kingdom in today’s world.  This is a radical prayer – one we should not take lightly.  When we pray the Lord’s Prayer we’re asking God to use us – you and me, and the rest of the body of Christ – to become the presence of God’s kingdom here today.  Be careful what you ask for.

Finally, in the Lord’s Prayer we do ask for stuff.  Often our prayers ask God for stuff – it’s OK.  In fact, from today’s lesson we discover that not only are we to ask for stuff, we’re to ask with a shameless persistence – with boldness.  
OK, what do we ask for?  First, daily sustenance -- food.  Notice we are not asking for food for the week, or the month, or the year – but food just for the day.  So, what do you think?  This is indeed more than a prayer for food, this is a prayer for more faith.  
We also ask for forgiveness – because we do sin and we need forgiveness.  But harder, we also ask for the ability to forgive others who do sinful things against us.  And we ask for protection against temptation – to prevent us from getting close to sin.  Good idea.  
So we do ask for stuff, and we should, because we need much from God.  We always and desperately need God’s grace.  Grace first, grace always, because grace is needed.
And so Luke delivers this prayer – coupled with Matthew’s version – a prayer that has survived centuries of protestant, catholic, and orthodox tradition, used in over 1500 languages – and we say this prayer – with shameless boldness -- just about every time we gather for worship.  

But there’s one more thing we need to notice from our Gospel lesson.  And this part is less about who we are, and more about who God is.  Jesus is quick to remind us that when we pray, we are praying to a God who will never disappoint us.  Our God who hears this prayer -- and all of our prayers – our God aches to give us the desires of our hearts.  All we need to do is ask, to seek, to want – and our God not only hears, but will provide for all of our needs – out of an enormous, eternal love for us.  
But be careful here, this is not to say that I can ask for just anything, to meet my selfish needs – for that new truck just because I like the new design, or for a raise so we can go on a second vacation, to make the starting line up even when I miss practices, for people to be nicer to me even though I haven’t been so nice to them, or for that cute guy to call even though he’s been mean to my friends, or for good grades in school even when I don’t study.  No.
Remember the prayer we were taught – when we ask, we must ask so that our desires and our needs first line up with the Kingdom.  But take comfort.  The psalmist Psalm 139 reminded us this morning that the God to whom we pray already knows exactly what we are, exactly who we are, and what we have done – and truly what we need.  We do not pray in order to clue God in on what we need or what we want – as if God somehow has lost touch and needs to be told.  

Can I sum this up?  I think it’s this simple.  Sure, we are called to pray.  But the most important thing to remember in our prayers is not what we ask for, but to whom we ask.  We pray to the holy God of the universe, who knows us thoroughly.  This is the God who examines us and knows us.   The God to whom we pray knows when we sit and when we rise.  Our loving God sees and hears our thoughts from afar.  And so, before we ever speak a word, God knows it.  So we don’t pray to teach God anything.

Why do we pray?  We pray so that the Kingdom of God will happen – in the world and in our lives.  We pray so that our desires and purpose in life line up with God’s desires and purpose.  We pray because we do believe we are a part of this kingdom on earth, we are this kingdom community, we are the presence of the future. This is why we pray.  So we pray – with hope – with faith – that God’s kingdom will come – and we want to be a part of that.  
And along the way, sure we need stuff – we need daily sustenance, we need forgiveness, we need the power to forgive others, and we need protection from temptation.  
And we must never give up praying – not because we think we can wear God down, but because we trust that the God to whom we pray loves us, like a perfect father, forever, and this God already aches to heal us, to comfort us, and protect us.  
Do you have that much faith?  Just enough faith – that if you ask, the Kingdom will happen in you and around you?  If we seek, we will find; if we knock the door will open.  Because everyone who asks receives; everyone who seeks finds; and to everyone who knocks, the door will open.  This is God’s promise.  This is God’s love.  And this is the one to whom we pray.                         The Lord be with you.
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