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As our passage opens today, Jesus is praying.  The Disciples are there and 

seem to be observing Jesus praying by himself.  Because, when he has finished, they 
ask him to teach them how to pray.  And he teaches them right away.  It’s surprising 
that he’s so straightforward, he usually teaches in parables, in stories, in metaphor and 
by implication rather than outright command.  But this is a very straightforward 
instruction, telling them in no uncertain terms: when you pray, say this:  

‘Father, hallowed be your name. 

    Your kingdom come. 

    Give us each day our daily bread. 

    And forgive us our sins, 

      for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us. 

    And do not bring us to the time of trial.’ 

This is the Lord’s Prayer! Or at least, the structural beams and foundation of the 
Lord’s Prayer.  We pray this every week; this prayer has been translated into every 
language imaginable and has been prayed in every language imaginable.  Jesus 
instructed his followers to pray using those words, and indeed, we have.   

But, if Jesus’ instructions to pray this prayer made everything very neat and tidy, 
what follows muddies the waters.  Jesus quickly pivots back to typical form and fleshes 
out his teaching in parable, in story, in metaphor and implication. 

He tells two parables, the parable of the persistent friend at midnight, and the 
parable of the hungry child.  The first parable tells of a person banging on the door of a 
friend at midnight asking for a loaf of bread.  And this friend initially will not give him 
any bread—come back tomorrow, it is midnight!  But, because he will not lay off 
banging on that door, he will get his loaf of bread, the parable says.  As a parable 
about prayer, it seems to give the advice that boils down to “If at first you don’t 
succeed, try, try again”.  Be persistent, don’t give up.   

The second parable is similar, saying if one of your children asks for a fish, you 
wouldn’t hand them a scorpion!  You give good gifts to your children, provide for them 
out of devotion.  Since God is so much more filled with goodness than you, surely 
God’s gifts will be good and wholesome as well.  The upshot seems to be, trust God, 
what God gives will be a good thing.   



If Jesus was crystal clear in teaching people the precise words to pray, he has 
muddied the waters terribly with these two parables about how to understand prayer. 
Because I have a lot of questions about these two parables.  Pray with unfailing 
persistence and God only gives good things?  I have questions about that advice about 
prayer.   

First off, what am I supposed to make of all the unanswered prayers that go 
flying around?  Prayers for simple, necessary things, safety in the face of danger, food 
in the face of hunger, relief in the face of great mental suffering, deliverance from 
situations of injustice.  This very moment, prayers rise before God and the world is still 
yet filled with suffering.  What am I supposed to make of that? 

Just to set expectations for you all here, I will not be solving this theological 
dilemma between now and when I take my seat.  This exact question has bedeviled 
every generation of theologian that has ever picked up pen and sought to explain God.  
One generation offers one answer, and the next generation punches holes in that 
explanation only to substitute its own answers which subsequent generations would 
take to hole punching themselves.  The challenge comes from two different assertions 
about God’s nature, which held up together form a paradox, an unresolvable quandary, 
a knot that cannot be untied.   

So those two assertions.  On the one hand—God is surpassingly good, giving 
only good gifts, fish to a hungry child, not a scorpion.  On the other hand, God is 
surpassingly powerful, able to do anything and—with sufficient pounding on the divine 
doorway at midnight, persuadable to use that surpassing power to do what is asked.  
This is the paradoxical dilemma—God can do anything, and God will always do what is 
good. 

Why aren’t my prayers being answered, then?  Why is the world so full of 
suffering, then?  This is the Gordian knot that cannot be untied. If you recall the myth of 
the Gordian knot, you may remember that the solution was simply to slice it through 
with a sword, to be done with the whole process and refuse to engage.  One way to 
address the Gordian knot of prayer would be to slice it through with a sword, to give up 
on the whole project of prayer, to repent of the whole notion of faith and leave it sliced 
in two on the floor.   

How do we make sense of a world that has so much suffering?  How do I 
understand what it means to pray when I do not experience God as speaking back to 
me at all, much less doing the things I ask of God?  Perhaps the most potent argument 
that can be made against faith in God is the bare fact of human suffering and the 
question—where is God in this? 

I return to the words of Jesus, and the parables he spins around all of this.  Jesus 
tells the disciples how to pray, that’s true.  But more importantly, this all began because 
Jesus was himself praying, and the disciples wanted to pray like him.  He then teaches 
them how to pray like him, including the paradoxical Gordian knot of unanswered 
prayers.  Jesus tells the disciples the parable of the persistent friend at midnight 



because he is himself banging on God’s door at midnight—praying for the world to be 
so much more than the one he found filled with pain and heartbreak and loss and in 
need of deliverance.  He was himself doing all he could, he cried out before he entered 
the holy city—Jerusalem, Jerusalem, city that slays the prophets, how long have I 
desired to draw you under my wings as a mother hen does her chicks.   

And then on the other side of Holy Week, at the noon of Good Friday, the very 
last prayer that Jesus lifted up in his life was from the cross, and his prayer was “my 
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  Jesus teaches the parable of the insistent 
friend at midnight because that is a part of what it means to pray, even for Jesus, 
prayers that come out like banging on the door of one who is saying—go away! 

Jesus tells the disciples the parable of the hungry child, because he is the one 
seeking sustenance from God, needing to be sustained in a world that is hard to 
navigate with a heart that is open and caring.  Jesus’ prayer in the garden of 
Gethsemane is “God, may this cup pass from me.  Yet, not my will but yours be done.”  
He is the child seeking good gifts, and wondering how to make sense of the scorpions 
all around.   

I want there to be neat and tidy answers around prayer.  I want to know how to 
pray and to find those prayers full of power.  And so I stand in company with the 
disciples, who looked at Jesus praying and said—Lord, teach us how to pray.  And 
what Jesus taught them was a prayer of tension, of answers that do not come as they 
imagine them, prayers that are like a loud cry from the cross, prayers that are like a 
silent resurrection at the tomb, prayers that are like an eclipse that blots out the sun in 
midday, prayers that are like a gentle dawning on a world made new. 

I want neat and tidy answers around faith.  And that is not the faith that Jesus 
lived.  I do not know always how to pray.  I often do not, in fact.  My prayers are often 
more a cry of anguish than a shout of praise; they are often more a call for relief than 
an assurance of God’s goodness.  This is what Jesus is teaching us in the Lord’s 
Prayer—how to pray when we do not have any other words to say.  When—like 
Jesus—we cry out to God who feels far away, we can pray the Lord’s Prayer.  When—
like Jesus—what we receive from the world is so very far away from the good we hope 
for, we can pray the Lord’s Prayer.  Thanks be to God that we may always pray that 
prayer, and pray rightly in God’s sight.   

Amen 

 


