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Luke 11:1-13

“Oh Lord won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz”

“Oh Lord won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz?

My friends all drive Porches, I must make amends.

Worked hard all my lifetime, no help from my friends.

So, Oh, Lord, won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz?” (Janis Joplin, Mercedes Benz)

That was my prayer in my 20s. It was my prayer because Jesus instructs his disciples, who ask him to teach them to pray, “Ask and it shall be given to you.”  Okay then! I want a Mercedes Benz, to hit the lottery for $50 million, and live in perfect health until I am 100 wherein I will die suddenly and quickly, without pain.  “Ask and it shall be given to you.” 
As I mentioned, this was the prayer of my 20s. My first prayer though, as child, was a little ditty that I was taught at a very young age to say just before going to bed. “Now I lay myself to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep; if I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.” This was usually followed by asking God to bless and watch over those whom I loved------my mother, aunt, uncle and if I am to be honest next was probably the family dog.

I learned the Lord’s Prayer later in confirmation class. We had to learn the Nicene Creed and the Lord’s Prayer and were told by our priest that the bishop just might start reciting either one as he placed his hands on our heads then stop in mid-sentence and expect whomever he selected to pick up and finish. I had the Lord’s Prayer down pat, but I wrote parts of the Nicene Creed out on my hand. I remember only three things about my confirmation. One, I was wearing the itchiest woolen pants that ever came off of a sheep. Secondly, the bishop’s breath smelled of cigarettes and coffee. And third? The Lord’s Prayer-----the old version-----the one in our Book of Common Prayer----- the one that Jesus, himself, said.
I remember clearly the first time I prayed, in truth, for another person. It was a warm, summer’s evening. I was in my late teens. A group of friends and I were hanging out at the local park, which was sort of like Northridge Park: tennis courts, Little League baseball fields, a basketball court and lots of places just to sit and enjoy the out of doors. People of all ages enjoyed the park

This evening the park was crowded. My friends and I were sitting under some trees which lined the street. Cars were parked up and down the street, and there was a lot of coming and going of people to games and to be out on a nice summer’s eve. With so many people, it was impossible to drive up the street which bordered the park with any speed. It was then that I heard the screech of car brakes. As I looked up, I saw one little, pink girl’s sneaker tumbling end over end up and over the hood. 
I rushed to the front of the car, and there I saw a precious, curly haired, blonde little girl of about four years of age with one pink shoe missing. Her unblinking eyes stared out at nothing. Her body, although not bleeding, was splayed out in an abnormal position. Her mother was cradling the little girl’s body in her arms like the Pieta weeping the tears of every mother in history who has ever cried tears of fears over the serious injury of their hurt child.
And for some reason, Mr.-agnostic-I-don’t-believe-in-God-because-I-am-a-smart-educated-college-freshman me said a private silent prayer for that little girl and her mother. “Please, God, help them,” I awkwardly sputtered or something like it. 
This prayer just came out of me. I never thought about it. And it wasn’t spurned on by years in church, because I hadn’t spent years in church. It came out of compassion and the desire for my compassion to go to another human being through God to help that person. And thus, when it comes to praying for others (intercessory prayer) I believe in some paranormal way our caring, our love, our compassion for another person is communicated to them through God’s Holy Spirit. And it doesn’t matter if it cures them, aides them or corrects some malfunction in their life. What matters is our compassionate care which, I believe, brings comfort to that person in their time of need. And perhaps it brings them peace or strength, too. The point is that a part of me and you, when we pray for someone, goes to them. I know when someone prays for me, it touches my heart. Just this past week, some folks, who were part of a youth group I lead over 20 years ago, sent me emails having just found out that our son, Michael, is in Afghanistan. Independent and unknowing of one another, they sent me emails. And to a person each one said that they would keep him in their prayers. That touched my heart. I don’t believe that their prayers will prevent any harm coming to our son because I don’t believe in an interventionist God. 
John Spong, retired Episcopal bishop and famous author, has this to say about prayer and God. “The intervening God who answers our intercessory prayers is a comfortable fiction that is no longer worthy of our worship. This kind of honesty scares people who want security not truth. I still think intercessory prayer has a place in the Christian life but it would take a book just to unload the distortions of the past and then to chart new definitions for the future. Suffice it now to say that the God who is the Source of Life, the Source of Love and the Ground of Being can only work through the life, the love and the being of people like you and me. So, you and I must intervene wherever we can as God bearers. Our lives become our prayers. Prayer is not quite like saying, "Now I lay me down to sleep." 
Agreeing with Bp Spong, I don’t believe in an interventionist God who bends the rules of nature or outright breaks them because then we must face the notion of a God who responds to some requests and not others. I cannot believe that God could have stopped the Holocaust or Stalin’s starving to death 6 million Ukrainians (his own country folk) and yet God chose not to prevent it. I just can’t believe that God responds to some prayers for healing and protection but not others. And yet………I still make such requests myself. Just the other day I prayed for our son and daughter-in-law’s home loan to be approved; I pray for my brother-in-law who is struggling; I pray for some of you who are hurting and in need.
I also prayed for some good ideas for this sermon; I prayed for the wind to stop blowing the other evening as we picnicked on the beach in Malibu: I pray for God to not let me forget to turn off the a/c when I leave the house. I pray and have prayed for all sorts of things during my life. Oh Lord won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz. And I used to feel guilty about this because of my belief that I don’t think God works that way. I used to feel hypocritical because I don’t believe God is this guy sleeping at night and if you pound on his door long and loud enough then God will grant you that which you ask for. I used to feel hypocritical because although I don’t believe God does this, I prayed and still do pray like this!
And why do I continue to pray and ask for things like a child? Because Jesus tells us to! Be persistent, Jesus tells us this morning. Not, I assume, because we have to beat a path to God’s door before God will open it, but because until you beat the path maybe there’s no way of getting to your own door.

And what I mean is this. Whatever else it may or may not be, prayer is at least talking to yourself, and that’s in itself not always a bad idea. Talk to yourself about your own life, about what you have done and what you have failed to do and about who you are and who you wish you were and who the people you love are and the people you don’t love too. Talk to yourself about what matters most to you, because if you don’t, you may forget what matters most to you. And even if you don’t believe anybody’s listening, at least you will be listening. 
But believe someone is listening is Jesus’ message this morning. According to Jesus, by far the most important thing about praying is to keep at it. But we don’t keep at it with the expectation that eventually the odds are in our favor. Lex orandi, lex credendi. Literally translated it means, the rule of prayer precedes the rule of belief. I always thought the reverse. I thought that once I had lots of faith, then I would pray a lot. But this proverb has the sequence correct. If I pray a lot then perhaps I will grow in faith. And I pray not to accomplish my will. I pray daily because I believe it opens me to God.
Unfortunately, I think the number one reason most people don’t attend church or have a distant relationship with their faith is because of prayer-----specifically petitionary prayer-----prayer that asks God to break into our world and change the course of events for us as an individual. As children we grow up believing that prayer works. We are told that if you just pray hard enough, then you will get what you ask for. But we all know it doesn’t work that way. It doesn’t take long for the child in us to become an adult and look on asking for things in prayer (even good things) as wishful thinking that children do. After so many unanswered prayers, many people just give up. And they look with disdain and ridicule on those persons who continue to pray. And I agree. It doesn’t matter how many “Praise Jesus” are thrown into a prayer, or begging petitions or promises, the point is it is hard to believe that we have much affect over God’s choices. 
“Almighty Father, strong to save, 
Whose arm hath bound the restless wave, 
Who biddest the mighty ocean deep 
Its own appointed limits keep: 
O hear us when we cry to Thee

For those in peril on the sea. 
If the careless universe operates clocklike following the lock step laws of cause and effect, what will be will be. And no willfulness or appeal on our part will change anything. If there is a caring, knowledgeable and powerful God, He-She-It keeps His-Her-Its eye on the sparrow and, surely, watches over each and every one of us. In which case, prayer is redundant. Nor would a provident God need to be reminded to intercede and grant clemency to some little one caught in the pain and tragedy that are an inescapable part of the human (God created) condition.
So, Jesus, what about when the child is not healed? Was the prayer listened to or not listened to? “Who knows? Just keep praying,” says Jesus. Even if the child dies, keep on beating the path to God’s door, because the one thing you can be sure of is that down the path you beat with even your most half-cocked and halting prayer the God you call upon will finally come, and even if he does not bring you the answer you want, God will bring you God’s self. And this is what the persistence is all about.

Prayer, then, is a relationship and not wishful thinking. Prayer is simply talking to God as one would talk to a friend, lover, spouse or intimate parent. In such relationships, we simply talk about whatever is on our mind: how we are feeling, what’s happened in our day, what is troubling us. In such relationships, we also listen; ideally, conversational prayer will include listening as well as talking.
And I find, in my own case, that when I remember to talk to God, my life generally goes better. My own practice is talk out loud. I also like to pace or walk as I talk and pray. So, you see, there is no right position or words for prayer.

On days I remember to pray, I usually feel more centered, more present, more open, more peaceful and more appreciative. And when I don’t, then the opposite seems to be the case. I am less centered, less present and more irritable. 

I keep a list of things in my head that I want to ask God when I die. The list includes: why did you create the mosquito? What do chickens think we, humans, taste like? Do humming birds hum because they don’t know the words? How many spiders did I swallow in my sleep? Why do you allow teenagers to reproduce?
I mean I have this entire list. But you want to know something? I don’t need to wait until I die to talk to God. I can do it right now. It is called prayer. I might not get all the answers, but the important part is not the answers. The important part is having the relationship to even be able to ask. 

I don’t think we really care about all the things we ask for in prayer. I think the only thing we really care about is that we are not alone…….that someone will always be there to listen and be there for us. That person is Christ-----not invisibly-----but in and through another human being who simply loves us. I pray that for all of us.
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