Sermon for the Ninth Sunday of Pentecost July 25 2010 Yr C

Hosea 1:2-10, Psalm 85, Colossians 2:6-19, Luke 11:1-13

           The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.

Jesus was praying.

Luke begins chapter eleven with a simple statement about Jesus; Jesus was praying.       We do not know if he was standing, sitting or kneeling. We are not told he was praying the psalms, or meditating. Wherever he was, the apostles found him in prayer and chose to leave him alone until he was finished. Then one of them asked him Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples. Other than this comment, we are not told what John taught his disciples about prayer or how he told them to pray. 

               Leonel L Mitchell in his book Praying Shapes Believing, writes, “Episcopalians are people of a prayer book. Not only do we use the Book of Common Prayer for the conduct of our public services; it is the guide for our private prayer and the source of most of our theology.” Episcopalians are not known for spontaneous prayer unless they are participants in such spiritual programs Charisma tics. For the most part, we are indeed a people of the Prayer Book. 

                 Whether we pray with the use of rosary beads, a Prayer Book, the bible, or spontaneous prayer, the reality is that, without prayer as the center of our lives, we are living a secular life devoid of a conscious awareness of the presence of God. Thomas Merton, the great twentieth century Mystic wrote that “man has a fundamental duty to orientate his entire being and his life to God.” 

                     In his first letter to the Thessalonians, St Paul writes: Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances, For this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you. For Paul, the focus of life is to be happy, to rejoice in God, to give thanks, and to pray without ceasing.  Paul did not say that we had to walk around with a Rosary in our hands all day, or carry a bible or a Book of Common Prayer. Rather he outlined the definition of Prayer; to raise our minds and hearts to God. When we are consciously aware of God’s presence in our lives then we are praying at all times.

                    In response to the request by his apostles, Jesus taught them a simple prayer. There are two versions of this prayer, one in the gospel of Luke and one in Matthew:
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Luke’s version is simply 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.
            Keep in mind that Jesus did not care for the Pharisees who stood on the street with their arms raised in prayer and praying long prayers. His prayer life seemed to be a) conscious awareness of God, and b) short prayers.  He calls God, Father. The word he used was “Abba”, which may be translated as “Father” or “Daddy.” In other words, when we pray to God we are not praying to some distant being in the sky; we are not praying to an entity that does not know us. Rather, we are praying to a being who is in a relationship with us as close as that of Father and son, Father and daughter. Today we might add, Mother and son, Mother and daughter. In other words, God is a loving parent not a stern warrior God.

             The second statement says Hallowed be your name. To make something hallow, is to make it sacred; holy, blessed.  The name of God is sacred and not to be profaned. The name of God whom we call Father is even more sacred. Keeping in mind Jesus’ focus on praying in secret, praying in our heart, we can conclude that to hallow, to bless, God’s name is to be blessed within ourselves; We bless God when we live according to the divine within us as faithful, loyal and compassionate people.

           IN this simple prayer, one phrase leads to another. We acknowledge God as parent; then we bless God’s name, and now we move on to making that a reality -Your kingdom come.  The reign of God that was expected by Jesus, John the Baptist and other prophets was a kingdom of justice and peace. This is not going to happen overnight nor is it going to happen by force. To make the kingdom of God, a kingdom of justice and peace, a reality then we need to work for it to happen. We need to live peacefully and with justice as the prophet Micah once said: Do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with your God. In other words, we are praying for the establishment of peace and justice as God’s kingdom on earth.

                  Give us each day our daily bread: This is a reference t the people of Israel wandering in the desert. They complained to Moses that they did not have enough and 
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wished to return to being slaves in Egypt rather than be free and in the desert. Moses took their complaints to God and they were provided with enough food but they could only use what they got for one day. They could not horde it. In other words they were to trust in god to take care of them.  In this way they came to realize that what they have for one day was more than enough. In our world today we tend to horde much more than we need. We empty our closets of coats, sweaters, shoes, etc to give to the needy in the winter. We wonder why we have so much stuff and then we restock it all over again.

              Living in a world of justice and peace requires us to be compassionate and also forgiving. The next part of the prayer states: And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.  Forgiveness did not begin with John the Baptist or with Jesus. In the first Book of Kings we read: And forgive your people, who have sinned against you; forgive all the offenses they have committed against you, and cause their conquerors to show them mercy. Despite that, there was a prevalence of the attitude of an eye for an eye. Many of those around Jesus were shocked that he would dare to forgive sinners. The Pharisees asked: Who is this fellow that he forgives sins. Who can forgive sins but God alone? We ask God for forgiveness in the same way that we forgive others. Forgiveness is an extension of the law to love ones neighbor as oneself. We can’t ask God for forgiveness if we are not willing or actively forgiving those who may have wronged us.

                 And finally we pray; And do not bring us to the time of trial. This is a negative way of asking God to strengthen us in the time of temptation. Keep in mind that when Luke was writing his Gospel, Christians were being asked to give up their beliefs and not be tortured.

         A number of years ago a play on the Lord’s prayer was written and often acted out as a one act play in churches. It is about a person who faithfully knelt by his bedside every night and prayed the Lord’s prayer. Finally, one night, God decided to answer him and here is the discussion that took place

"Our Father who is in Heaven... "

     Yes?
Don't interrupt me. I'm praying.                        But you called me.
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Called you? I didn't call you. I'm praying. "Our Father who is in Heaven..."

There you did it again.







      Did What?"  

You called me. You said: "Our Father who is in Heaven" Well, Here I am."

But I didn't ask you to interrupt me. All I want to do is say this prayer and go to bed. Does a prayer have to mean something when you say it? I always say this prayer at night .... It makes me feel good, kind of like doing my duty.

All right ...Well ...Go on.







"Blessed be your name. "             

Hold it. What do you mean by that?"







By what?    

By the words you just used: "Blessed be your name?" 




It means ..... it means ...... Good grief I don't know what it means. How should I know? Nobody told me. It's just part of the prayer......... By the way what does it mean?"

It means "To be held in respect....When you respect someone you speak of them and to them respectfully. Instead of saying, "Blessed be your name" you could say "May your name be always held in respect." 




"I never thought of it like that. Now it makes more sense to me. Let me go on. "Your kingdom come. Your Will be done on earth as it is in heaven."

"Do you really mean that?" 







Of course I do, Why shouldn't I?

Good. Give me some examples of what you have been doing to bring My Kingdom and My Will into the world around you, into your world?



Doing? You mean I'm supposed to do something? I thought my job was to say this prayer and somehow you'd get control of what's going on here"

That sounds good. But for me to get control of things I need help. So, tell me: "When are you going to give me control of your will and your life?


Well I go to Church don't I? You know, Lord, I haven't broken all the commandments.

That isn't what I asked of you. Think of some of these issues: What about the way you act out your temper? What about your habit of getting involved with gossip? Have you taken a look recently at how you use alcohol and food? Do you realize that you're so busy with your life and your program that you don't have time to think of me or anyone else for that matter?






Stop picking on me. I'm doing just as good if not better that some of those hypocrites I see going to church every Sunday and sometime more often. Go pick on them.
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Wait a minute. Didn't you just pray; "Your Will be done on earth?" If My Will is to be done on earth I need some cooperation and some help and it only be done by those who pray and meditate.

        
      

   Then you're talking to the wrong person Lord. I'm not a minister. I don't have time to pray and meditate.

Now that's where you're mistaken.
To pray and meditate means to talk and listen, just what we're doing right now. Let's get back to your character defects or flaws as you like to call them. 






                              Oh, all right. I guess I do have some flaws. Now that you've opened the door I'm beginning to see some of my other character defects.

So do I! 










You know, Lord, I haven't thought about it much until now but I really would like to deal with some of those defects of my character.
I'd really like to be happier. You know what I mean?

I do. And you know what, I'm proud of you for admitting your weaknesses. We'll work together to change these flaws of your character.





Look, Lord, I need to finish up here. This is taking way too long. I need to wrap this prayer up and get some sleep. "Give us strength, sufficient for today?"

"But you abuse the strength I give you. You talk like you are the source of your own strength. How often do I hear you say: "I'll do this and I'll do that." It has been a long time since I heard you say: "Thank you Lord for your help." Or, "Thank you God for that insight."






Wait a minute. I'm the one who knelt down here to pray. You interrupted me, and now you're criticizing me.

See what I mean.








Ooops, sorry: .... But.....

Think about it. Who invited you to pray? I don't think you believe that when you pray your are responding to my invitation and I really do listen. People have been changed by talking and listening to me. Tonight, you responded to my invitation to pray and I responded, as always, to the prayer you offered. But tonight is different because you listened to my response and now we're talking.

         No,
don't get up.... You need to finish the prayer ...........     Well..................... Continue. 






 I don't want to..... Honestly, I'm scared. I really don't want to continue.

What do you mean you're scared? What are you afraid of? 



I know what you're going to make me talk about.

I really don't think you're in a position to read my mind but try me and see.

"Forgive us our failings as we forgive those who have failed us. "
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What about..........?" 









See.... I was right. I knew you'd bring that up. That situation was not my fault. At least I didn't lose my temper. All I did was to tell the truth as I saw it and, yes, I know I "got even" by doing it.

Doesn't that make a mockery of your prayer about forgiveness? 


Honestly! Those are just words in the prayer. You can't expect me to take all of them seriously. Do you?

Well, I have to admit you're getting honest. Let me ask you this: Is it really fun to be so full of pride that you are blind to your own bitterness and resentments? Just because you think you "got even" really didn't make you any happier. You still feel guilty. Telling the truth about people is not always in their best interest. More often than not, when people have a strong desire to tell the truth they are really spreading gossip.










You're right I don't feel any happier. In fact, deep down I really hate myself for a lot of what I've done.

Revenge isn't as sweet as you thought it would be? If you want to change I can help you.










You mean it? How?

It's both simple and difficult. First of all you have to become willing to forgive. The next step is to actually forgive and then let go of your resentments. When you do that the issues you're resentful +about will no longer be your issues. You will feel a new peace and a new happiness.






Lord, You know me better than that. I can't let go. That's one issue I cannot forgive.

Then you have to carry that burden around with you. Remember this, as long as you choose to carry resentments and anger around with you then you are not be able to accept my forgiveness or my love.







You're right. I know it. I always knew that but never took the time to seriously think about the implications for myself. Tomorrow I will make amends. It's really difficult to admit that I am powerless over people, places and things. I don't like to admit it but it is true that what I see and like in others is in me and what I see and don't like in others is also in me.

There now. Doesn't that make you feel better?





Honestly.! It does. I don't feel so stuck up any more and that's a bit scary for me. Just being human is not easy. I never thought that being honest with myself would make me feel this relaxed. I have a feeling I'm going to get a good night's sleep for the first time in a long longtime.

Hold it. You're not finished with the prayer.

Oh, all right. "And strengthen us in time of temptation so that we will be safe from the power of the evil one. "
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I can do that. The way it works is this. First of all you have to avoid as much as possible those people, places and things which are a source of temptation to you. Second, when you are in a situation where you are tempted to do your will rather than my will, you have to listen very attentively for my still voice and do what I tell you.











What do you mean by that? I don't understand?

You really don't? Think about it. How often do you say or do things which create problems for you and then you come running to me saying, "Lord, please get me out of this mess? Or, "Lord, I promise I'll go to church more often if nothing comes of what I just said." But then you don't keep you're promises. When you make promises to me and don't keep them I feel used and abandoned. Do you remember some of the bargains you make to me?


Yes, and I'm ashamed. I really am.    

 Which one are you remembering?








Well, last Thursday's situation. I shouldn't have said what I did. Come to think of it, I should not have done what I did either. I remember paying to you and making a bargain that if nothing would come of it I'd go to church last Sunday.

Nothing came of it and you didn't show up at church. Did you?

Lord, I'm really sorry. I really am. Up to now I thought that if I just said this prayer every night then I could do what I liked, more or less. I really didn't expect anything like this to happen to me.

You're almost finished. 








For yours is the Kingdom, the power and the glory forever and ever. Amen. "

Don't get up just yet. Do you know what would bring me glory? What would really make me happy?









Not really. But, I'd like to know. Despite all my mistakes I really do want to please you. Tonight I can see how I have failed and how superficial I have become. You know it has just dawned on me for the first time that I could have had more freedom and peace of mind if I'd lived by your standards than by my own.

You just answered the question.







I did?

Yes. What brings me glory is to have people like you become a mirror of my love and forgiveness in the world around them. Now that you have identified your character defects, your flaws as you call them, you are more open to accepting my love and forgiveness and you will be a better mirror to others. Do you realize that when we work together we can create a wonderful world.”
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Lord, thank you for today. Thank you for your love and forgiveness. I really want to be a mirror of your love and forgiveness to my family and my community.

You are welcome my child. I love you and I forgive you. Now, get a good night's sleep. Tomorrow, you go and be a mirror of my love and forgiveness to the world around you.






The above is my version of the original written by Clyde Lee Herring, Accent on Youth; February 1975 The Rev. Seamus P. Doyle.

