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Lent II, February 28, 1999
Jesus tells two very similar stories in St. Luke's gospel which shed light on today's gospel lesson. The first story comes right after he teaches the disciples the Lord's Prayer. He says, "Let's say it's midnight, and a friend who is on a trip drops in on you unexpectedly. Since you didn't know he was coming, you don't have any extra food, so you don't have anything to give him to eat.
"Then you go to your neighbor and pound on his door and say, 'How about giving me some bread?' He is most likely to yell back, 'Go away, it's too late, everybody here is in bed.' But if you keep on pounding, he will eventually get up and give you some bread--not out of friendship, but because of your persistence. The only way he can get rid of you is to give you what you want."
In the second story, Jesus describes a judge who doesn't care what God or any human being thinks of him. A widow keeps coming to his courtroom demanding that he settle her case her way. The judge finally says to himself, "I am going to give this woman what she wants before she drives me crazy with all of her nagging."
The point of both stories is that if we decide to pray for something we need to keep at it. God wants to find out if we care enough about what we are asking for to keep after him--to persist in asking until we get an answer--to nag at him until we see how he responds.
The woman in today's lesson wants Jesus to cast a devil out of her daughter. His first response to her is silence. After she tries to get the disciples to help her, they ask Jesus to get rid of her because she is bothering them. He says, "She's a Gentile, I am here for my fellow Jews" -- just another way of putting her off.
Then she throws herself on the ground in front of him and says, "Lord, help me." He not only rejects her again, but also insults her in the bargain, saying, "it wouldn't be right to take what belongs to God's children and give it to a dog like you." She comes right back and says, "Even dogs get to eat what falls on the floor from their master's table."
Jesus acknowledges her persistence and rewards it, saying, "You have a lot of faith--you can have what you want." So her daughter was healed at that very moment. The story also raises some issues about cleanliness and uncleanliness; the relationship between Jews and Gentiles; and the differences between Jesus' mission and the mission of the church, but let us stick just now to the issue of prayer.
Do you pray at all--except in church--if then? I believe it is true that there are no atheists in foxholes and that there will be prayer in the public schools as long as there are final exams. But Christians are supposed to pray on a regular basis--not just when we are in dire straits and everything else has failed. Daily recitation of the Lord's Prayer--actually thinking about the words and consciously directing them to God--is the barest minimum and the best way to start.
Jesus uses the story about pounding on your neighbor's door at midnight to make some points that go along with the need to persist in prayer. He says flatly that there is no such thing as an unanswered prayer. When people say, "My prayer didn't get answered," what they usually mean is, "I didn't get exactly what I wanted."
You may not get what you want, and God may make you wait around awhile before he gives you his answer, but he always answers your prayer one way or another. Jesus says, "Everyone that asketh receiveth; and he that seeketh findeth; and to him that knocketh it shall be opened."
Jesus goes on to reassure us that when we ask for anything for ourselves or for someone else, God answers by giving us what is best. He asks, "If your child comes to you and asks you for some bread, you wouldn't hand him a rock would you?" Of course not. So if even human parents know to give their children good things, how much more can we trust our heavenly father to give us what is best for us?
Jesus uses the story of the judge and the widow to underline the point that we should persist in praying and never give up until we get an answer. The story also teaches that some day God will avenge us and take us to heaven, just as the judge avenged the widow in court. We should not think that he is going to stall around forever and never come back.
One of the ways to examine your conscience when you prepare to receive Holy Communion is to take an inventory of your relationships with the most significant people in your life. How might the relationships be improved? What forgiving do I need to do? How might I act more charitably--that is to say, truly helpfully--toward them?
But it is at least as important to take stock of your relationship to Jesus. Do you really know him? Is he an every-day companion, or someone you look at once a week at the most and then from a fairly safe distance?
Entering into a relationship with God is like starting a relationship with another human being. You've got to spend time together. You have to talk openly. Our side is prayer. His side is the Scriptures and the things that happen in our daily lives and his replies to our prayers.
Lent is the time to get serious about all this. Jesus asks, "When the Son of Man cometh, shall he find faith on the earth?"
The Collect: Almighty God, who seest that we have no power of ourselves to help ourselves; Keep us both outwardly in our bodies, and inwardly in our souls; that we may be defended from all adversities which may happen to the body, and from all evil thoughts which may assault and hurt the soul; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
The Epistle: 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8 
The Gospel: St. Matthew 15:21-28
