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“The only way in which to pray,” (said the Reverend Doctor Todd), “is with fervent voice, 
and outstretched arms, and face turned up to God!!” 

“Oh, no, no, no!” (cried Bishop Snow), “such posture is too proud!  One should pray with 
hands clasped tight, and head contritely bowed.” 

“Last week, I fell in the village well, headfirst!” (laughed Cyrus Brown).  “My arms were 
pinned, my feet were up, my head was hangin’ down; 

I said a prayer right then and there—best prayer I ever said!  The prayin’est 
prayer I ever prayed, while standin’ on my head!!” 

 

Now, I [should probably] apologize for what may be the dumbest piece of doggerel that 
you will ever hear in a sermon.   

But since first coming across it, years ago, it has stuck in my head as an example 

of our misplaced instincts when we try to think or talk about prayer.   

So much of the popular literature, and so many church discussions on prayer, 

 seem to focus on matters of technique. 

Head bowed or upright?  

Morning or noon or bedtime? 

Silently or aloud? 

How often? 

Etcetera.  

Meanwhile, this passage in Luke’s gospel is the most concentrated teaching on prayer 
anywhere in the New Testament, 

and so far as I can tell, Jesus doesn’t much care whether you pray  

lying down or standing,  

singing in the shower or quietly murmuring, 

hunched in a church pew in the ‘Presbyterian headache position’, 



or with your head stuck in a well full of water!  

(Now, granted—some of you in this congregation practice various forms of meditative 
prayer, and that particular form 

does involve such things as posture and breathing. 

And I’m pretty sure Jesus is delighted if you choose to draw near in that way). 

But his instruction in prayer comes in response to a simpler inquiry--the disciple’s 
request that he teach them to pray. 

(Apparently they have observed the amount of time he spends in prayer,  

and they would like some of what he is having). 

And so Jesus starts with the basic elements of prayer.  And it appears that he is 
concerned with two things: 

 -what to pray for; 

 -and what, exactly, is going on when you pray. 

Now, this passage is such a treasure trove of material on prayer that it’s just not 
possible to do justice to all of it  

in one fifteen minute sermon. 

So even though this shorter, earlier version of what we call the Lord’s Prayer may sound 
a bit different  

than the longer version (that we know from Matthew’s gospel),  

my guess is that you are still more familiar with the ground it covers,  

than you are with some of the latter portions of this passage.      

Hence, we’re going to look this morning, not at the ‘what to pray for’ part of Jesus’ 
instruction.  (After all,  

Anne La Mott has shown us that the three basic elements of prayer are “Help, … 
thanks, and … wow!” 

So instead, we will concentrate on that second part about  

‘what’s going on when you and I pray.’  

Because I believe that is the part that opens doors into a vast, mysterious spiritual 
landscape 

that a few of you may live in, others of you may visit occasionally, and yet others 
have not ventured into. 



 

Now, this latter part begins with that peculiar parable of knocking at a friend’s door at 
midnight 

to pester him for bread to feed your unexpected guest.   

And bizarre as this scene may sound to our 21st century ears, the folks who hear Jesus 
that day  

would find it bizarre for very different reasons 

--given the cultural mores of Galilean society in the first century. 

Because in the ancient Middle East, hospitality was one of the most important ethical 
responsibilities 

-not just the expectation that a host receiving unexpected guests would 
immediately place bread in front of them, 

but also the expectation that the sleeping neighbor would of course rise to the 
occasion and help in this emergency. 

So Jesus has doubly crossed up his listeners:  

first, that no one would expect the friend to respond so reluctantly, 

and second, that even if the friend doesn’t respond out of friendship, he will 
eventually give you what you need  

if you stay on his case and wear him down. 

But Jesus, of course, is not talking about the responsibilities of friendship and 
hospitality.  He is setting up an analogy about praying to God. 

And so he continues in the vein of persistence: 

Ask and it will be given, search and you will find, knock and the door will be 
opened. 

And why is it that our persistence pays off?   

Apparently, it is because of the One who is listening.  In the last three verses, we have 
the analogy of a parent, 

who, although a flawed being, will give his or her child what is needed. 

And what was implied with the reluctant friend a few verses earlier, is now made 
explicit:  

how much more will the heavenly parent give what is needed? 

It is a beautiful assurance, one that warms my heart each time I hear it.   



There is just one problem. 

Anyone here this morning who is beyond the fifth grade, if not younger, has figured out 

that our prayers are not always (or even frequently) answered (at least so far as 
we can tell).  

And it is impossible to count the amount of pain and disappointment  

that has accompanied unanswered prayers over cancer or bipolar disorder or 
financial distress, 

or even the outcome of Friday night’s football game. 

So is Jesus guilty of false advertising?  Is prayer just something to help us feel better, 
regardless of whether it ‘works’? 

I think Jesus would push back on that by asking, “What do you think unanswered prayer 
might mean?” 

 It may mean “no”, or even “Not yet.” 

 Or it may mean, “Are you sure that’s what you want or need?” 

(Some of you may remember a country music hit by Garth Brooks, a few years back.  In 
it, he returns to his old high school 

for the homecoming game.  And there he encounters a woman whom he had 
worshiped in high school. 

Each night, years ago, he had prayed to God that he might win her heart. 

But now, after a few minutes of conversation, 

he walks away saying to himself, “One of God’s greatest gifts is unanswered 
prayer.” 

But all of those considerations aside, there is something yet deeper that needs our 
attention in what Jesus has promised here. 

He hasn’t said that we get what we want.  We get what we need. 

And what is promised is that God gives the Holy Spirit to those who ask. 

 

Now that is a bit of a different matter than what we normally hear or think of on the 
subject of prayer,  

and it is here that those doors of heaven begin to swing open 

and expose us to that vast, mysterious spiritual landscape in which we begin, in 
some small way, 



 to see as God sees. 

Presbyterian pastor Cynthia Jarvis writes that prayer, then, becomes more of a 
conversation.  And, she says, it is the conversation  

for which you and I are created. 

Jesus becomes a friend and guide in this holy conversation, and through him we 
experience what God is like.  (Feasting on the Word, Year C, Vol. 3, pp. 286-290)       

(Which brings to mind that you cradle Presbyterians of a certain age will recall 
the first question-and-answer of the old Westminster Catechism: 

“What is the chief end of human beings?  To know God and enjoy him [sic] 
forever.”) 

Which brings us full circle, back to where Jesus begins in the prayer that he teaches his 
disciples. 

(I know, I lied.  We will find room in this sermon to tend to those verses, however 
briefly). 

So, what are the two petitions with which Jesus begins the Lord’s Prayer?  “Hallowed be 
your name” and “your kingdom come.” 

And if you think about it, they both come down to the same thing.  They are two 
ways of saying,  

“Let us live in the New Age that is breaking in; let us experience the reign of 
God.” 

And everything else in the prayer that Jesus teaches needs to be seen in light of 
those two petitions. 

Because when we begin with those two, we aren’t just saying nice things to butter up 
God,  

before asking for daily bread, forgiveness of sins, and protection from temptation. 

No, we are doing much more than that.  We are declaring that we want to erase the 
lines between heaven and earth. 

Now, many of you here are versed, to some degree, in Celtic spirituality—especially 
after John Philip Newell’s visit here last fall. 

And all of today’s topic reminds me of the Celtic fascination with ‘thin places’— 

those locations and events where it feels as if the veil between heaven and earth 
has almost been pierced. 



And typically we think of those places in terms of Mount Sinai, or the Isle of Iona, or 
events such as a near-death experience. 

But it’s too bad that the prayer Jesus teaches has become so domesticated.  Because 
properly understood,  

it stands to usher you and me into one of those thin places every time we can 
lose our desperate preoccupations 

long enough to allow it to sneak up on us and penetrate our souls. 

So often we are taught that true prayer is a matter of disciplined time, place and 
technique.  Those of us who profess to pray simply as the spirit arises  

are dismissed as slackers—not really serious about prayer. 

But in Celtic spirituality, every breath or action becomes a prayer; each thought or 
sentence becomes part of that divine dialog 

 for which you and I were created. 

At a Celtic workshop this spring, those descriptions caused the words “practicing 
heaven” to spring into my mind. 

So when I recently saw that today’s passage was coming up in the lectionary, I instantly 
knew what I wanted to call this sermon.    

The prayer Jesus taught is nothing less than an invitation to practice heaven, each time 
we say it. 

 

Will you pray with me:  We pray, O Lord, not just for daily bread, for help or guidance or 
forgiveness.  We pray that you will open the doors of heaven, that we might enter in, 
both in this life and the next.  Amen        


