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In our Scripture lessons today, we encounter two models for prayerful engagement with God

In Hosea, the Lord speaks provocative words to Hosea about coupling with whores to produce illegitimate offspring, perhaps an extreme form of hyperbole and paradox to get one’s attention

In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus teaches his disciples to pray to God with a new intimacy that bespeaks humble confidence in God’s abiding love

In very different ways, both stories point to faithful persistence, humble confidence and obedient receptivity to God as the hallmarks of devout prayer

Today’s Old Testament encounter portrays both the ongoing sinfulness of humanity that provokes God’s wrath, but it also depicts God’s confidence in Israel and the growing mutuality between Yahweh and humankind

As God and Israel work it out—“the number of the people of Israel shall be like the sand of the sea, which can be neither measured nor numbered”—God tempers God’s power for the sake of divine and human justice

The result of this prayerful encounter is far from permissive hedonism: God makes specific demands of Abraham for which Abraham is fully accountable: ethical norms pervade human community and we forsake God at our peril

At the same time, we trust that persistent, reverent conversation will yield insight, fidelity and conformity to God’s plan as we bring the big and small concerns of daily living before our Maker, who calls us to righteous living

In Luke’s Gospel, we find a different kind of engagement with God that yields similar results

In what we now call the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus teaches his disciples a new model of addressing God as a worshipping community

Similar versions of the Lord’s Prayer are found both in Matthew’s and Luke’s Gospels, but they are used in importantly different ways

Matthew places the Lord’s Prayer in the setting of the Sermon on the Mount, and Matthew presumes his Semitic audience is well practiced in prayer: he begins, for example, “When you pray…”

In Matthew, Jesus is encountering the Pharisees’ prayerful arrogance: Jesus emphasizes that fact that only one who is willing to forgive others may seek God’s forgiveness in prayer

Matthew does not conclude, as does Luke, with the story about friends arriving at midnight or the admonition to knock until the door opens

So what is at stake for Luke as he transmits one of Jesus’ core teachings to the disciples?  What do we learn about our own prayerful connection with God, not to mention the ethics of forgiving as we are forgiven?

Whereas Matthew’s Lord’s Prayer is set in Jesus’ ethical teaching—the Sermon on the Mount—and his confronting hardness of heart—Luke depicts Jesus as a man of constant prayer who connects with God in new and immediate ways

More often than the other apostles, Luke uniquely shares stories of Jesus in public prayer:

· Jesus prays at his baptism before heavens open 

· Jesus spends the night praying to God before selecting the twelve 

· Jesus prays before he asks the disciples, "Who do the crowds/you say that I am?" 

· Jesus prays before he feeds the 5,000

· Jesus prays on the mountain before the transfiguration

· Jesus prays before the disciples ask him to teach them to pray. 
In our passage today, Jesus connects intimate familiarity with persistent hope and petition as he teaches his disciples to grow stronger and wiser

By connecting the Lord’s Prayer with the parable about the pesky midnight visitor, Jesus admonishes his disciples to persist in prayer, even when our prayer is not immediately heard

Lest we miss the point, Luke concludes the section with Jesus saying, “Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you will find…”

If Matthew wrote to Jewish-Christians, Luke almost certainly addressed Gentile Christians who were novices in prayer as we understand it

Therefore, if you, too, are in a new phase of your own prayer life, Luke is your apostle

In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus will show you a new familiarity with a God whom Jesus called Abbah—a far more intimate name than the transcendent creator of the universe

Also in Luke, Jesus invites us into communal prayer: we exist before God only in relation to our larger community

Notice that all pronouns of the Lord’s Prayer are in the first-person plural

Our language of God, our prayers with God and our ethical response to God’s favor—forgive our sins as we forgive those who sin against us—all are in the context of the worshipping community

Although there certainly is a place for private prayer and contemplation, Jesus brings us, in the Lord’s Prayer, to a place of intimacy before God—abbah—and relationship with one another

As I mentioned earlier, Luke alone connects the Lord’s Prayer to the story of the midnight visitor

Just as Abraham was persistent in his negotiations with the Lord, Jesus invites us to be equally persistent in our prayers to God

There are times, I am sure, when each of us is about as sensitive and subtle as the raving man at midnight, demanding to be fed and nourished after everything is battened down for the night

In this four-verse vignette, tacked on to the Lord’s Prayer, the demanding petitioner does not look or sound pretty

And yet, through persistent conversation, the two parties work it out

Having said this, I must confess some anxiety about the chance of misinterpreting this passage

Particularly in our cultural setting of greater New York, this passage easily could be misused to justify an obnoxious, in-your-face mentality that abuses trusting relationships until we get our own way

The midnight visitor sounds all-too-like the proverbial friend from hell—the self-absorbed, inconsiderate and demanding person who sucks us dry with little notion of reciprocity or concern for our own needs

Is Jesus telling us to go the extra mile with such a person, much like we turn the other cheek when someone hits us?

Or is Jesus holding up a mirror to our own sinful humanity and stating that our loving God will respond in spite of our self-centered ways?

Jesus shows us how to pray and beckons us to be persistent, however childish or mature our needs and longings may be

In the process of prayerful conversation with God, we learn to refine our needs, to hear God’s loving concern and feel God’s abundant delight in who we are

In the process of this loving, prayerful dialogue, we better understand and proclaim: “thy will, not mine, be done”

In doing so, we mature in faith, upgrade the quality of our prayers, become ever-so-slightly less absorbed in our immediate needs/demands, and therefore become more able to hear both God’s wisdom and the needs of those who exist beyond our selves.
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