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A story is told about a venerable old monk in 15th century England who found that 
he frequently had mice scurrying around the floor of his room.  Try as he might to 
ignore them, they were a constant distraction as he tried to say his daily prayers.  
His solution was to bring a cat into his room during his prayer time, and the cat 
kept the mice at bay.  It was not too long before the less experienced monks, who 
were impressed with his serenity and piety, got cats for themselves to have in their 
rooms as they prayed, assuming that a cat was somehow essential to doing 
prayer correctly.   

Years went by, and the old monk passed away, and monks of his order continued 
to say their daily prayers with a cat in the room, which they do to this day.  In 
modern times, scholars who have studied that particular order of monks have 
argued incessantly and written learned treatises about the theological and Biblical 
meaning of having a cat present while praying. 

Okay, so it’s unlikely that this really happened. The first part about the young 
monks misunderstanding why the cat was in the room might have been true, but I 
must admit to you that I just flat-out made up the second part about the scholarly 
writings.  But true or not, the story points out two things.  The first is that before we 
go defending our religious practice too vehemently it is often useful to find out 
exactly why we do what we do.  Second, the story says something about prayer.  
Prayer at its most basic – being present to God – would seem to be as easy as 
making a peanut butter sandwich, and yet few things a Christian is supposed to do 
seem to be so daunting for so many people.  They’re so concerned with “doing it 
right;” saying the right things and not saying the wrong things.  I was not 
completely aware of how deep this “prayer anxiety” ran in us until one of my sons 
gave me a book as a gift.  The book was probably an inevitable addition to the 
long line of books designed to demystify everything from sending an e-mail to 
picking the best mutual fund.  The book is entitled Christian Prayer for Dummies. 

That might have been a suitable subtitle for the gospel reading today from Luke.  It 
is about how to pray.  The disciples have observed Jesus praying, but don’t 
exactly know what it’s all about.  We don’t really know why they want Jesus to 
teach them to pray.  The disciples have heard that John the Baptist had taught his 
followers to pray, and maybe they just didn’t want to be left out.  Maybe they had 
observed something about Jesus after he returned from time alone praying 
(something Jesus does constantly in Luke’s gospel).  Perhaps the disciples 
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noticed a certain sense of peace or a renewed confidence – and they wanted to 
experience it for themselves.  So, they ask Jesus to teach them to pray.   

Jesus starts them off by teaching them a prayer, the one we call “The Lord’s 
Prayer.”  This is a pretty common way of teaching children anything.  Growing up, 
most of us learned to recite prayers long before we had any idea what praying 
was.  In my house, we learned to recite table graces almost as soon as we could 
talk.   

But then Jesus goes on to teach them about the nature of prayer, which he does 
by telling them a rather odd parable.  A man has a visitor very late at night.  The 
visitor catches the man unprepared, so the man goes to a neighbor’s house to get 
his visitor something to eat.  At first the neighbor does what most of us would do in 
the middle of the night, and tells the man to go away and leave him alone.  But 
Jesus says in the parable that if the man is persistent, his neighbor will eventually 
get up and give him something to offer his visitor. 

The point that Jesus is making with this parable is simply that the man got what he 
wanted because of his persistence.  That’s exactly the word used in the 
translations in your pew Bibles – persistence.  But that is not the most precise 
translation of the Greek text.  This particular Greek word is only used once in the 
New Testament, and its meaning is really “shamelessness.”  Jesus is saying that 
we should be so constant in our entreaties to God that we should be beyond 
persistent; we should be shameless! 

How many of us pray often enough that someone might accuse us of being 
shameless?  Not many, I would guess.  I can’t quote the source, but I’ve seen 
statistics that say that the average Christian prays four minutes a day.  Lest you 
think I’m picking on you, the same study said that clergy pray seven minutes a 
day, on average – hardly enough so that as a group we might be accused of 
praying “shamelessly.”  Why do you suppose that, as important as prayer clearly 
was in the life of Christ, his followers seem to pray so little? 

One reason, clearly, is that we all have so much going on.  We are busy people.  It 
is a legitimate excuse, but it only goes so far.  That’s because we don’t need to be 
sitting in church, or kneeling at our bedside, to pray.  There’s nothing to prevent 
our praying while walking to an appointment, or standing in line at the 
supermarket.  And the last time I checked, it was still legal in New York State to 
pray behind the wheel of a car, sitting in traffic.  But there’s probably another 
answer to why people don’t pray much.  

Some people may not pray because they’re afraid of saying the wrong thing.  Most 
of us just think we’re “not very good” at praying.  Jesus’ invitation to approach God 
shamelessly should be enough to convince you that you can’t say the wrong thing 
to God, but if it isn’t, take a look at the book of Psalms sometime.  We usually read 
Psalms of praise and thanksgiving, and that’s how we tend to think about them.  
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But the Psalms are full of complaints against God, and bitter feelings, and 
requests that God cause enemies to suffer and die.  The psalmists knew that God 
wants not only your praise, but your anger and frustration.  You can’t say the 
wrong thing to God.   

But maybe many people don’t pray because they just don’t think it does any good.  
Perhaps that’s the result of a lifetime of prayers that have seemed to go 
unanswered.  And there may be some basis for this belief.  Right after sharing the 
parable, look at what Jesus says!  “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you 
will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.” (Luke 11:9) It certainly sounds 
like Jesus is saying that God will give us whatever we ask for, doesn’t it?  But 
whose experience with prayer has ever been like that?  Prayer has never been like 
ordering exactly what we want in a restaurant. 

I’ve occasionally heard people, and even pastors, trying to explain away that 
problem in this way.  It says in Matthew, “If you believe, you will receive whatever 
you ask for in prayer." (Matthew 21:22) So, the simple reason for unanswered 
prayer, one I’ve heard preached, is this: if you aren’t getting everything you ask for 
in prayer, it is just because you don’t believe enough.  But I don’t buy that.  I don’t 
buy that God really wants to give me the new Mercedes, but God can’t do that 
because my faith is not strong enough. 

There must be another reason why we don’t always get just what we ask for.  I 
think that maybe 1 John helps us to understand better what Jesus is saying about 
the relationship between asking and receiving.  Here’s what it says there: “This is 
the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to 
his will, he hears us.  And if we know that he hears us-- whatever we ask -- we 
know that we have what we asked of him.” (1 John 5:14-15) The key, and the 
catch, is found in the words, “according to his will.” 

It is God’s will that we should have what we need.  But oftentimes if we’re honest 
we’ll realize when we say “I need,” what we really mean is “I want.”  That’s what 
Jesus is talking about when he speaks about “good gifts” in today’s gospel lesson.  
At the end of our reading from Luke, Jesus asks what parent, if their child asks for 
an egg, will give them a scorpion.  His point is that if we want to give our children 
good gifts, it only makes sense that God does, too.   

But the reverse of what Jesus is saying is true, too.  What parent, if their child asks 
for a scorpion, will actually give them one?  And this may be more important in 
understanding why prayers aren’t answered as often as we want.  We only want to 
give our children things that are good for them, and so does God.  But children are 
immature, and we don’t give children things they shouldn’t have, just because they 
ask for them.  And no matter how forcefully we pray, God will not give us what we 
ask, if in our ignorance we are really pleading for a scorpion. 
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Here’s another way to look at this.  Have you ever ended a prayer by saying, “We 
pray in Jesus’ name?”  The prayers we pray together in here often end that way.  
Have you ever thought about what that means?  Sometimes in your life you may 
be called upon to act on behalf of other people.  In legalese we call that being their 
“agent.”  To be a faithful agent, it is important to know what it is that the person we 
are representing would want. 

Praying “in Jesus’ name” is really the same thing.  If we say that we pray “in Jesus’ 
name,” we are saying that what we have prayed is what we believe Jesus would 
ask for us.  What we are claiming is that we are uttering the very prayer that Jesus 
would be praying if he were here, in our circumstances.  It’s quite a claim, isn’t it?  
To make it requires maturity, and wisdom, and self-knowledge.  But having said 
that, it’s not quite as audacious as it sounds, because Jesus himself told us to do 
it.  In John’s gospel, Jesus says, “You may ask me for anything in my name, and I 
will do it.” (John 14:14)   

What Jesus wants is that God’s will prevail in our lives.  Reading the parable of the 
relentless man who finally got his friend out of bed, it might sound to us like the 
objective of relentless prayer is to wear God down so he comes around to our way 
of thinking.  But nothing could be more misguided. God has a plan for our benefit, 
and God’s mind doesn’t change.  Persistent prayer – prayer that is so constant it is 
shameless – is not about changing God, but about changing us. 

Here’s how it works, and why it works.  Continuous contact with God in prayer 
inevitably begins to align our lives with what God has in mind for us.  And the more 
aligned we become with God’s good plan for us, the more we understand our real 
needs, the more we ask for what we really need (that is, the more we are really 
praying “in Jesus’ name”), and the more we will see that God is answering our 
prayers.   

When that happens, our human inclination may be to think that God is finally 
coming around.  But it is really we who are coming around.  English theologian 
Peter Annet once put this beautifully.  He said that those who pray persistently are 
like sailors who have cast anchor on a rock. As they pull on the anchor chain, it 
might appear to them that they are pulling the rock to themselves, but they are 
really pulling themselves to the rock. 

But if you’re still hung up on the question of what words to use when you pray, 
consider the example of Mother Theresa.  Dan Rather once asked her what she 
said to God when she prayed.  “Nothing,” she replied, “I just listen.”  “What does 
God say to you,” Rather asked.  “Nothing,” she answered, “He just listens.”i  The 
reaction of some to this might be to say that it describes prayer that is at its very 
best, unhelpful, and at worst, painfully barren.  But I think Mother Theresa is 
sharing a profound insight about what it means to live a prayerful life.  Prayer isn’t 
ultimately about what is said at all.  Prayer is about making ourselves available to 
God.  It’s about creating a space where God can do his work in your life.   
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The comedian Woody Allen once said that 80% of life is just showing up.  That 
applies equally to prayer.  Don’t worry about what you say, or think, or carry in 
your heart.  God knows all that stuff anyway.  Just show up.  Pray shamelessly. 
God will do the rest. 

 

i  “Mother Theresa’s Doubt,” a sermon by Reverend Roger Bertschausen, retrieved 7/25/10 from 

http://www.fvuuf.org/index2.php?option=com_docman&task=doc_view&gid=394&Itemid=208 

                                                 


