Texts: Genesis 32:22-31; Psalm 121; 2 Timothy 3:14-4:5; Luke 18:1-8


There’s a cartoon that I saw in a magazine where God is sitting at a desk, with a pen in his hand and papers in front of him.  God is talking on the phone.  He says, “Don’t hold dinner.  I still have to pick winners for the Grammys and this week’s football games.  And then I have to tell people to run for political office.”  


Yes, it’s a funny image of God.  None of us ever thinks of God in that way, right?  None of us ever prays for the Huskers to win.  Or the Rockies.  Or the Cubs this year. Right?

Our gospel this week is another of Jesus’ parables, found only in the gospel of Luke.  And in it Jesus compares God to another comic character: a judge who doesn’t care about anyone or anything but himself.  In this parable, a widow keeps on showing up, praying for justice until the judge simply can’t stand it anymore and grants the widow what she is asking for.  This parable, Luke tells us, is about our need to pray always and not to lose heart.  


But there’s more to the story than meets the eye.  Let’s think for a moment about the widow.  Widows show up a lot in Luke’s gospel.  There is the widow Anna who meets Mary and Joseph in the temple when they come to bring the baby Jesus for a blessing.  There is the widow who puts her last penny into the collection box.  There is the widow in the town of Nain, whose son Jesus raises from the dead.  At the beginning of his ministry, Jesus preached about the widow of Zarapheth, who fed Elijah with her last bit of flour and oil.  Widows were on the very bottom rung of the social ladder in Jesus’ day.  Without husbands or sons to provide for them, they often were among the poorest and most vulnerable people in the community.

This widow’s request to the judge was for justice against her opponent.  When we hear that word “justice” we imagine that someone had committed a crime against her.  But the Biblical sense of justice is not the same as we imagine in 20th century United States.  Justice in the Bible is not the same as our justice system, not the same as what you watch on the TV show Law and Order – the police and the court system.  Justice in the Bible means God’s constant and continual attention to those who have no voice, no power, no influence, nowhere else to turn.  God’s justice seeks to bring all things into wholeness.  God’s justice involves meeting the needs of those who are unable to participate fully in the life of their community – and in the Bible that means the poor, the widow, the orphan, the immigrant, the prisoner, the slave, the sick.  God’s justice always turns toward the outsider, the outcast, the hungry, the homeless, the vulnerable.  So put yourself into the parable and stand beside the widow.  What kind of justice would you pray for?  And for whom?

And now try something else.  Put yourself into the parable and stand beside the judge.  It’s not easy and it’s not fun.  Most of us don’t want to think of ourselves as “unjust.”  But as middle-class, North American Christians, we do occupy positions of power.  Most of us live comfortably in a house, or an apartment, with a roof over our head.  We have sufficient income to pay our bills, we can afford to buy food in the grocery store, and we even eat out in a restaurant every so often.  By the standards of the worlds’ economy, we are on top of the heap.  So from that perspective, the perspective of the judge, who do you hear calling persistently and even stubbornly for justice?  Who in this community is hungry, vulnerable, outcast?  Who is demanding your attention that you would rather avoid?


This is a parable about persistence in prayer.  In the end the unjust judge finally does relent and grant the widow’s petition – not because he thinks she is right, but simply because she has badgered him so much that he gives in just to shut her up.  Our God is not like that judge.  How much more, Jesus says, will God who IS just, grant that justice to his chosen ones who cry out to him day and night?


To live the life of faith means being persistent in our prayers.  And that means not just telling God what is on our wish list, but constantly lifting up every joy, every concern, every fear, every doubt, every lament and every plea to the One who hears.


So once again, let’s practice.  Open up your bulletin and take a look at how many times in worship we pray.  The very first thing we do as the gathered people of God is to admit to God all the ways we fall short in our lives and pray to God to forgive us.  After we sing a hymn, we pray once again.  The prayer of the day gathers us and centers us in worship.


Before the Gospel is read, we sing another prayer: “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.”  We pray for God’s living word to speak to us, nourish us and challenge us.  

Later on, we pray prayers of intercession – that’s one of those big fancy words for lifting up to God the needs of our church, our community, our nation and our world.  We pray for those who receive food from our Shepherd’s Pantry.  We pray for the leaders of this nation and all nations.  We pray for those who are suffering – those who we know by name and those who we don’t know.  I encourage you to speak those names aloud – loud enough for everyone to hear.  We pray for those who mourn.  When we pray for others, we take the focus off ourselves.

Our offerings are prayers.  They are our financial response to God for everything we have been given.  Offer your thanks to God, as tangibly as you offer your money.  And then as the money, bread and wine are brought forward, we sing another prayer: “For the fruit of all creation, thanks be to God.”  Then we ask God to use us and what we have gathered to feed the world with God’s love.

As we prepare for Holy Communion, we pray another prayer with another fancy name:  the Eucharistic Prayer.  In this prayer we praise God for the creation and for the salvation that He has promised through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Then we pray for the Holy Spirit to enter into the meal that we eat together.  And then we pray the prayer that Jesus himself taught us to pray.  In this prayer we praise God’s holiness, we ask to be a part of bringing God’s kingdom to this earth, we ask for daily bread and for the grace to forgive as we have been forgiven.  We ask for deliverance from temptation and evil.

After we have been nourished in Holy Communion, we pray a prayer of thanksgiving and ask God to send us out from this sanctuary to do His work outside these walls. 


Our worship is saturated with prayer.  And that is only one hour of this day and this week.  Jesus parable teaches us to saturate our lives with prayer.


Each Wednesday in confirmation class we go around the circle naming one thing we are thankful for and one person who needs our prayers.  On the back of the bulletin insert this morning is an opportunity for you to practice at home.  I do not want to see any of those inserts in the recycling box.  Take them home with you and every single day this coming week, use this list to focus your prayers:  Be thankful.  Pray for someone else.
What does all this have to do with stewardship?  Our theme for this fall’s stewardship emphasis is “Sharing Together.”  In these weeks of harvest and the turning of the seasons, this is an opportunity to practice your living faith.  To live in faith is to offer what you have been given – your money, your time, your skills, your relationships – to be used by God for God’s work.


To live in faith is to actively hope, to eagerly anticipate the coming reign of God.  Meaning that we thank God for everything we have been given.  Meaning that we pray for those we care for.  Meaning that we pray for justice.  Meaning that we pray for God’s will to be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  Living in faith, living in hope, living in thanksgiving, living in prayer, we understand that we live as recipients of God’s amazing grace.  Living in faith, living in hope, we pray that God will use us for God’s work.  Living in faith, living in hope, we pray continually and without losing heart.
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