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SHAPED BY PRAYER 

LUKE 11:1-13 

 

 
 Some of you have learned that it's dangerous to come to me and say, “I need to 
ask you a question.”  My stock answer is, “the parents of Jesus were Mary and Joseph.”  
Once when I told that to Elaine Blethen, she channeled Jack Benny and said with a very 
straight face, “I don't believe that was my question.” 
 I once remember being on a cruise ship.  On our first night at sea, there was a 
get acquainted gathering for the passengers.  I well recall the cruise director telling us 
about the funniest questions he had been asked while working for Carnival Cruise 
Lines.  Here they are: 
“Do they take American money in Alaska?” 
“What do they do with the ice sculptures when they are finished with them?” 
“Do these stairs go up or down?” 
And then the cruise director said that there was the question that all of us had asked:  
“Is this ship moving?”  
 Our scripture passage this morning from Luke contains several questions.  It 
begins with a request from the disciples to Jesus.  "Lord," they say to him, "teach us to 
pray, as John taught his disciples."  The twelve are coming to Jesus like schoolboys 
coming to a teacher.  Please instruct us, they are saying to Jesus.  We have seen John 
teaching his disciples how to pray, and we want you to give us your method. 
Jesus, then, gives them a model, a template, what we now call the Lord's Prayer. 
 In our culture, the Lord's Prayer is ubiquitous.  We tend to think that everyone--
even non-Christians--knows about this model for prayer.  But I well remember years ago 
a homeless woman sat in my office in Corpus Christi, and she said, "I heard a prayer 
the other day that I really liked.  I'd never heard it before.  I can't remember all of it, but it 
started out, 'Our Father who art in heaven…'”  At first I was speechless.  The woman 
seemed child-like, much the way the disciples appear when they ask Jesus how to pray. 
 Jesus tells his followers that "when you pray, say:  Father, hallowed be your 
name."  We know that there are other names for God, but this is the one Jesus uses.  In 
her commentary on this passage, a Lutheran Pastor by the name of Stephanie Frey 
says this about Jesus' use of the word "Father": 
When he uses this name, he gives us a picture of one who is more fatherly than our 
fathers, more motherly than our mothers.  Here we glimpse a God who loves us enough 
to give us what we need rather than what we want.  Here we discover a God who has 



shaped us in the divine image and for a godly purpose rather than for our own cravings 
(Stephanie Frey, "on God's case (Luke 11:1-13) The Christian Century, July 13, 2004). 
 And so as the Lord's Prayer continues, the requests, the asks continue:  "give us 
each day our daily bread…forgive us our sins…do not bring us to the time of trial."  
Asking is at the very heart of this prayer.  A crucial distinction, however, is one that the 
Reverend Frey points to and that is the difference between asking for what we want 
versus asking for what we need.  Praying for a diamond ring is one thing but praying for 
daily bread is quite another. 
  In her book, An Altar In The World, Barbara Brown Taylor tells this story: 
 years ago now a brilliant friend of mine, a teacher in a big university, did 
everything in his power to ease the suffering of his lover, who was dying.  Since that is 
his story to tell, not mine, all I will say here is that one afternoon near the end I listened 
to the rawness of his prayers—pleading with God to do something, to work a miracle 
that would save his partner's life—and when the time was right I asked him to tell me 
about those prayers. 
 'You want to know whether I really believe God will intervene like that?' I think he 
asked me.  'You wonder if I am really that naive?'  Then he told me something that I 
once knew but had long forgotten, although thanks to him I am not likely to forget again. 
 'Honestly,' he said, 'I don't think it through, not now.  I tell God what I want.  I'm 
not smart enough or strong enough to do anything else, and besides, there's no time.  
So I tell god what I want and I trust god to sort it out.' 
  Speaking about needs and wants introduces the next passage in Luke 11:  
"Perseverance in Prayer."  In these verses, Jesus tells a story about persistence.  It 
reminds me of the famous scripture about the importunate widow and the unjust judge; 
but in this tale, a man goes at midnight to borrow three loaves of bread from his friend.  
While the homeowner cries out that he is in bed with his children and to please go 
away, finally--because of the neighbor's perseverance-- the man opens the door and 
gives him what he needs. 
 At different points in their lives, my daughter and my two grandsons, Caleb and 
Cole, have lived with me..  When they were young boys, Cabe and “little mister,” as we 
sometimes call them, would get me up in the morning. They were usually hungry and 
wanted breakfast.  If you have children or grandchildren, you have learned as I have 
that it is far easier to get them what they ask for rather than to try to talk them into 
something they don't want; if they don't get it, they will continue to ask until they do get 
it!  That's the kind of persistence Jesus says is required for prayer to be effective.   
 Fran Griffin leads a dedicated group of folks in our Prayer Circle at Hammond 
Street.  Each week or two, a list of people to pray for is updated online.  Perseverance 
is this group's middle name. 
 In her "sermon notes" on this passage, a pastor by the name of Dorothy Okray 
includes these thoughts: 
 several weeks before she died, my mother called; she had something very 
important to tell me.  She revealed that everything she had prayed for in life had come 
to be and wanted me to be aware of the power of prayer!  'Some prayers took years, but 
they all came true.  I want you to know that prayer really works.'  Now, my mother was 
not one to exaggerate nor did she share her personal thoughts easily.  I took what she 
said to heart.  I believed. 



 Years later, I received a call from my son-in-law that my nine month pregnant 
daughter was in the hospital.  I hardly paid attention to him as I searched for my airline 
timetable.  However, when I heard the words that my gestational diabetic daughter had 
lost consciousness and was found on the floor after a seizure, I was struck with terror. 
My baby….my sweet daughter was in trouble! 
 There was only one plane left that late afternoon that linked to a connecting flight 
for her California city.  And I had less than 45 minutes to make it to the airport.  I made a 
reservation, grabbed my handbag, left orders with my secretary, called my son, and 
drove like that proverbial bat out of….all the while crying and praying.  I had never 
prayed as hard.  Within 15 minutes of the airport, I was suddenly flooded with the most 
peaceful feeling, my tears dried up….I was in wonder.  During the connecting flight I 
called and learned it was at the time of that great peace my daughter gave birth to a 
healthy child (Rev. Dorothy Okray). 
 In a survey on prayer in the United States, The Barna Group found that 88% of 
Americans pray, 82% believe in the healing power of prayer, 78% say prayer is an 
important part of daily life, 63% pray often, 25% pray occasionally, 65% believe they 
have had specific prayers answered (Okray). 
 Barbara Brown Taylor believes that only we can decide whether or not God has 
answered our prayers.  For Dorothy Okray and her mother, there has never been any 
question in their minds that their prayers have been answered.  Barbara Brown Taylor 
closes her discussion in An Altar In The World by saying this:  “Are you still waiting for 
God to answer you, or is your life the answer you have been seeking, hiding in plain 
view?” 
 Talk of “seeking” and “hiding” brings us to Luke's closing of the Pericope on 
prayer when he  includes these words of Jesus:  "ask, and it will be given to you; 
search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you."  I had never quite 
been able to remember how that verse went.  Do you knock first and then ask?  Or do 
you search and knock and then ask?  Finally, someone came to my rescue and very 
helpfully told me that the way to remember the sequence from Luke 11 is to remember 
that the letters in the word "ask"--a, s, k-- give you the order:  ask, search, knock. 
 In one of the churches that my father served when I was a young boy, there was 
a reproduction of the famous painting called The Light of The World by William Holman 
hunt.  Years later, it was a thrill for me to see one of the two originals of this painting at 
St. Paul's Cathedral in London.  The Light of The World has been reproduced in our 
bulletin this morning. 

During his professional life, Holman Hunt was among three artists in London who 
inaugurated what has been called the Pre-Raphaelite movement.  The idea of the 
movement was to improve the quality of the art by studying nature in great detail and by 
giving symbolic attention to it, the way the painters did before Raphael.   
 So among the Pre-Raphaelites, Holman Hunt was what we might call a "purist."  
He tried to make each scene that he painted authentic and true.  And so hunt spent 
hours studying costuming and scenery so as to give his biblical scenes the most 
realism.  Holman Hunt would never paint a picture based on scripture without first 
visiting the Holy Land to get a feel for the subject.  Hunt made a total of four trips to the 
area.  



 In order to commemorate his conversion to religion, he began the painting The 
Light of The World in 1851.  It represents Christ coming to a sinful world through 
"overabundant and sadly neglected undergrowth."  The painting is based on a passage 
in Revelation--which is a companion to today's lesson--"listen!  I am standing at the door 
knocking; behold, I stand at the door and knock: If you hear my voice and open the 
door, I come in to you and eat with you, and you with me."   Again, The Light of The 
World lifts up the same theme of perseverance:  the insistent knocking of Jesus on the 
door of our hearts. 
 And so what we have in Holman Hunt's painting is the figure of Jesus standing 
outside the door of a home at night.  In order to achieve his desired authenticity, Hunt 
did much of the canvas at night working by the light of a lamp.  In the foreground of the 
painting, Christ is depicted wearing a white robe with a crown intertwined with thorns on 
his head.  Christ is holding a lantern in his left hand while a bat, a nocturnal creature, 
hovers nearby.  The door of the house is overgrown with brambles and ivy.  Despite 
"the luxuriant, uncontrolled plants," Jesus' right arm is depicted knocking on the door. 
(Cynthia Pearl Maus, Christ And The Fine Arts).  It is the very picture of asking, the 
classic gesture that says, "May I come in?" 

Verse 10 of the Luke passage says, "for everyone who seeks receives, and 
everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened."  
The passage closes by Jesus asking the disciples if a child asks for a fish, would you 
give that one a snake?  Or a scorpion to the child who asks for an egg?  Jesus 
concludes the teaching by saying:  "if you…know how to give good gifts to your children, 
how much more will your heavenly father give the holy spirit to those who ask him!" 
 A poem captures the sentiment of Holman Hunt's painting, as well as the 
watchword of Jesus to pray with persistence: 
 There's a stranger at the door. 
  let him in. 
 He has been there often before 
  let him in. 
 Let him in ere he is gone, 
  let him in, The Holy One. 
 Jesus Christ, the father's son, 
  let him in (Maus). 
 


