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 Before there was Jimmy Fallon and Seth Meyers and Stephen Colbert and 
Trevor Noah and Jimmy Kimmel, there was Johnny Carson.  Johnny was the 
King of Late Night and is remembered today as a Pioneer of a whole new genre 
of television comedy.  So, in a real sense, all of our late night TV hosts stand on 
the shoulders of Johnny Carson. 
 If you remember “The Tonight Show,” you will also remember Johnny's 
sidekick, Ed McMahon: 
 He sat down at the end of the couch, and he tried to be funny with varying 
degrees of success depending upon the night.  And his big moment was the 
introduction of Johnny Carson for “The Tonight Show.”  And he would say, 
“Heeeeeere's Johnny”....and that is the story of Johnny Carson, who did 4,531 
episodes of “The Tonight Show.”  He did it for a long time. 
 But this story is mainly about another man, John Scaring: 
 He lived in New Jersey...and he was a salesman of art supplies.  And  
[John] loved watching Johnny Carson.  [He] was his hero.  And so [John Scaring] 
basically had one thing on his bucket list before he died; he wanted to say two 
words on television, “Here's Johnny.”  That was it.  His life goal was pretty 
simple.  He just wanted to introduce Johnny Carson during “The Tonight Show,” 
saying “Here's Johnny.”  That's it. 
 So he sent a letter to Johnny Carson:  “Dear Johnny, I would love to just 
once do Ed McMahon's job and introduce you and say, “Here's Johnny.”  Well, 
the staff was gracious and kind and they sent a nice form letter back and a free 
8x10 photo of Johnny Carson smiling and assumed that would be the end of it. 
 [But] it wasn't.  He really, really, really wanted to introduce Johnny Carson.  
So, over the course of I don't know how many years, he hand wrote over eight 
hundred letters.  “It's John Scaring again.  Hey Johnny, guess what I want to do?”  
Letter after letter after letter after letter after letter after letter after letter.  And to 
his credit, there's no indication that he escalated.  He never threatened Johnny 
Carson.  He never tried to meet Johnny Carson.  He never stalked Johnny 
Carson.  He never impugned Johnny Carson in any way.  He was just very 
persistent. 
 Well, lo and behold, finally he gets a letter back from “The Tonight Show.”  
“Guess what?  Your dream has come true.  Don't send us any more letters.  
We're gonna put you on the show.”  So they fly him out to the show.  They give 
him his own dressing room with his name, John Scaring, on the door.  And then 
the show begins and Ed McMahon says, “Here's Johnny,” and John Scaring's 
confused.  “Oh, I thought that was my job.  That's why I was here.”  And then 
they surprise him.  They bring him out on stage and he sits next to Johnny 



Carson, and he's a guest on “The Tonight Show” for six minutes, being 
interviewed by Johnny Carson....”Why are you sending me all these letters?”  
And then they take him backstage, and they hand him a script and he gets to 
read the introduction for “The Tonight Show” and say, “Here's Johnny.”  And his 
life goal is satisfied.  He doesn't send, insofar as we know, any more letters and 
everything ends well.  Persistence, persistence, persistence (Pastor Mark 
Driscoll, “The Parable of the Persistent Widow”). 
 Our lesson for the morning is all about persistence; it’s also about hope.  
Today's scripture is "The Parable of the Widow and The Unjust Judge.”  As we 
read about this story in Luke's Gospel, the text says that "Jesus told them a 
parable about their need to pray always and not lose heart."  As Jesus opens the 
parable, he sketches out the cast of characters:  a widow and a judge.  The 
judge, he says, "Neither feared God nor had respect for people."  William Barclay 
writes that  
This judge was one of the paid magistrates appointed either by Herod or by the 
romans.  Such judges were notorious.  Unless a plaintiff had influence and 
money to bribe his way to a verdict, he had no hope of ever getting his case 
settled.  These judges were said to pervert justice for a dish of meat….popularly 
they were called Dayyaneh Gezeloth, which means Robber Judges (William 
Barclay, The Gospel of Luke).  
Barclay further says that in no way would the judge have been Jewish, because 
regular disputes in the Jewish community were taken before the elders and never 
involved the public courts. 
 So we have on the one side the powerful, controlling interests represented 
by the judge, and then on the other side we have the widow, who would have 
represented the poor and defenseless.  The word for "widow" in Hebrew actually 
means "Silent One" or "One Unable To Speak" (John Pilch, The Cultural World of 
Jesus).  So in the patriarchal world of the Mediterranean, only men played a 
public role; women did not speak for themselves. 
 But then we have this widow in Jesus' story who is the exception to the 
rule.  Throughout history, this woman has been called "The Importunate Widow"-
-one who importunes, who is "troublesomely urgent" and "overly persistent" in 
her request.  Jesus tells us that over and over again she appeals to the judge to 
grant her justice against her opponent.  In the beginning, the judge dismisses 
her, but the widow is so demanding she wears him down; finally, the unjust judge 
dispenses justice. 
 The widow is persistent, she is determined, and she is demanding.  But as 
we think about the theme of our Stewardship Campaign, the widow is also ever 
hopeful.  Defeat was as unthinkable to the woman as it was to John Scaring.  
And that reality ushers in the title of this sermon:  "My Hope And Stay.” 
 In a blog she wrote on the topic, “My Hope And Stay,” a commentator by 
the name of Jasey Lee has written about this expression in religious terms.  
When she thinks of hope, says Jasey, she thinks of Jesus.  Jesus is “what makes 
who I am, and who I will be.”  Says this writer:  “Jesus is my hope.  My hope is 
not in government, the stock market, the economy.”  As a Christian, Jasey Lee 
has invested her life in Jesus, because he has done that for her. 



 Jesus is also her stay.  She writes:  “the word 'stay' in this concept of my 
thoughts, is a noun and, as a noun, it has many different meanings—in this case:  
Jesus is my endurance strength, support, sure foundation.  He's stable and 
unmoving (Jasey Lee, “Jesus Is My Hope And Stay,” Little By Little, May 15, 
2013). 
 When we think about “The Importunate Widow,” it points up for us a truth:  
we like for other people to be bold and persistent, because so often we are 
reluctant to get involved.  You may remember me telling the story of how 
America was caught up in the sensational stunts and adventurism of the 1920's.  
One of the great stunt masters of the time was a man named "The Great 
Blondin."  As with many before him, Blondin decided to do something spectacular 
at Niagara Falls.  He strung a tightrope from the American side to the Canadian 
side, got a wheelbarrow, and walked across the tightrope, turned around and 
came back again. 
 The crowd below him went wild.  They shouted, "Blondin, Blondin, 
Blondin!"  They were at a fever pitch, and he loved it. 
 He said, "Do you want me to go again?" 
 "Go again, Go again, Go again!" 
 He said, "Which of you would like to ride over in the wheelbarrow this 
time? 
 The crowd got very quiet! (Rev. Dr. Kevin Lagree). 
 Ah, there it is:  Don't get involved!  It's not our fight, we like to say.  And 
yet that is precisely the point.  It should be our fight.  Whenever defenseless 
people are being taken advantage of, whenever God's people are being 
discriminated against, whenever folks are not being treated justly, you and I need 
to become involved.  That is what is behind the efforts of John Messer and Ron 
King, who addressed us on immigration after last Sunday's potluck.  Both of 
these men are retired, and yet their favorite activity all year is volunteering to 
cook for hungry people all over the world.  In a real sense, church for John and 
Ron is that ministry—spending weeks with God's people in Bosnia, in Greece, in 
Arizona, in Cambodia, in Nicaragua, in Belize.  Feeding the need. 
 And that's where prayer comes in, of course.  Remember how our lesson 
about the widow from Luke 18 begins:  “Then Jesus told them a parable about 
their need to pray always and not to lose heart.”  Prayer gives you and me the 
courage to risk lending a hand and gives us the strength to do the right thing.  
Our hope and stay. 
 As in the case of Jesus' widow, I am persuaded that prayerful persistence 
will win the day.  Luke wrote his gospel a generation after the death of Jesus.  
People were beginning to feel discouraged about Jesus coming back.  They were 
weary of waiting and yearning for Jesus to bring everything to fulfillment:  "They 
were tired of being persecuted as a tiny little minority in a great big, powerful 
empire.  They were anxious and suffering" (Kate Huey, Sermon Seeds, "Ask 
Boldly, Live Justly," UCC.org). 
 Little wonder that Luke--the lover of people on the margins-- includes this 
parable that ends by Jesus saying, "And will not God grant justice to his chosen 
ones who cry to him day and night?  Will he delay long in helping them?  I tell 



you, he will quickly grant justice to them."  While some would take issue with the 
word "quickly"--2,000 years later, that "justice delayed is justice denied"-- still in 
the scheme of human history achieving justice continues to evolve and happen.  
And what undergirds and surrounds that promise is the "need," as Jesus says, 
"To Pray Always." 
 What I keep coming back to, of course, is the importunate widow—this 
woman who got right in the face of the unjust judge.  In a sermon she preached 
about this passage, called “Bothering God,” Barbara Brown Taylor says the 
widow “...is willing to say what she wanted—out loud, day and night, over and 
over—whether she got it or not, because it was how she remembered who she 
was.  It was how she remembered the shape of her heart...” (Barbara Brown 
Taylor, Home By Another Way). 
 Our biblical forebear has a soul sister in Mother Teresa, now canonized,  
St. Teresa.  Back in the day, mother had an appointment to meet Edward 
Bennett Williams, the legendary Washington criminal lawyer.  At one time, 
Williams owned the Washington Redskins and the Baltimore Orioles.  Among 
others, he was the lawyer for Frank Sinatra and Richard Nixon. In a biography of 
Edward Bennett Williams, we read a story about a visit from Mother Teresa to 
him: 
...she was raising money for an AIDS hospice.   Williams was in charge of a 
small charitable foundation that she hoped would help.  Before she arrived for the 
appointment, Williams said to his partner, Paul Dietrich, “You know, Paul, AIDS is 
not my favorite disease.  I don't really want to make a contribution, but I've got 
this Catholic Saint coming to see me, and I don't know what to do.” ...They 
agreed that they would be polite, hear her out but then say no. 
 Well, Mother Teresa arrived.  She was a little sparrow sitting on the other 
side of the big mahogany lawyer's desk.  She made her appeal for the hospice, 
and Williams said, “We're touched by your appeal but no.”  Mother Teresa said 
simply, “Let us pray.”  Williams looked at Dietrich; they bowed their heads and 
after the prayer, Mother Teresa made the same pitch, word for word, for the 
hospice.  Again Williams politely said no.  Mother Teresa said, “Let us pray.”  
Williams, exasperated, looked up at the ceiling, “All right, All right, get me my 
checkbook!” (The Epistle of Jim:  
“The Parable of The Persistent Widow, Sermon from 27 June  
 2010). 
 And that is at the heart of our “Anchored In Hope” Stewardship Campaign.  
It is the same message of the importunate widow:  ask and ask and ask boldly 
again.  Not whining, not begging.  But asking importunately, having the persistent 
belief in the possibility of a miracle.   What anchors your life?  Is Jesus your hope 
and stay?  
 Next Sunday is Consecration Sunday.  As we begin to think about what 
that will mean for each Hammond Street household, please think prayerfully 
about what you can do to help undergird our campaign.  “Pray always and [do] 
not lose heart.” 
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