
I. Advanced Organizer

A. So apparently, my kids don’t get enough calcium. If you haven’t heard, we’ve had a lot of 

broken bones in our family, specifically broken arms. Elliott broke his twice. Junia broke hers 
twice. 7 year old Gwen, who prefers they/them pronouns, in case you haven’t seen their 
nametag, broke their armor the first time  falling off a bike at the beginning of this school year, 
and then last week, at the end of a horrible rainy day complete with a lice outbreak for the 
third time in a year, an expensive stupid fix on our car, a visit to a tooth specialist because one 
of the cavities in one of the kids mouths is bigger than our dentist can deal with, after all of 
that Gwen and Junia thought it would be fun topspin a standing Gwen on an office 
chair…resulting in me taking Gwen off again to the urgent care with another broken 
bone. Now the urgent care doc thought it might be a small enough fracture to get away with 
just a splint, but the next day we were following up with the orthopedist, who wanted x-rays 
of her own to decide. 

1. So there I was, sitting with Gwen, waiting for the x-ray. After the day I’ve just had, I’m 

kinda running on fumes. And Gwen, I can tell is nervous. They’ve already been through the 
routine with the broken arm, just earlier this year.  They were starting to feel worried that 
maybe they would need a cast after all, and wondering how that would affect our plans 
coming up, including the trip to Disneyland we were planning to take the following 
weekend. So as we wait for the x-ray, I was being chatty, just trying to keep Gwen 
positive. 


2. And then Gwen held up their hand and made a gesture. At first I thought Gwen was trying 
to say “I love you” but getting the gesture wrong. “You love me?” Gwen shook their head. 
“Quiet Coyote? You want me to be quiet?” Gwen nodded. “I’m trying to pray.” In the midst 
of all the drama, I was trying to keep things moving, to solve the next crisis, but Gwen 
wanted something mommy couldn’t supply. For that, Gwen needed to pray.


B. We’ve been spending some time at the beginning of the year taking a look at some 
habits that we might do well to cultivate or re-cultivate as we seek to bring some order 
to our lives, including our lives of faith. I’m calling this series “Habits for Health”. We’ve 
talked about ordering our time through Sabbath practices. We talked about giving as a way of 
ordering our resources. And today I want to think together about another practice we haven’t 
talked directly about for awhile: this ancient practice of prayer, a practice I would argue is 
ultimately about bringing order to our connection with the Divine.

1. Now prayer was a fundamental practice in the life of Jesus. Particularly in the gospel 

of Luke, we see its importance, as Jesus is portrayed by Luke as regularly taking time to 
pray, particularly when something important is happening. In the same way that little Gwen 
knew what they needed in a challenging time, Jesus too, prayed when he was in need. He 
prayed at his baptism. He prayed before choosing his closest followers. When the crowds 
were overwhelming, he pulled away to pray. He prayed in the garden of Gethsemane, and 
even on the cross. Prayer was a regular habit of Jesus, and it was one that, according 
to Luke, he was also happy to give away to his followers. So I thought as we 
considered together habits that are important for us to develop or recommit to, it might 
make sense to look afresh at Jesus’ sharing his habit of prayer with his disciples and what 
he wanted them to know about it. Let’s look together at Luke, Chapter 11. 


II. The Passage: Luke 11

A. One day Jesus was praying in a certain place. When he finished, one of his disciples 

said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples.” 
2 He said to them, “When you pray, say:  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“‘Father, hallowed be your name, 
your kingdom come. 
3 Give us each day our daily bread. 
4 Forgive us our sins, 
    for we also forgive everyone who sins against us. 
And lead us not into temptation.’” 
5 Then Jesus said to them, “Suppose you have a friend, and you go to him at midnight 
and say, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread; 6 a friend of mine on a journey has 
come to me, and I have no food to offer him.’ 7 And suppose the one inside answers, 
‘Don’t bother me. The door is already locked, and my children and I are in bed. I can’t 
get up and give you anything.’ 8 I tell you, even though he will not get up and give you 
the bread because of friendship, yet because of your shameless audacity he will surely 
get up and give you as much as you need. 
9 “So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the 
door will be opened to you. 10 For everyone who asks receives; the one who seeks 
finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened. 
11 “Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead? 12 Or 
if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? 13 If you then, though you are evil, know 
how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give 
the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” (Luke 11:1 - 13) 
1. So here we have Jesus sharing some teaching on the topic of prayer. The passage starts 

with Jesus engaging with, what clearly is a habit for him, and seeing him do so, one of his 
closest followers asking him about it. “Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his 
disciples.”


2. Jesus’ response comes in two parts. The first you could say is the mechanical: it’s the 
mechanics of prayer. This is where Luke records his version of what’s been come to be 
called the Lord’s Prayer. Jesus gives his followers a template prayer. We’ll come back 
to what’s in that specific prayer and what might be instructive about it a bit later, but what I 
am more interested in this morning is the teaching about prayer that goes beyond the 
mechanics, beyond the nuts and bolts of the practice.


3. After sharing the template prayer, Jesus shares a parable, and the parable seems to be 
there to help Jesus followers understand how they should think about the practice of 
prayer. We move from the mechanical to the philosophical. So what was he trying to 
teach them? What was Jesus’ philosophy of prayer? 

B. To understand Jesus’ philosophy of prayer, we need to understand his parable. And I 
have to be honest, that this is tricky. The meaning of the parable isn’t clear to us on its 
surface. So what’s the deal with it?

1. First of all, to really get this parable we need to understand the category of parable it 

falls under, and it’s challenging because it’s a category that is kind of hidden to us with 
our contemporary English translations. 

a) Klyne Snodgrass was a New Testament professor of mine in seminary and he is one of 

the leading scholars today on the parables. And in his book on the parables he points 
out that this parable is actually one of several in the New Testament what he calls 
“interrogative” parables. The parable functions as an extended question, but in our 
contemporary translations the question has been hidden from us. It’s offered as a 
hypothetical situation instead. But to frame what Jesus was saying in that way misses 
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some of the thrust of how this parable is meant to land. This parable really is framed as 
a question.


2. So what’s the question? Whereas our translation of the parable starts “suppose you have 
a friend…” the actual parable begins with a phrase that Jesus using in a handful of 
parables. It’s the beginning of the question. “Who from you…?” (In Greek it’s…Tis ex 
hymon) We might prefer something like “who among you would do XYZ” or or “which of 
you would do this or that” but the most literal translation is “Who from you…?” 


3. And here is the longer question he’s asking. I feel sympathy for the translators because it’s 
complicated. We don’t like sentences this long. If we were to write this with a “who from 
you” at the top of the question and a question mark at the end, we’d have to put the who 
from you at the top of verse 5 and the question mark all the way at the end of verse 7. It’s 
a long winded question. 

a) Klyne paraphrases the question Jesus is asking like this: Who from you will have a 

friend and he will go to him in the middle of the night and say to him, ‘Friend, lend me 
three loaves since my friend came to me from the road and I have nothing which I may 
place before him,’ and that one inside would answer, ‘Don’t bother me, already the door 
has been closed and my children are with me in bed: I am not able having risen to give 
you [anything]?” 

4. So that’s a super-long rhetorical question but that is what Jesus is communicating. And it 
matters because the way he is asking the question, the answer is implied. 

a) Some of you may have been listening to a couple of days of the impeachment trial this 

week where the core of the agenda focused on members of the senate asking question 
to the various teams of lawyers on both sides. And if you listened to any of it, you 
wouldn’t have to listen very long to get the sense that a lot of these questions were not 
questions designed to gather new information. They were not often questions trying to 
get more details to complete a picture. Often they were what you might call “leading 
questions”. Questions designed to prompt a certain response, to make a point. And 
this is the way Jesus is questioning his listeners. He’s asking them an extended 
question to set up a particular response.


5. Jesus is using the same kind of technique. Every time Jesus asks a “Who from you…” 
hypothetical question it’s intended to set up an obvious answer that all of Jesus listeners 
would get. “Who would go to a friend and be turned away?” “No one!” The answer is 
supposed to be obvious. It’s inconceivable. “A who from you” question always sets 
up an impossible scenario to imagine. The answer is no one. 
a) Why is it “no one”? Why would the answer be that if Jesus’ follows were to go to a 

friend in the middle of the night they should definitely expect that friend would get up 
and give them bread?


b) This again is where our cultural distance from the text makes it challenging. But the 
parable is rooted in assumptions in the culture Jesus lived in, where people felt a 
strong responsibility for hospitality. Shame and honor played significant roles in 
people’s sense of responsibility. Inns were not very common, and they were often 
dangerous places of corruption, so generally travelers depended on the hospitality of 
friends or acquaintances. To not host a guest who had come to stay with you was a 
shameful thing. There’s a responsibility assumed that if a traveler comes to you, you 
need to host them and if a friend needs help hosting a traveler, you need to help them, 
too. Even if they rudely wake you up in the middle of the night, which definitely was 
considered a rude thing to do, of course you’d help them. These assumptions are built 
into the parable.
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6. So what does this metaphor of rudely waking someone up in the middle of the night 
to get bread for a guest have to do with prayer? Are we saying God is a cranky old man 
whose annoyed with us but of course will relent if we rudely ask for something? Um…no.


7. To better understand how this parable functions we need to look ahead at the next 
metaphors Jesus uses to help his listeners understand prayer. This is another “who from 
you…” setup. It’s clearly building on the parable by presenting an even more ridiculous 
question.

a) “Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead? 12 Or if 

he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? 13 If you then, though you are evil, know 
how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give 
the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” 

b) Here we have another “who From you” and the key to unlock its meaning comes in the 
last sentence. The “how much more…”


c) “Who from you” parables function not by setting up an example and saying that 
example describes God, but by setting up a contrast and saying “if this is how you’d 
respond, how much better does the Divine respond?” The Divine is beyond you. God 
is wiser than you, God is more loving than you, God is more able to control their 
emotion, more constant, more thoughtful than you. So if even you human who 
struggles with your temper, who’s prone to disinformation, who can be rash and 
not very thoughtful, who can speak things he or she doesn’t really mean in the 
heat of the moment, if even you know better than to give your child a snake 
instead of a fish, or a scorpion instead of egg…how much more can you expect 
that the Divine Parent knows how to give you good things? 

d) Or back to our original parable: “if you humans can trust that you will get a positive 
response for a need, even when asked rudely from one another, how much more 
can you trust that the Divine is ready and willing to respond to your when you 
ask?” Essentially again and again Jesus is saying, it’s good to go to God in need. Ask! 
Seek! Knock on God’s door! Go ahead! You don’t have to be afraid or justify your 
longing. God is ready and willing to hear from you. 


8. So why is Jesus telling them this? Why is this the response to his friends as they want to 
model his habit? As I see it, the philosophy of prayer that Jesus is presenting here is 
answering an unspoken question. That’s something Jesus is really good at. Answering 
the question beneath the question, answering the thing his listeners didn’t state, but the 
way they behave and the things they say reveal what they are thinking. It’s a question that 
I think if we’re honest, many of us may be able to relate to  when we think about the habit 
of prayer. The question is something like this, “Does God care about my prayer?” Does 
God care about my prayer? If I pray, does it make a difference? Will the Divine respond? 
Will the heart at the center of the universe be moved in any way because I prayed?

a) While the disciples don’t express their insecurity about this directly, I think we get a 

sense of it in the way they ask Jesus for help. “Teach us to pray, like John taught his 
disciples.” He did it for them, you should do it for us. It’s like they feel a need to justify 
to Jesus why he should teach them. This to me speaks of an insecurity: a fear that 
maybe someone else has the corner on praying, maybe someone else might pray in 
a way that God cares about, maybe somebody else has the key to unlock heaven’s 
blessings, but unless I get that secret, understand the recipe, or have that particular 
spiritual gift, I’m gonna miss out. But Jesus wants them to know they don’t need to be 
so insecure. 
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b) God cares about your prayer.  God cares about your prayer because God cares 
about you. God cares about connecting with you. God is eager to respond to prayer 
because prayer is the mechanism by which the human heart and the divine heart can 
connect. 


9. What is it that Jesus says God is eager to give to those who pray? Ultimately it isn’t stuff. 
That’s not the central piece, although certainly God cares about our provision. But 
ultimately prayer isn’t a magical formula, a genie’s lamp you rub in order to produce a 
certain outcome. God isn’t eagerly waiting to give you the 49ers winning the Super Bowl. 
It’s the Holy Spirit. Jesus says God is eager to give the Holy Spirit to those who ask. God 
is eager to give the Divine presence to those who turn to the Divine for comfort, for solace, 
for wisdom, for help. 

a) I think about that centered set diagram we talked about a couple of weeks ago. If that 

metaphor holds any truth, that we are trying to live on a trajectory that is oriented 
towards the Divine, towards what we call God, the Holy Spirit is the dynamic force that 
helps us navigate that journey, that pulls us like a gravitational force into the right 
direction. The Holy Spirit is the invisible tie between our dot and the Divine One. And 
maybe when we pray, we are grabbing onto that invisible bond. We’re allowing it to pull 
us back on course. We’re allowing it to pull us deeper into its center.


10.God cares about your prayer because God cares about connecting with you. This I 
believe is at the heart of the philosophy of prayer Jesus is trying to communicate. God 
cares about bringing you closer. God cares about you feeling that you’re not alone. God 
wants to speak into your unsettledness, your fear, your insecurity, your frustration, your 
anger, your grief, your loneliness with a hopeful love that is constant and secure. And God 
wants to allow that Divine Presence, that Holy Spirit, to shape your own thoughts, your 
own desires, your sense of need, your sense of purpose, so that they might be aligned 
with something beyond yourself or your fickle culture: to help your heart look more like the 
divine heart.


11.This is what Jesus wanted his followers to understand about prayer. It’s not about 
convincing God you’re worthy of whatever it is you think you need. God already sees you 
as worthy. Prayer is about coming into God’s presence so that you can experience 
yourself as fully loved and valued by the Divine, and you can allow that knowledge to 
shape who you are, how you live, and what you need. 

III. There have been numerous studies by scientists trying to assess the scientific validity of 
prayer. Can we prove scientifically that prayer really does anything? And the answer is no and 
yes.

A. If you’re looking for some scientific validation that because people pray for a certain 

outcome, it happens, that’s pretty hard to come by. Studies of people prayed for in 
medical situations don’t show any clear, measurable, consistent benefit when comparing 
them with people who didn’t receive prayer. Now don’t hear me say that I think it’s not fruitful 
to pray for specific needs. It’s just real that science can’t validate the effectiveness of prayer 
producing a particular outcome. 


B. But there is another area of scientific inquiry that consistently shows a measurable 
benefit of prayer: and that is the benefit of prayer on the brain of the person who prays.


C. Author and podcaster of “The Liturgists” Mike McHargue is a science nerd, called 
“Science Mike” on the podcast. And he himself has gone through a journey from 
evangelical faith, to atheism, to reclaiming a different flavor of Jesus-centered faith. A lot of 
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his work centers around bridging gaps between faith and science. It’s a big part of his own 
spiritual journey.

1. In his book, Finding God in the Waves, Mike spends quite a bit of time examining the part 

of our brain that experiences connection and relationships. He talks about how people of 
faith have a “God network” of neurological connections that are built up over time, that 
people who've never spent much time trying to connect spiritually just don’t have.


2. Now what I find particularly interesting is that this kind of research seems to show that it 
matters what kind of an image of God you have. It matters who you think you are 
connecting to.

a) For those who believe that God is a strong authoritarian, prone to anger, what we might 

summarize as an “Angry God” this belief creates a brain under stress. It leads to a 
brain that angers more easily, that becomes difficult for you to forgive yourself or 
others, and it allows you to become fearful or angry toward those who don’t think, 
look, or act like you.


D. Loving God - opposite effects: develop areas of the brain that bring better focus, 
concentration, compassion, and empathy; lower stress levels and blood pressure, easier for 
them to forgive themselves and others. Further it’s been shown that these positive effects can 
help counteract stress and distraction of modern world.


E. So how does that happen? How do folks cultivate this positive image of God? According to 
science, the best practices are prayer and meditation.

1. Neurologically speaking, prayer is a type of meditation, because it produces remarkably 

similar brain activity and long-term effects.

2. both Buddhist monks and Christian nuns showed same effect in brain scans while praying 

or meditating. They show decreased parietal lobe activity. The parietal lobe is the part of 
your brain more attached to your immediate surroundings and circumstances. Folks who 
prayed and meditated regularly learned to shut down this part of the brain when they did 
so they could experience sensation of leaving this reality and connection with something 
more transcendent.


3. Mike describes it this way in his book: “But the study’s main finding was that prayer and 
meditation are so similar in the brain that we can describe prayer as a type of meditation. 
And this should be encouraging, because research shows that meditation is one of the 
best things you can do for your brain— right up there with reading and physical exercise…. 
   Meditation lowers your blood pressure and helps you feel less stressed. It fosters 
emotional healing, and it has even been found to help the body cope with disease. These 
effects are so pronounced, some studies have found meditation to have a therapeutic 
effect on people suffering from dementia.  
     In the case of people who meditate on a loving God, the idea of God becomes part of 
how they process reality— and this has profound effects on their behavior. When you 
believe God loves you and loves others, it’s easier to take risks and to forgive people. It’s 
not enough to simply believe in God, because only prayer and meditation will turn that 
belief into a neural network that changes your outlook and behavior. Even when the news 
cycle is depressing or a situation in your life seems hopeless, you can hold on to the 
knowledge that God is with you and that the overall arc of life will work out for good.  
   Most remarkable to me is the fact that regular prayer can work for anyone, regardless of 
their religious background. Even people who self-identify as atheists are likely to report 
feeling close to God if they pray or meditate consistently for six weeks.” 
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4. It’s good for us, it’s good for our brain, it’s a positive habit for our overall health for 
us to meditate on or pray to a Loving God. And it matters that we connect with a 
loving God, not an Angry One. 
a) I wonder if this might be what Jesus was sensing from his followers who approached 

him in that competitive way, wanting to know how to pray like John’s followers did. 
Perhaps he sensed their fear of the more authoritarian God. Perhaps he sensed that 
they thought faith was a zero-sum game in which there are winners and there are 
losers, and he wanted his followers to understand and connect with a God who loved 
them, was for them, and was eager to give God’s self to them instead because he 
understood the power that has to shape us.


b) I have to admit that Mike’s description of a brain that believes in an Angry God: 
remember -  a brain under stress, a brain that is more reactionary, more prone to anger, 
has a harder time forgiving - that feels somewhat familiar. It feels to me like what much 
of Facebook has felt like for the last few years. It feels to me like what it’s like to be 
alert and alive in the era of Trump. I may not believe God is an angry, fickle 
authoritarian, but I do feel a sense of helplessness at times before one. I feel my brain 
under stress, more prone to anger on a particularly outrageous day, more judgmental. 
And I see this reflected in others around me, as well. 


c) Perhaps now, more than ever I need to discipline myself to shut off the news, to close 
my Facebook feed at times, and to reconnect with a different center. If I don’t want to 
become the thing that is looming large in my mind, if I don’t want my brain to pattern 
itself after him, I need to connect with a different model. I need to be shaped by a 
loving presence that is for me, that is with me, that will endure.


d) Prayer is my way of coming into God’s presence so that I can experience myself 
as fully loved and valued by the Divine, and I can allow that knowledge to shape 
who I am, how I live, and what I need. In their own way, its what Gwen was doing at 
the doctor’s office in the face of something scary. They were receiving divine presence 
in the face of fear. And I believe God wants all of us to find that same consolation.


IV. So if we want to receive the word from Jesus that our Divine Parent loves us and is eager 
to give their presence to us, and experience the benefits to our mind and spirit that come 
from praying or meditating on a Loving God, how do we start? What are the habits for health 
we want to establish?

A. Find a routine that works for you. - This isn’t a magical formula. There are many kinds of 

ways to pray, which is good because there are many kinds of people and personalities. What 
works for me might not work for you. You may need to experiment a bit. I’ll give you a few 
ideas - 

1. Find a partner or a few folks to practice with regularly.


a) Connie, Sylvia - morning prayer now starting at 8 am or 2 Thursday evenings a month 
(the Thursday after Haven).


b) If those times don’t work, consider asking someone to partner with you or talk to me 
and I can work to try to help set you up.


2. If you’re a writer, consider journaling.

3. If you take regular walks/runs, consider prayer as a component.

4. Work with a prayer book - book of common prayer, Divine Hours

5. Try silent meditation or centering prayer.

6. Sing your prayers (musical worship).


B. In whatever routine works for you, consider trying to incorporate the elements of Jesus’ 
prayer. Not every prayer may catch every category, but try to find away for all of these to be 
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part of your prayer vocabulary. Or consider praying the Lord’s prayer regularly as a way to 
keep them all present.

1. Consider who you pray to. “Father, hallowed be your name” - worship and adoration. 

Connects us with the identity of the one we are praying to (a loving parent who is totally 
unique and special, beyond our little dramas)


2. Invite Divine activity. “your kingdom come” - inviting the activity of the divine and God’s 
alternative way of being in the world to break in to our mundane realities.


3. Name what you need today. “Give us each day our daily bread”  - asking for the practical 
needs we have today, not years into the future, what needs and concerns are with us now, 
and how can we invite God to hold them with us


4. Confess where you’re getting off track. “Forgive us our sins” - confession and self 
examination. Space to recognize the ways we are getting off course, or aiming our arrow 
some place other than the Divine, and asking for God’s help to realign


5. Get help with compassion.“as we forgive” - recognizing that we need the compassionate 
heart of God for others around us. It doesn’t come naturally. We need the Spirit’s help 
releasing others from what we may be holding over them, just as we want to be released.


6. Seek discernment. “Lead us not into temptation” - help us not get off track. Help keep us 
focused on the center we’re trying to navigate to.


V. God cares about your prayer. Particularly in a world where we are surrounded by earthly leaders 
who care little about our voices or our needs, where our vote is under threat, where we feel 
ignored and like we have to fight for what we care about…this is good news. God cares about 
our prayers. We have a God who is listening, a divine heart who is moved on our behalf, a loving 
one who wants to give us what we need for hope, comfort, and meaning in a cynical world. May 
we all receive this gift being offered us as we order our connection with the one who is here 
eager to give themself to us. Amen.


VI. We’re going to end today practicing silent centering prayer. Later in our responsive worship we 
will also pray the Lord’s prayer together.
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