Hosea 1:2-10

2When the Lord first spoke through Hosea, the Lord said to Hosea, “Go, take for yourself a wife of whoredom and have children of whoredom, for the land commits great whoredom by forsaking the Lord.” 3So he went and took Gomer daughter of Diblaim, and she conceived and bore him a son. 4And the Lord said to him, “Name him Jezreel; for in a little while I will punish the house of Jehu for the blood of Jezreel, and I will put an end to the kingdom of the house of Israel. 5On that day I will break the bow of Israel in the valley of Jezreel.” 6She conceived again and bore a daughter. Then the Lord said to him, “Name her Lo-ruhamah, for I will no longer have pity on the house of Israel or forgive them. 7But I will have pity on the house of Judah, and I will save them by the Lord their God; I will not save them by bow, or by sword, or by war, or by horses, or by horsemen.” 

8When she had weaned Lo-ruhamah, she conceived and bore a son. 9Then the Lord said, “Name him Lo-ammi, for you are not my people and I am not your God.” 10Yet the number of the people of Israel shall be like the sand of the sea, which can be neither measured nor numbered; and in the place where it was said to them, “You are not my people,” it shall be said to them, “Children of the living God.” 

Colossians 2:6-14
6As you therefore have received Christ Jesus the Lord, continue to live your lives in him, 7rooted and built up in him and established in the faith, just as you were taught, abounding in thanksgiving. 8See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the universe, and not according to Christ. 9For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, 10and you have come to fullness in him, who is the head of every ruler and authority. 11In him also you were circumcised with a spiritual circumcision, by putting off the body of the flesh in the circumcision of Christ; 12when you were buried with him in baptism, you were also raised with him through faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead. 

13And when you were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made you alive together with him, when he forgave us all our trespasses, 14erasing the record that stood against us with its legal demands. He set this aside, nailing it to the cross.
Luke 11:1-13

11He was praying in a certain place, and after he had finished, one of his disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.” 2He said to them, “When you pray, say: Father, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come. 3Give us each day our daily bread. 4And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us. And do not bring us to the time of trial.” 5And he said to them, “Suppose one of you has a friend, and you go to him at midnight and say to him, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread; 6for a friend of mine has arrived, and I have nothing to set before him.’ 7And he answers from within, ‘Do not bother me; the door has already been locked, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot get up and give you anything.’ 8I tell you, even though he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, at least because of his persistence he will get up and give him whatever he needs. 9“So I say to you, Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you. 10For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. 11Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for a fish, will give a snake instead of a fish? 12Or if the child asks for an egg, will give a scorpion? 13If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” 
There’s No Such Thing as a Bad Prayer
1. A bigger answer than we expected.
A wiser man than I once said, “There’s no such thing as a stupid request: only the stupid person who makes the request.” I’ve titled this sermon “There’s no such thing as a bad prayer,” and recognizing that we all have a need for God’s grace, I could likewise conclude, “only the bad person who says the prayer.” Yet being bad is all the more reason that we should be praying. 

It’s commendable that Jesus’ disciples ask Jesus to give them a prayer, the way John the Baptist gave his disciples a prayer. But I wonder if Jesus’ disciples got more than they asked for – Jesus gives them a prayer and an explanation; I’m not sure the disciples wanted something so rich; maybe they were hoping for a few lines, an abracadabra sort of prayer. Once a young boy, about ten years old, came to his father and asked, “Daddy, where did I come from?” The father looked at his inquisitive young son, assessed the question, sighed, asked him to sit down, and prepared himself for a deep and lengthy monologue. After about twenty minutes of metaphor and explanation, the father asked his son, “Do you understand now where you came from?” The son, looking puzzled, replied, “I guess so Dad, but I’m not sure I understand. My friend Bobby asked me, and Bobby said he’s from Prince’s Bay.” Sometimes the answers we get are more complex than we had hoped for. 
We like to keep things simple, don’t we? I love those old vampire movies where all it takes is a little cross or a clove of garlic to keep monsters away. Many a Christian considers the Lord’s Prayer to work this way. I’m sure you can think of some of those movie scenes where the plane is about to crash, and someone starts reciting “Our Father…” while inside he’s probably praying “Lord, don’t let me die!” Maybe you’ve done the same thing when you’ve been in dire straits. Less serious situations just evoke a prayer that beckons God to damn whatever  or whoever it is that annoys us. We reserve the “Our Father…” for more serious crises. And it’s good that Jesus gives the disciples this rather long prayer, even though it takes more time to memorize and recite. We figure because it’s longer, maybe it’s more effective, like a good recipe – the more steps it involves, the better the final product must be. Due to its length, it must be an effective prayer. 

But what are we praying for when we pray the Lord’s Prayer, the very special prayer that Jesus taught his disciples to pray? Are we praying for our health or our wealth or our relationships to go well? Not exactly. We start by praying “Our Father.” We establish the relationship, and this was a profoundly bold statement in its time. God is not beyond us or too great to have his name spoken. We can call him “Dad,” and Jesus wants his disciples and every generation of disciple who follow him through the ages to think of God as “Dad,” one who provides for us, who delights in his children, who cares for us, who indeed loves us. The boldness of addressing God as Father is something that doesn’t cause much reaction in us because we’re so used to it, but the boldness would have been shocking to the disciples. “How can we address the Holy God of Israel as ‘Father’?” Some disciples might have wondered, “Who does Jesus think he is?” and for the disciples who prayed this way, any observer would have wondered, “Who the $*#@ do they think they are?” The answer, according to Jesus: we are children of God!

The next thing Jesus teaches us to pray: “Hallowed be thy name.” Why do we pray this? Isn’t God name already hallowed? And we can’t hallow it; only God can do that. That’s exactly why the verb is passive – hallowed be thy name. When God hallows his own name, he commits himself to be God; everything he does is holy, sacred, perfect, god-like. This petition expresses our expectation of God; “You’re going to do what is good and righteous, and nothing you do will be evil or deceptive or hateful, otherwise your name would not be hallowed. Thus far, to put the prayer in common terms: “Father, God, you are all that is good, someone I can have faith in.”

And the rest of prayer hinges on the fact that God’s name is hallowed: “Give us our daily bread” – as God we expect you to provide for our daily needs. “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” It is your will, God, for us to live together in an atmosphere of grace, where people forgive us and we forgive people, and if others don’t forgive us, at least, God, at least you will forgive us. “Lead us not into temptation.” God, if we put our faith in you, we trust that you are not going to lead us in the wrong direction. “Deliver us from evil.” God, when we are seduced to go astray we trust that you will get us out of this pickle. Why? Because your name is hallowed and you are our Father. Jesus goes on to explain that our Father does not give his children snakes and scorpions, but only what is good.
2. When prayer seems to fail
But here’s where we run into a snag, because we do pray for the right thing sometimes and our prayer goes unanswered. This is a real dilemma. A six year old child is suffering from some horrible disease, and we are praying for a cure, we’re praying that the suffering would stop, that he would become healthy and the nightmare that the family is enduring will end…and it doesn’t. Some people blame themselves, thinking that there’s something wrong with the way they said their prayer – a pastor tells the story of a woman who was horribly abused by her father, and every night prayed that the abuse would end, yet it went on for years and years. The woman couldn’t figure out why her prayers weren’t being answered, then later determined that she was simply not saying the prayer correctly, and from then on this woman was extremely careful how she prayed. Truth told, there was nothing wrong with her prayers to end the suffering she was enduring. And the reason the abuse continued was not because of anything she did wrong, and no it was not God’s will for the suffering to continue. And this is where we struggle with our faith – why does our loving Father allow evil to continue? I think all of us have asked that question, and I think a lot of us have faith that is pretty feeble because there seems to be no answer to that question. I know I asked for some right things when I was a child, but nothing happened. I know that the way my mind processed this information was to think, “Jesus is lying; God doesn’t give us everything we ask for, even when we’re asking for all the right things.” 
I wish I had learned some good answer for my question, but I still haven’t. Against my belief in a God who is loving and capable of all things, I find tragedies that bring me to tears, and I wonder why God allowed them to happen. I have to accept the fact that there are forces in this world other than God, evil forces, and bad things continue to happen despite our prayers that they would stop. I can’t believe that God does not love me or those who are suffering, but I don’t know why God does not end it.
What I do know, however, is that God experiences our suffering. I know that from the cross. And I also know it from the last promise that Jesus makes to his disciples in today’s reading: “If we who are evil know how to give good gifts to our children, how much more does our loving Father give his Holy Spirit to those who ask him.” Jesus is not promising us that we will receive everything that we ask for, but he is promising us that, if we ask, God will give us himself in the form of the Holy Spirit. Perhaps our sick friend will not be healed. Perhaps our abusive father will not stop abusing us, but God promises that he will never abandon you. In your darkest hour God is with you – His Holy Spirit dwells within you. God suffers as you suffer. We may never know why our suffering can be so intense and can last so long, but we know that God is not abandoning us. He endures it all. 
And perhaps this is the point of prayer in general and of the Lord’s Prayer specifically; when we pray, we pray in faith that God’s will is good, that God desires us to live in joy and peace, that God loves us, and the simple fact that we pray brings us closer to God, so we see that he loves us, and when we cry in despair over suffering that makes no sense to us, we eventually figure out that God sheds tears as well. As we pray, our relationship grows: we receive the Holy Spirit that we so desperately need, the comforting presence of God, which sustains us through our suffering and teaches us accompany others in their suffering, to be God’s presence in the midst of a world we can’t always comprehend. 


3. No such thing as a bad prayer

In last week’s announcements I included several questions in the Bible Challenge section. One of the questions was “What is effective prayer?” and I’ve already made it clear, I hope, that someone who is eloquent, or someone like a pastor, does not have any special influence on God; our prayers are no more or less effective than yours. So what is an effective prayer? I would say it is a prayer that brings you closer to God, and this is true of every prayer. When you pray, you build a relationship – it may be hard at first, because in your heart of hearts you wonder if God is really listening. But each time you pray, God listens. Each time you pray, God is responding to you – maybe not with an answer to something you asked for, but he is talking to you. And eventually you learn to listen, and eventually the relationship blossoms. So I would say that ALL PRAYER IS EFFECTIVE.
