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“Prayer and Persistence” 
Sermon by Rev. David Colby 
Psalm 85 and Luke 11:1-13 

J U L Y  2 8 ,  2 0 1 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. For 
everyone who asks receives, and everyone 
who searches finds, and for everyone who 
knocks, the door will be opened. Is there 
anyone among you who, if your child asks 
for a fish, will give a snake instead of a fish? 
Or if the child asks for an egg, will give a 
scorpion? 

When I first began reading this 
passage and thinking toward today, I 
imagined having some fun with it.  I 
envisioned a conversation about prayer, but 
with snakes and scorpions popping out of 
jack-in-the-boxes and people of all ages 
being able to imagine a humorous Jesus 
pointing to the God who gives good gifts. 

Instead, to me at least, it feels like it 
has been another hard week.  Significant 
issues, serious challenges, not very light-
hearted.  And while Jesus uses a humorous 
image of parents giving a scorpion instead 
of an egg, a snake instead of a fish, the 
teachings about prayer are important and 

serious and were intended to inspire 
persistence. 

Our Bible readings for the last three 
weeks have included a context of a very 
national focus, along with some guidance 
for how to live as individuals.  The last two 
weeks, Amos, a sheepherder, called to be a 
prophet and deliver harsh words of God's 
judgment straight up to the king himself.  
Amos was called by God to tell anyone who 
would listen that Israel's policies were 
misguided and were keeping the rich 
comfortable while the people of God 
suffered.  And now today's we hear ancient 
and wise words that speak to the utterly 
personal and again to a national context.   

The Psalmist remembers a time when 
it felt like God had been favorable to their 
land and to their people.  A time when 
forgiveness was found and fellowship was 
strong.  But for the Psalmist, that all seemed 
so long ago.  That was then, and times were 
different now.  And so the Psalmist asks God 
in verse six: “Will you not revive us again?” 
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 That Psalm, so beautiful, so 
elegant, with the plaintive belief that if only 
God's words would be spoken - and then 
heard and acted upon, that glory would 
dwell once again in the land.  This deep 
desire for God's word to be spoken and 
heard and acted upon would lead, in this 
memorable turn of phrase, that if those 
things would again happen, "steadfast love 
and faithfulness will meet; righteousness and 
peace will kiss each other."   

Throughout the Bible, certainly for 
Amos and especially for Psalm 85, the word 
of God is not just a matter of and for 
individuals, but is to be heard and enacted 
throughout the land, for the health and 
goodness of the land itself and the people. 

The fairly recent story of South Africa 
overcoming its racist past and policies in a 
post-apartheid era provide hope and 
inspiration.  And so it was a joy to attend a 
recent concert of the Minnesota Orchestra as 
they performed music for chorus and 
orchestra from Africa.  And in that setting, 
the lush orchestra swelled as the choir began 
to sing a song that originated as an African-
American spiritual, "We shall overcome." 

And on that night, with all that is 
going on in our world this month, I became 
fixated on one word in that anthem.  That 
anthem that in so many settings had 
provided encouragement and sparked 
courage and pride and maybe put some 
fear in the hearts of those who opposed 
change.  As they watched people link arms 
and march to a county registrar’s office, or 
as they gathered and filled the lawns 
between the capitol and the white house.  
And in church sanctuaries and on the streets, 
they sang, “we shall overcome.”  And as I 

listened to the anthem that night, the word I 
started pondering was “someday.”  We shall 
overcome.  We shall overcome.  We shall 
overcome . . . some day.   

How do we persist in hoping for 
something to change?  How do we persist in 
working for improvement?  How do we keep 
going when it looks like it is one setback 
after another? 

I don't know about you, but I am not 
a terribly patient person.  I don't like to wait.  
I prefer instant results.  On little things, I 
don't like to wait - what about you.  Do you 
want to pick the longest line at Target, or do 
you look for the one that will be fastest?  
And then take it up a notch for things that 
are really and truly important.  You've been 
a bit worried about this thing going on in 
your body, and you it doesn't go away, in 
fact it seems to be worse, so you finally 
decide to call the doctor for an appointment.  
Do you want an appointment in October, or 
early this week?  I don't know about you but 
for the things I really care about, I want to 
see my hopes enacted.  Not way down in the 
future, now.  When I am scared and want 
reassurance, or a plan to emerge that will 
address the problem, I want that to happen 
quickly.  Now. 

Whether our thoughts and prayers 
are filled with sweeping national goals or 
intensely personal concerns, how do we 
pray, how do we keep on praying, when 
answers seem elusive.  When progress is not 
apparent, in fact, it may seems like things 
are going downhill, getting worse, going 
backwards. 

And whether you are feeling 
despondent about an epidemic of gun 
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violence or opioid addictions, or that 
politicians are ignoring the reality of climate 
change, or lies being passed off as truth and 
we just keep moving on.  How do we keep 
on praying when it feels like our lives, or life 
in this city, or our country's policies and 
politicians are so so far from what it sure 
feels like God's way would require?   

Celebrating this month’s 50th 
anniversary of the United States sending 
astronauts to the moon, the Science Museum 
has an omnifilm showing about the Apollo 
11 mission.  We can and should remember 
that there were other difficult things going on 
at that time: the Vietnam War, the recent 
assassinations of Dr. Martin Luther King and 
Robert F. Kennedy, gender inequality.  Still, it 
was inspiring to see footage of how this 
mission to the moon captured the heart of 
the country and brought the full energy of 
the country to achieve a goal.  All those 
scientists and engineers sitting in Houston’s 
Mission Control Center on the edge of their 
seats, and country stopping what it was 
doing to watch one giant step on the moon.  
Fifty years ago, this country could set a 
challenge, and bring the resources and 
talent and energy together to achieve an 
amazing goal.   

What about today?  That unified 
purpose from fifty years ago, that harnessing 
bright minds and brave acts for a common 
goal – it all seems so far in the rear view 
window. 

Jesus was praying in a certain place, 
the Gospel of Luke begins a story.  And what 
I would give to know what kind of place 
Jesus picked to pray.  What I would give to 
hear how he prayed, what he wanted, what 
he asked for, how Jesus tried to align his 

heart with the heartbeat of God.  Evidently it 
was not enough for at least one of the 
disciples who heard him praying, for when 
Jesus had finished praying, one of the 
disciples asked Jesus to teach them how to 
pray.  Prayer does not come all that naturally 
to me or to many people.  And so I take 
heart that at least one of the disciples, one of 
the people who had the opportunity to walk 
and talk and eat and work closely with Jesus, 
who heard Jesus pray already on this 
occasion, still was brave enough to ask Jesus 
for a lesson in prayer. 

And in response, Jesus offered them 
a fairly short, concise prayer.  Luke's version 
has several of the lines of the slightly longer 
prayer we will use today and call The Lord's 
Prayer.   

“When you pray, say: Father, 
hallowed be your name. Your kingdom 
come. Give us each day our daily bread. 
And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves 
forgive everyone indebted to us. And do not 
bring us to the time of trial.” 

But to this brave disciple who asked 
for guidance about how to pray, this simple 
sounding yet oh so complicated prayer is not 
the only thing Jesus provides.  He keeps on 
talking about prayer and persistence and 
through it all is an insistence, a deep 
passionate belief, that God will give us good 
gifts. 

I love this image Jesus uses of prayer 
being like a person needing bread going 
over to a friend’s house.  Asking for bread 
with a knock on the door at midnight.  Put 
yourself in any of the characters positions.  
You’re asleep and the lights are out when 
you are startled by a knock on the door.  
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And you hope that it stops.  But the knocking 
keeps going and you finally you get roused 
into action.  Or you are the one at the door, 
desperate for some bread to feed a traveling 
friend, and the stores are closed, and you 
have nowhere else to turn, so you knock, 
and then you keep on knocking.   

Prayer, Jesus says, is like that.  Jesus 
teaches that prayer has a persistence to it – 
a determination.  You can’t knock once and 
have the door opened.  Don’t give up, Jesus 
teaches. 

 If prayer is to be persistent, it is also 
a way of testing our desires.  To tune our 
hearts, sometimes slowly, so that they are 
tuned toward God.  Are the things we are 
knocking about, searching for, in tune with 
what God wants us to be searching?  Prayers 
for fame and riches may go unanswered!   

To pound repeatedly on the next 
door asking for bread for a hungry person – 
good.  To pound on the door, and ask for 
something trivial, something selfish - well, 
maybe not in tune. 

And Jesus then thinks of us as a 
rather poor parent, but even we won't give a 
child a scorpion if they ask for an egg, or a 
snake when asked for a fish.  And if we 
know how to give good gifts to our children, 
how much more will the heavenly parent 
give the Holy Spirit to those who ask of 
God? 

This gospel passage was preached at 
my ordination service back in 1997.  And 
the translation that the preacher used for the 
text has stuck with me.  Ask - and keep on 
asking.  Search and keep on searching, 

Knock and keep on knocking - and the door 
will be opened to you.   

It was a nearly instantaneous 
reminder that ministry, like prayer, takes 
patience and persistence.  So I have kept 
those words in front of me, both to guide my 
prayers and my ministry.  To ask and keep 
on asking.  To search and keep on 
searching.  To knock and keep on knocking.  
And what I have found in ministry, is that 
people step up with amazing generosity 
when asked.  And sometimes before a 
request has even been formulated.  And I 
have learned first-hand that some of the best 
volunteers for roles come not on the first or 
even second phone calls but when we don't 
give up but keep on asking, keep on 
searching, keep on knocking. 

This church, this community of faith, 
can be pretty powerful.  We can provide the 
answers to some of the prayers that are 
asked within these walls.  I was touched to 
see one of our members, a teacher who 
serves in school that serves many very low-
income families, post something on 
Facebook that talked about the importance 
of reading and books for students, and 
asked if friends would be willing to sponsor 
a Scholastic book each month for each 
student in her class.  And by the time I saw 
her post, 25 friends - many connected to this 
church - had already pledged support to 
make that possible. 

I think of people who offer rides and 
a listening ear and bring meals.  And for the 
harder ones - the prayers that seem to go 
without answers – the concern, the care, the 
sitting and holding hands. 

 


