Ask and it will be given, Seek and you will find, Knock and the door will be opened for you.
  Really?  I am guessing that there are many of us who have not always had that experience with prayer.  We ask, but do not receive, we seek for answers to why we or a loved one is sick, why we have lost our jobs, why things are so difficult and do not get any answers.  We knock hard and persistently, yet the door remains closed.

Why is it we do not always receive what we ask for in prayer?  This is an age old question and one that does not have an answer.  Last week Pastor Torgerson talked about how we want answers, but sometimes the answer is “we don’t know.”  This is another one of those cases – we do not know why some prayers are answered with a resounding “YES” and others go unanswered or answered in a way we did not expect and do not like.   

When our prayers go unanswered, we may believe that it is because of us – something we have done or something we are doing wrong.  If we only had more faith.  If only we had used the right words.  If only we prayed better.  It seems like there must be some formula that is needed for our prayers to be effective and get answered. 

However, these things should not stop us from praying.  We need to continue to ask, seek and knock.  Wendell Frerichs, a retired professor from Luther Seminary, writes this prayer in his book, More Real Prayers:

“Lord, you have told us to be persistent in our prayers, not to give up when an answer didn’t come.  And so we come knocking on your door again today with those things still on our minds for which we have prayed so often.  Do we lack faith?  Is that why our prayers are still unanswered?  Are we asking for a miracle you are unwilling to grant?  Is it that we ask for what would harm us?  We hope not, so we ask again:  grant us the fondest wishes of our heart.”  

So we continue to pray.  We pray without having all the answers to the why, because that is not what prayer is about – knowing the answers.  Prayer is about so much more.

Prayer is first and foremost about our relationship with God and our dependence on him. Prayer was a central component in Jesus’ life for these very reasons.  Amazing things happened when he prayed – he was praying at his baptism when the Spirit came down, he was praying at the top of the mountain when his face changed and his clothing became dazzling white.  He would go to deserted places to pray, he spent entire nights in prayer, he prayed with his disciples and he prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane.  Jesus’ disciples saw the relationship he had with God through prayer and asked him to teach them to pray as well.  He teaches them what we call the Lord’s prayer.  

In Luke’s gospel the prayer begins with the simple word Father.  Right away when we pray, we establish the relationship.  It is about God as Father.  A loving father who we can go to with our deepest needs, fears, and wants. When we pray, we acknowledge that we are utterly dependent on God for everything – for our every need, just as a child is dependent upon their parent for their needs.  

This is especially evident when we pray the Lord’s prayer, we not only pray to God as father, we as him for our most basic need - to “give us this day our daily bread.”  Bread.  What is more basic than bread?  Martin Luther in his Small Catechism states that when we pray this we are asking God to cause us to recognize what our daily bread or need is and to receive it with thanksgiving.”  

What do you need – what is your daily bread?   Think about it for a moment, what do you really need this day?  Will you recognize it when you receive it?  What do you need – is it a better relationship with your spouse?  Is it food for your family?  Is it freedom from pain?  Is it forgiveness?  What do you need?

Take these needs and ask God knowing he will listen. 

Using the example of earthly parents, Jesus reminds us that we would not give our children a snake when they want a fish.  If we 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. “  

Notice Jesus doesn’t say God will give us everything, but that God will give the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit who reminds us of the ongoing presence of God – and prayer is one way for us to know that God is there with us – and sometimes that is all we need. 

Paul tells us in Romans 8 tells us “the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.” Think about that for a moment.  Sighs too deep for words.  Have you ever sighed or heard someone sigh and you know exactly how they are feeling.  Words cannot express it, but a sigh can.  The Spirit does this for us.

The Spirit at work in us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than we can ask or imagine.  We may pray for a miracle, what the Spirit gives us is the ability to survive the experience – something we may not ever have thought was possible. 

Does this mean we limit our requests to God?  No way.  We set the expectations high.  We have a big God.  We trust in his goodness and mercy.  We come to him as a loving father and ask boldly for what we need.

For God wants us to pray.  He invites us to pray and grow into a deeper relationship with him.  Throughout the Bible, God’s people are in prayer and conversation with him.  Beginning in Genesis and continuing all the way to Revelation prayers are an integral part of one’s relationship with God.  

The book of Psalms filled with beautiful hymns has been called the prayer book of the Bible.  These psalms include every human emotion from guilt and shame, to frustration, to praise and trust.  Listen to psalm 13 “How long, O Lord?  Will you forget me forever?  How long will you hide your face from me?  How long must I bear pain in my soul and have sorrow in my heart all day long?  How long shall my enemy be exalted over me?  Consider and answer me, O Lord my God!  But I trusted in your steadfast love and my heart shall rejoice in you salvation.  I will sing to the Lord, because he has dealt bountifully with me.”

Words of frustration, anger, praise and trust.  All have a place in our prayers as well.  I believe that God would rather have us come to him with our true feelings, than to shut him out of our lives.  There was a time when I was extremely angry with God for prayers that went unanswered.  I went through the gamut of thoughts – from I must have done something really bad and am being punished, to God must not be listening and if he was he did not care.   Finally I realized through a sermon of all places that I could be open with God – so I let him have it.  I did not mince words.  The more I spoke, the more open and honest were my words.  I remember thinking that I shouldn’t talk to God like this, but I just couldn’t stop – there was so much bottled up.  When I was finished I felt this peace.  A peace that I cannot explain, but like I hadn’t felt before.  I felt God’s presence and his forgiveness, his mercy and his love. It was then that I first knew the true power of prayer.  

Since that time I have seen prayer warriors who pray with confidence and love for people they haven’t met.  I have seen people be changed through their own prayers and the prayers of others.  I know without a doubt that prayer is something God wants us to do and invites us to do.  I also believe that God listens to each prayer, even though it may not be answered as we hope.  When Jesus was praying in the garden of Gethsemane  he prayed “Take this cup from me.”  But it didn’t happen.   But what did happen in Luke’s gospel, “Then an angel from heaven appeared to him and gave him strength.”  

Jesus was given what he needed - strength.   We too may be surprised at what we will receive.  

Prayer does work – it brings us into a closer relationship to God.  It changes us – and maybe that is why we are to keep asking, seeking, and knocking – as we do, we are changed somehow, we move to acceptance of what is, we are filled with hope of what will be – if not now, in the future, and we are in the presence of the One who loves us and is with us, and will never leave us.

Amen
