
Text: Luke 11:1-3 
Title: Lavish Generosity of Presence – A Response to our Yearning 
Rev. Sharon Smith 
 
We come today to a question.  
A question that is posed to Jesus by his curious friends.  
A question we are asking as a community?  
 
It is a question about the words used in prayer.  
 
This prayer is written twice in our gospels.  
Once in the gospel according to Matthew in the midst of Jesus’ sermon’s to crowds of people 
(followers and guests) as they sat on the hilly terrain of Northern Israel – now called the Mount 
of Beatitudes.  
 
The second instance of Jesus offering words for prayer is here in the gospel according to Luke. 
This time, it is a more intimate occasion.  
 
The question comes from his friends after observing Jesus’ rhythm of life. The disciples of Jesus 
had witnessed Jesus’ wisdom, his dedication and determination. He had taught them about 
kindness, mercy, forgiveness and justice. He had sent them out to bring peace into the towns 
two by two. And they had experienced the mystery of God’s presence with them.  
 
And so, as Jesus returns from the place where he goes to pray, they are yearning for what he 
has. Jesus was close to them, as a friend, and as a family member. They really got to see what 
made him tick. 
 
And what they saw they liked and wanted to imitate.  
 
People around us observe our patterns of life:  
the times we love well, what we do when we don’t love well, how we pick ourselves up after a 
failed attempt, what we do when others have hurt us… 
 
And, so the disciples ask – Teach us to pray.  
 
 
This questioning is alive for us as followers of Christ. 
 
It is also a question piquing the interest of North Americans.  
 
An example of this is a recent call for submissions for research projects to the John Templeton 
Foundation. A founded by Sir John Templeton, a British American philanthropist interested in 
understanding the benefits of religion, spirituality and values for human health and societal 
flourishing.  



The latest call for submissions is making $2.2 Million US dollars available for questions about  
the Spiritual Yearning, existential concerns and search for meaning of spiritual curious but non-
religious individuals and communities.  
 
Questions like:  

- What do the spiritually yearning nonreligious describe as the object of their yearning?  
- How is spiritual yearning shaped by one’s past religious identity, practice, beliefs, and 

commitments?  
- What is the role of community in meaning-making and spirituality among the 

nonreligious?  
 
 
So the question: Lord, teach us to pray? Is not only our question. 
 
Teach us to ask, teach us to cry out, teach us to commune with… 
Teach us what to do with our spiritual yearning or longing… 
 
 
And Jesus, inhabiting the middle eastern world of the first century, gives these first disciples 
some words, or some handles to pray.  
 
This prayer has been and is used by every generation of Christians.  
Often a prayer learned by heart. 
 

• This prayer has been a teaching tool -  for us to learn a basis of the language for our 
conversation with God. We learn of God’s otherness – Holy, beyond, mystery – and we 
learn that we need to ask and that God is our source. 
 

• This prayer also takes us to the end of ourselves – into emptiness – where the words 
can seem empty and dead. When we ask for our needs (our bread), when we ask to 
forgive and our hearts are still aching with pain or hardened from resentment.  
 
It is then that prayer becomes a Paschal (or Easter) mystery – the mystery of dying and 
of rising again. Thomas Merton likens prayer to the journey of Holy Week. A week filled 
with betrayal, rejection, loneliness, pain, trauma and death. And then of resurrection.  
 
For when we have been praying, pleading to God for something and it is not coming to 
pass. This death is perhaps the beginning of prayer.  
Death to our control, death to our ideas of what might work, death to our blame of 
others. And the resurrection of acceptance. That we are accepted.  

 
 
 



• Jesus’ prayer is also an invitation to prayer that is more than these words.  
 
I have recently finished listening to an audio book that accompanied me on my travels to South 
Africa, by poet and author, Christian Wimen. 
He writes about his transforming faith through his experience of a bone marrow transplant.  
The book is called - My Bright Abyss: Meditation of a Modern Believer. 
 
And in it he writes:  
“Silence is the language of faith. Action--be it church or charity, politics or poetry--is the 
translation.” 
 
What if then… 

- When we pray for Daily Bread – we are being nudged to offer food, money and clothing 
to others. 

- Just as when we pray for Forgiveness – we are reminded that we too need to offer grace 
to those who have disappointed and hurt us. 

 
These past 3 years at St. Catherine’s have been hard years.  
Years of separation, of saying goodbye to people we love, of staff changes.  
 
Grief, pain and resentments, if not tended to will consume us individually and as a community. 
We might think we are tending to these wounds by replaying them in our minds or by talking 
with others who are not directly involved.  
 
The process of forgiveness requires from us the courage to face those we have hurt and who 
have hurt us directly.  
And if that person has died, we might write a letter, and talk to those nearest to you – this 
might be the best we can do for now. 
 
Friends, our actions are the translations of our faith. The invitation of our prayers. 
 
 
As I conclude, I want to draw your attention to the parable that follows Jesus’ words on prayer. 
 
A parable that has often been used to motivate the prayer practices of Christians.  
Work harder, rise earlier, pray more! Keep knocking, persist! 
 
But through the eyes of the writings of Kenneth Bailey, a Presbyterian Minister and scholar of 
Middle Eastern cultures, I have seen this text differently.  

 

 



Again, this parable begins with a question, this time a rhetorical question:  

“Which of you has a friend, and shall go to him at midnight and say, ‘Friend, lend me three 
loaves of bread, for a friend of mine on a journey has come to me, and I have nothing to set 
before him’, and the one inside the house answers, ‘Do not bother me; the door is already 
locked, and my children and I are in bed; I cannot get up and give you anything’?”  

Jesus is asking his friends to imagine this situation.  

Which of you can imagine Mr. A receiving a traveling guest at midnight? Can you imagine Mr. A 
going to Mr. B and asking him to help feed his friend? Which of you can imagine Mr. B saying 
“Go away! My family and I are already in bed, I cannot get up and help you?” Can you imagine 
that? Which of you can imagine that?  

Culturally, the expected answer is: None of us!! None of us can imagine that. You would never 
turn away someone asking for food.  

Middle Eastern cultures provide food lavishly, always more than a person can eat, always more. 
To run out of food will bring shame on the household (Mr A’s household). 

And to turn a neighbour away without assistance would also bring shame on the household (Mr 
B’s household).  

It would shame their very name. Word would spread the next day to everyone in the village.  

So ‘No’ – the friends of Jesus could not imagine this. 

And Jesus could not imagine, God, his Abba, not giving to those who ask. 
It’s NOT only about physical bread – physical needs. Though this is our profound desire. 
 
More than this, more than this, we are promised God’s Presence.  
God’s abiding presence through it all. The Spirit. Our Comforter, our Guide. 
 
 
In prayer we come with words. 
In prayer we come with hurts. 
In prayer we come with needs. 
 
And then we are silenced. 
 
And in the stillness – is the presence we long for. 
Amen. 


