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Genesis 18:20-32; Colossians 2:12-14; Luke 11:1-13; Psalm 138, O God, on the day I called for help, You answered me. 


Does the first reading sound familiar to anyone? Does anyone remember Secret Agent 86, Maxwell Smart, who bargained his way out of all those times he was captured and about to be killed by his mortal enemy, KAOS? “You can’t get away with this. There are a hundred cops with Doberman pinschers surrounding this building.” … “Would you believe ten security guards and a bloodhound?” … “Would you believe one boy scout with a rabid racoon?” Maxwell Smart never doubted the power of bargaining with the one who held all the cards. And neither did Abraham in today’s reading from Genesis. 
And so in our first reading, we learn something important about God and about prayer – God is open to horse-trading. Therefore, our ever-evolving God is open to change. 

In the story, God appears as the Almighty who comes down to earth holding an Executive Order for the total annihilation of Sodom and Gomorrah. Good people, bad people, it doesn’t matter – God is ready to destroy them all. But Abraham senses that this is a horse-trading God who’s made a covenant with Abraham, a deal if you will, so maybe there’s some bargaining room with him. And like Agent 86, Abraham dares to start.  “Would you believe 50 innocent people … would you believe 45 …” And so on down to “Would you believe 10?” Finally, God says Yes, the goodness of the few outweighs the evil of the many and I will spare the cities for the sake of ten innocent people.


Now this is a pretty primitive story in an ancient text about a potentially vengeful God and it reflects the punitive culture of the nomadic tribes living in Abraham’s time. But the lesson for us today from the story of Sodom and Gomorrah is that God is neither distant from us nor immune to the details of our lives. God sits and listens to what Abraham has to say and allows himself to come around from vengeance to mercy. We, too,  have our light and our shadow sides, our “Sodoms and Gomorrahs.”  But God recognizes that as an inherent part of our humanity, and can say to each of us today, as God in the words of the prophet Isaiah, “Though your sins be as scarlet, I will make them white as snow.”  God’s a big fan of mercy and forgiveness! 

For the record, it turns out that there weren’t even ten good people to be found, and God destroyed both cities. But there’s plenty of goodness in each of us. 
And no matter our light or our shadow, God will always want to hear from us, find the good in each of us, and love us out of our darkness.  As Paul or Timothy or someone else writing to the Colossians reminds us in our second reading, God continually gives us new life in the Body of Christ, in the assembly gathered here this afternoon. We’re never stuck alone in our Sodom or Gomorrah.

OK, so now we know we can pray to a God who is open to change. We know we can pray to a God who will never leave us as we are. We know we can pray to a God who will always invite us toward more and more life and be-ing in God’s Spirit. And now the question is How, then, do we pray? And that takes us to today’s Gospel.


Answering our question, Jesus shares the prayer we all know as the Our Father. The prayer is much the same in Matthew’s and Luke’s Gospels. But in Luke’s Gospel it’s followed by a strange story. A neighbor comes to your house in the middle of the night and asks you to loan him some bread. It’s quite the inconvenience, and you are within your rights to say No. After all, your neighbor’s not asking for a ride to the hospital because his child is sick and his car won’t start. It’s just some loaves of bread that he forgot to buy. It’s 3:00 in the morning, and you don’t want to risk waking a baby it’s just taken you hours to put to sleep. Of course, you could be kind if you chose to; but you’re within your rights to stay in bed and draw a boundary on this one. 


Jesus continues the story. Your whining neighbor is such a pain in the neck, he just won’t take No for an answer. You finally get up and open your door just to shut him up and you give him the bread he’s asked for. And that, says Jesus, is how you should pray. Say what???


When you pray, says Jesus, be like that persistent, annoying neighbor. First of all, ask. Then, look. Then knock. Then do it all over again. Ask, seek, knock, bug the heck out of God until something happens. 


Only what happens? Not necessarily what we might think. To continue using the analogy of Abba as Father God, we can ask, seek and knock all we like, but we’re never going to get a snake or a scorpion. What we might get, though, is a change in ourselves … a change in our relationship with God … understanding that in the evolutionary timeline of creation, what we want might not be best for us. In other words, we ask, we seek, we knock. And in that process, we are changed, so that we can truly say and mean with all our hearts, Abba God, hallowed be your Name. May your reign come. All our asking, seeking, knocking will always produce God’s life in us, the Holy Spirit for all those who ask, the reign of God.
Not everyone will remember this. But back in 1955, Mary Martin brought Peter Pan to TV, and the play was a little different from the Disney movie that would be made later. In the play, Tinkerbell is dying because she drank some poison intended for Peter Pan, and she’s sacrificing her life for his. As Tinkerbell’s fairy light fades and she nears death, Peter is struck with remorse and turns to the audience. He asks all the children who believe in fairies to clap their hands. The children clap and clap and clap, and the clapping of the children who believe in magic brings Tinkerbell back to life.

 Ask, seek, knock … clap, clap, clap – where there is faith and hope and trust, God’s gifts of love and life are there, just waiting for us to allow them to enter our hearts. Give us this day our daily bread. May we receive in gratitude all that we’re given by our heavenly Abba, and may we be changed in the asking. AMEN.
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