
Prayer Lessons (Luke 11:1-13)   David Kaiser-Cross   
 
As a baby I was adopted by a couple from Chicago who were independent minded Catholics. 
They raised five of us adopted children as Catholic, but even to this day I couldn’t exactly tell 
you what they believed about God. I guess they wanted us to believe  in something, but they 
left it to the church to do the indoctrination.  
 
Aside from the standard mealtime prayer, I never witnessed any sort of devotional practice at 
home; no theological conversation; no, shall we say, edifying use of the Lord’s name. We all 
thought the main job that God was supposed to do was to build dams. 
  
It was hard to understand for us kids why there should be a dam around the refrigerator, dams 
around the lawnmower, dams around the radiator in the car. God and beavers. That’s what we 
thought.  
 
Back in those days we had the Catholic neighborhoods and the Protestant neighborhoods, and 
the Protestants were “those people”; those that shall not be named. But there was a Jewish 
family who lived down the block. We didn’t know much about Jewish people, but we didn’t give 
it much thought because they were nice. 
  
I think that kids learn a lot about God from what their parents and grandparents do and don’t 
do. I know that the kids who went to the Protestant churches for Sunday school got Bible 
stories and memory verses and such. We Catholic kids got doctrinal things to memorize that 
they called the catechism. But that wasn’t really learning about God, and whether God had 
anything real to do with real life. If we kids were going to learn anything relevant about God, it 
would be from watching and listening at home.  
 
Of course, the main thing we all wanted to know about God was whether God was mad at us. 
And the second thing was just how mad God was. Was God venially mad, or was God mortally 
mad. It makes a difference you know. Time and temperature really are theological concepts. 
And if anyone had ever told us that God was happy that we were around, we would have 
looked at them like they were cuckoo.  
 
We also wanted to know about Jesus; well, at least the Jesus on the crucifix. Why was he there, 
and what had he done to deserve that.  And we wanted to know about the Holy Ghost, and 
whether Halloween had anything to do with all of this. But we never got any answers, because 
no one talked about these things. And no one told the truth, either to each other, or to the 
priest in the confessional, or to themselves; because what would God do to us if we told the 
truth? Well, somehow I arrived at a point where I decided to trust God with a truthful prayer.  
 
Think about the first time, if you can, the first time that something in your soul woke up and 
moved you to reach out to God on your own, even though you couldn’t define God; even if 
someone asked. It might have been a moment of inspiration, or a time of tragedy, or an even of 



ecstasy. It would have been a time when something happened, just between you and God, that 
went far beyond what someone told you to believe.  
 
For me it was a time when my favorite grandmother had been hit by a car crossing the street in 
Chicago. I was just a teenager, two thousand miles away, with no resources. They said she was 
in the hospital with lots of broken bones and internal injuries, barely alive. On her previous 
visits to see us in California, it was not just that she had been nice to us kids, but somehow she 
had seen a real person inside of this snotty, rambunctious kid, and we had made a connection. I 
don’t know if I loved her, in those terms, but I deeply cared that she was hurt.  
So for the first time in my 16 years of life, I closed the door to my room, sat on the edge of the 
bed, and I said, God, if you are there, please help my grandma. That’s all I said, because 
somehow I knew I had been heard. Years later I was able to reminisce with her about that event 
when I visited her at her little apartment on the south side of Chicago. 
 
According to the scripture passage that Deb read for us this morning, the gospel of Luke tells us 
a story of how the disciples asked Jesus to teach them to pray like John the Baptist taught his 
disciples to pray. Why did they do that? The disciples were good Jewish folks. They already 
knew how to pray. Jewish daily life is infused with prayer; prayers for ever imaginable 
circumstance.  So what was the real question? So why did they want to pray like John’s disciples 
prayed? 
  
It would be like the Catholic kid saying, Teach me to pray the way those Baptists pray. Or the 
Methodist kid saying, Teach me to pray the way those Orthodox kids pray. The only reason to 
do that, I think, is because somehow we think our prayers aren’t good enough; or maybe we’re 
not as good as so-and-so down the block.  Our prayers aren’t getting answered, as far as we can 
tell, so maybe we need some prayer lessons. 
 
The disciples wanted prayer lessons, and so Luke says Jesus gave them seven short phrases to 
get them going. Matthew’s gospel records the same prayer, only in a longer version as part of 
the Sermon on the Mount. We all know the Lord’s Prayer. But often it is what the gospel 
accounts don’t say that are as intriguing as what’s written. Because after Jesus gives them that 
short prayer, I can imagine the disciples staring at him, their mouths open, until maybe Peter 
blurts out, That’s it? That’s all? 
 
Thus arises the occasion for a conversation with Jesus about God. Because God is the real issue: 
for some reason the disciples don’t believe that God cares about their prayers. And Jesus must 
teach them about God and show them what God cares about. 
  
Jesus begins by telling them a story about someone’s friend getting unexpected company, and 
needs to borrow bread. His neighbor can’t be bothered with the request because it’s late, he’s 
in bed, the kids are asleep, and it’s obvious that someone hasn’t planned ahead very well. At 
the same time, this neighbor is bothered, so he gets out of bed and helps, because he senses a 
compassion and a need that is more compelling than his friend’s lack of planning. So the bread 
is given. 



  
The lesson is clear. God is not impressed when we beg due to our lack of responsibility. But God 
does not ignore true compassion. So on one hand, God can’t be bothered. On the other hand, 
God can be bothered. So, when your heart is moved by someone in need or who is suffering, 
and you need help, go ahead and bother God, even if you think God is sleeping. It’s ok. 
 
Next, Jesus offers them these words that are so familiar: Ask and it shall be given, seek and you 
will find, knock and the door will be opened. Ah-ha, we think! If we just try hard and long 
enough, God will give us what we want. But that’s not what it says. It doesn’t say what you will 
be given, or what you will find, or what is behind door number 3. The lesson is to ask, seek, and 
knock; and to be open to whatever God provides, no matter what we thought was best.  
 
But wait a minute. Someone might be thinking, What if we ask, seek, and knock, and God gives 
us something we think we just can’t handle? That’s a good question, but doesn’t it reveal what 
we think about God and the way God works? 
 
So Jesus asks them to think about their own father. What has been their own experience? 
When they asked for a fish did they get a snake; if they asked for an egg, did they get a 
scorpion? When they asked for affection, did they get a beating? When they asked for 
attention, did they receive rejection? When they asked for understanding, did they receive 
scorn or humiliation or sarcasm?  
 
I don’t know about back then, but if it were today and Jesus asked us those questions my guess 
is that the answer would be yes, sometimes we did. Some of us asked for a fish, and we got a 
snake.  
 
Jesus is not naïve. Jesus acknowledges the evil side of humanity; the frailties of human 
parenting;  the parts of us that can’t be bothered; the side that finds it annoying and 
inconvenient to help others; the side that finds it easier to give stuff to our kids or parents or 
spouses to make up for our lack of love. We like to think we give good gifts.  
 
But that’s not God, says Jesus. God doesn’t buy our affection with stuff. God buys our affection 
with showing us the truth about ourselves, allowing us to suffer and to change, all the while 
showering us with love and forgiveness until we are free.  
 
That’s why Jesus ends by saying how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to 
those who ask him. That is the singular request, if it comes from deep within the soul, that will 
always receive an affirmative answer, because when we are ready and willing to let the Holy 
Spirit take the driver’s seat, to surrender control, and to be truthful about ourselves with God, 
then things will start to happen.  
 
As I began the message today I began by poking fun at my dad’s swearing and the absurdities of 
being a kid and trying to figure out God and religion. I said that I didn’t know what my parents 



believed about God, and I never observed any devotional practices at home. But I also 
mentioned that kids learn a lot about God from what their elders do and don’t do. 
 
I am no longer a kid, but I can look back and see the character of God in my parents, who like 
God adopted me, who like God loved me and disciplined me. I watched my dad who was a 
doctor care for the sick, and my mother who worked in the school challenge racial boundaries 
and the ignorance that was so prevalent.  
 
I remember those things, because those are things that God cares about; and I remember how 
God gave me other elders to teach me about prayer and about Jesus and about the Bible. When 
I was a kid I wanted to know if God was mad at us.  
 
I hope you heard the prayer lessons that Jesus gave us today: God is not mad at us. God will get 
up and answer the door. God will provide that which is needed. God is ever ready to provide 
the Holy Spirit to those who ask.  
 
And the final lesson is this for us parents and grandparents: It may feel uncomfortable at first if 
we’ve never done it; but we need never be afraid to pray with our children or grandchildren. 
That is one gift that will last for a lifetime. And they will know what God cares about if they see 
us care for people who God cares about. And that will be a good prayer lesson.  
 
 


