July 11, 2010
When God Doesn’t Seem to Answer

Psalm 22:1-11

Luke 11:9-13

This summer we’re focusing our worship on the work and presence of the Holy Spirit. This month we’re looking at prayer, which is one of the principle ways we have to open ourselves to the Spirit in our lives. Last week Thom began our series by encouraging us to be faithful to the discipline of prayer ~ “Just Do It,” as the old Nike commercial would say. 

But there are obstacles to prayer, and not just the busyness of our lives, though that is not insignificant. Sometimes prayer feels like just one more thing we have to do on top of all the work, the chores, the emails, and everything else that takes up time. It’s easy to let prayer slide – who will notice? 

But there are other obstacles as well. One of them is the sense that our prayers don’t ‘do’ anything, they don’t change anything. Sometimes praying feels like we are just talking to ourselves. Why should we pray if our prayers go unanswered? 
Now I’d like to be able to give you a neat, clean answer on this. I’d like to tell you, “Here’s how prayer works; here’s what you should expect.” But the Bible itself describes prayer in very different ways. 

On the one hand we have the passage from Luke we heard this morning. In this passage it makes it sound like God will answer all our prayers; all we need to do is ask. Do we want healing for our lives, or for someone we love? Just ask; God will give you healing. Are we hungry? Just ask; God will provide food. Do we want an answer to some question that perplexes us, some guidance in confusion? Just ask; the answer will come. 
We hear this passage and it makes us bold to pray. It reminds me of story from the book eat, pray, love, Elizabeth Gilbert’s memoir about her spiritual quest through Italy, India and Indonesia. Towards the beginning of the book she describes the dark place her life had become. She was going through an ugly divorce – nasty, brutal, cruel – and she just wanted it to be over. One day she said to a friend, “I don’t think I can endure another year in court. I wish I could get some divine intervention here. I wish I could write a petition to God, asking for this thing to end.”

“So why don’t you?” her friend asked. 

So she explained how she didn’t “feel comfortable petitioning for specific things from God, because that [felt to her] like a kind of weakness of faith… Instead [she felt] more comfortable praying for the courage to face whatever occurs in [her] life with equanimity, no matter how things turn out.”

[Her friend] listened politely, then asked, “Where’d you get that stupid idea?”

We should be bold in prayer, and let God know exactly what we need. This is not something to be shy or hesitant about. We don’t need to be coy with God. Lay it on the line. Let God know what you need. Be honest about your hurts, your hopes, your dreams, your anger, and the innermost desire of your heart. Ask, search, knock! God’s not some CEO shut up in an office with more important people than you. God’s waiting for you to show up! 
I am not shy about asking for what I want, for myself, for my kids, for our church, for our world. I pray for our government and for places hit by disaster, for the Gulf and for climate change and for anything else that breaks my heart, because I think it breaks God’s heart, too. I learned this from my grandmother, years ago, when my father was in critical care and almost died. She prayed like God owed her one, and who was He to let her down? She was passionate!
We have a prayer chain here at church, and I know many find great comfort in knowing so many people are praying for them. I often put prayer requests on there myself, and not just for church people but for friends outside the church who are going through very difficult times. I want these friends lifted up and held in the light of God. And of course I pray for them as well, and for people in the church I know are struggling in one way or another. I keep a prayer list in the back of my journal ~ I add a name when there is a surgery coming up, or someone dies and people are grieving, or when I know a person is struggling with job loss or trouble in their marriage. Thom and I go to the hospital before a surgery to pray with people, that everything will go well. That kind of prayer is powerful ~ knowing we are holding each other in God’s heart. 
Now, sometimes when we pray for someone, they get better. And sometimes people will say to me when they come out of surgery well or their loved one has recovered, they will say, “Your prayers worked!” But while I am so glad they are well, honestly, I get a little uncomfortable.

If you have lived a life of prayer at all, you know perfectly well that things are not so simple. Because sometimes when we pray for someone, they don’t get better. And sometimes the surgery doesn’t go well, and loved ones don’t recover. And often my prayers are not answered, at least not by an item on my wish-list being checked off. Our prayers are sometimes far more like the Psalm, “My God, why have you forsaken me?”
The reality is that God is not a cosmic vending machine that gives us everything we ask for. I have no uncertainty that prayer has its own kind of power. But I also know that prayer is not magic. 

An Episcopal chaplain at New York Presbyterian Hospital, Raymond Lawrence, once wisely said, ‘If it could be demonstrated that prayer works, our religious institutions would be degraded to a kind of commercial enterprise, like Burger King, where one expects to get what one pays for.”

Last week I picked up a new book called The Will of God by James Howell. At one point he blasts what he calls ‘bogus spirituality’ that says, “If you have just enough faith, if you just pray enough, you will be healed, or all will be well.” Then he says in no uncertain terms, “I cannot think of a bigger lie within all of Christendom – and it’s a lie that is just plain cruel.”

An Evangelical pastor named Bruce Martin wrote an article about his own life life-experience with prayer. Martin suffers from an extremely painful and untreatable disease. Until this illness hit he had been a very successful man ~ thriving church, happy marriage, great kids ~ everything in his life was going well. He had all the marks of a man whose career would be great. But this illness hit, and he was debilitated. He could no longer function as he always had, and it seemed as if his ministry might be over. As one treatment after another failed, he became more and more isolated and depressed. He writes, 
Spiritually, I was exhausted. I prayed. But my prayers for healing went unanswered in the way I had requested. I read the Bible. The words sat on the page, irrelevant to my life. People offered spiritual wisdom and prayer, but their insights did not fit my situation. Their prayers for healing seemed to be ignored. One well-meaning friend prayed fervently, anointed me with oil, and claimed healing. When the healing did not happen, she politely informed me I ought to have more faith. I was angry with her, but I also wondered if she was right. 

Eventually he came to understand his pain, his faith and his prayer very differently than he had before. He says his prayers are raw and honest now. “On my worst days,” he says, “I have been forced to pray, ‘Lord, just help me make it through this day.’ He appreciates the raw passion of the Psalms, like the Psalm we heard this morning, the very Psalm Jesus himself prayed on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” He accepts that God does not heal at his command, and has a renewed sense of hope that is not relief from suffering but the presence of God in this world, even in the midst of pain. And he has found the depth of relationship between those who suffer, those whose quiet strength appears not in victory nor in bragging of ‘success’ but in presence ~ in showing up when there is another person hurting in this world. 
Others still tell him he doesn’t have enough faith ~ otherwise he would be healed. But now he believes that God is asking him to be faithful “by walking through the valley of the shadows.” As Martin says, “I have needed tremendous faith to walk, hour by hour, with the pain.”
 

I believe in the power of prayer. But I don’t believe prayer’s power is to force God to do the miraculous. I don’t believe my prayers can purchase healing like a coin in a vending machine. I believe my prayers and yours place our loved ones and strangers firmly in the hands of God. In prayer we may still ask for a miracle – but we also acknowledge the presence of everyday miracles: this gift of life we so often take for granted; the very ability of our bodies to heal; the mysterious power we have to love and be loved; and the constant presence of a God who loves us, a God who wants good for our world.
We may or may not get a miracle - they are rare in this world, and not to be presumed. But we will likely find a different kind of miracle, the peace that passes understanding, not based in outcomes or results but in the power of love to hold us close. 
John Buchanan, a Presbyterian pastor and wise man, once said this:
There is nowhere we can go that God’s love in Jesus Christ does not go with us. There is no depth to which we can descend that the love of Christ cannot reach us. There is no earthly condition, no sickness, no debilitation, no alienation, no isolation, no loneliness, no self-imposed guilt, no depression that can prevent Jesus Christ from finding us and gathering us in and welcoming us to his kingdom, to our place at his table, to our true home.

That is the real miracle. God’s love … finds us wherever we are.

So keep praying, fervently, passionately, trusting in the power of prayer, which is not something ‘magical,’ but based in a power far greater: the very love of God, holding us close. 
Thanks be to him. 
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