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Never Give Up
Luke 18:1-8
Barbara Brown Taylor is one of my favorite preachers and writers.  She lives in Georgia with her husband.  She does not have any children of her own, but by marriage she has a granddaughter named Madeline, with whom she has a very special rapport and closeness.  In her book, Home By Another Way, she writes about Madeline’s 7th birthday.
When she came to celebrate her birthday last summer, there were just four of us at the table: Madeline, her mother, her grandfather, and I.  She watched the candles on her cake burn down while we sang her the birthday song and then she leaned over to blow them out without making a wish.

“Aren’t you going to make a wish?” her mother asked.

“You have to make a wish,” her grandfather said.  Madeline looked as if someone had just run over her cat.

“I don’t know why I keep doing this,” she said to no one in particular.”

“Doing what?” I asked.

“This wishing thing,” she said, looking at the empty chair at the table.  “Last year I wished my best friend wouldn’t move away but she did.  This year I want to wish that my mommy and daddy will get back together…”

“That’s not going to happen,” her mother said, “so don’t waste your wish on that.”

“I know it’s not going to happen,” Madeline said, “so why do I keep doing this?”

Since the issue was wishing, not praying, I left her alone that afternoon, but I know that sooner or later Madeline and I are going to have to talk about prayer.  I do not want that child to lose heart.  I want her to believe in a God who loves her and listens to her, but in that case I will need some explanation for why it does not always seem that way.

You can almost feel Barbara’s special love and concern for her very discouraged granddaughter:  I do not want that child to lose heart.    

“How much more does your Father in heaven love you?” Jesus teaches in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 7:7-11).  Jesus too is very concerned about his disciples losing heart.  He too wants them to believe in a God who loves them and listens to them, even when it does not always seem that way.

Luke 18:1-8
Jesus’ disciples are having a hard time praying and Luke knows it.  Why?  For the same reason, you might say, that Madeline was having a hard time making a wish.  

I call it “the three D’s:” discouragement, doubt and despair.  What you ask for doesn’t happen.  In fact, things get worse, much worse.  But you still hold out hope; you still keep asking.  After a while, though, you begin to doubt.  You begin to doubt the power of God’s goodness in this world, and you begin to doubt the effectiveness of appealing to it.  “Why do I keep doing this?”

Luke is writing several generations after Jesus taught his disciples to pray The Lord’s Prayer, several generations after he was put to death by his own religious leaders and the powers of Rome, several generations after he rose victorious from the dead.  It was several generations after he taught his disciples that hard times would come, times when they would long to see his coming but they would not see it (Lk. 17:22).

Now it was happening.  Hard times were upon them.  They kept praying, “Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done.”  They kept looking for Jesus to show Rome who really was Lord.  But instead, they were arrested and thrown in jail.  They kept looking for God’s justice and vindication, but instead, the powers of Rome burned down the temple in Jerusalem, the ultimate humiliation.  They kept looking for God’s power to make things right, but instead, the powers of Rome threw Christians to the lions for sport.  No matter how much they prayed, God wasn’t stopping injustice; things weren’t getting better, but worse.  “Why am I doing this?”

Discouragement, doubt, and despair – we all know these three D’s.

So Jesus told a parable about the need to pray always and not lose heart.  Unlike many of Jesus’ parables, this one is not hard to understand because Jesus spells it out, loud and clear.  He’s concerned.  He’s concerned about his disciples losing heart, and more than anything he wants them to believe in a God who loves them and listens to them, even when it does not always seem that way.

So he tells a story about a hard-hearted judge who doesn’t care about the people or God or justice for that matter, even though that was his job.  He is like so many in power who are only influenced by a bribe, and you have to pay it because that’s the only way you can get anything done.

There is also a widow in the story who is being ripped off.  When Jesus mentioned the widow, all of his listeners would have automatically thought, “hopeless case; she doesn’t have a prayer!”  Why?  Because widows were the vulnerable ones and the most victimized in that culture.  A widow was 100% dependent upon the men in her family to care for her needs, and if those men decided not to do that, to take her inheritance and do something else with it, she really didn’t have any power to fight it.  

This widow takes her case to court anyway seeking justice.  But she has no bribe to pay and nobody to stand up for her.  Plus she has the worst judge in the world.  Did that stop her?  No!  She keeps insisting that he help her.  She keeps putting her case in front of his face night and day until she literally wears him out and he finally gives her what she asks just to get her off his back.

So, is that the trick in prayer?  We just need to be relentless, on our knees night and day, pleading before God’s throne, and eventually God will see how passionate and committed we are and will give us what we ask?  No.  Jesus told us last week in the Sermon on the Mount that we will not be heard for our many words (Mt. 6:7).  

The point of the parable that Jesus spells out so plainly is how much greater God is than this wicked judge!  So, if this hopeless widow in such a hopeless situation would persevere with such a hopeless dispenser of justice, how much more should we persevere with God!

Jesus makes his point with three questions.  The first two are rhetorical but he answers them anyway:  “Will not God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day and night?  (Yes!)  Will he delay long in helping them?  (No!)  I tell you, he will quickly grant justice to them.”  

Then he closes with one more question, which can only be answered by us:  “And yet, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”  Long pause.  

When the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?  What do you think?  If he does, it will be because we believe Jesus’ answer to those first two questions about the character of God.  

Barbara Brown Taylor had it right.  I do not want this child to lose heart.  I want her to believe in a God who loves her and listens to her… even when it does not always seem that way.  In order to not lose heart we have to trust in the character of God.  What gets us through the three D’s – discouragement, doubt and despair – are what I call the three P’s of God’s Word:  promise, parousia, and persistence.  

Promise
“Will not God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day and night?” Jesus asked.  This is covenant language, “God’s chosen ones.”  God chose a special people out of all the people of the earth and vowed to love them and lead them and bless them, based on God’s goodness alone.  

So, throughout the Old Testament, when there is absolutely no reason to have hope, God’s chosen ones still look expectantly to God’s promise of covenant love/faithfulness (hesed).  

For instance, in the middle of their lament over a devastated Jerusalem, they sing (Lam. 3:22-24):

The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases; his mercies never come to an end.  They are new every morning.  Great is your faithfulness, O Lord.

In the midst of God’s enemies having the upper hand, the prophet, Habakkuk, sings:

Though the fig tree does not blossom, and no fruit is on the vines; though the produce of the olive fails and the fields yield no food; though the flock is cut off from the fold and there is no herd in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord; I will exult in the God of my salvation.

For there is still a vision that awaits its time; if it seems slow, wait for it; it will surely come it will not delay.

It is the promise of God that has always carried the people through the three D’s and will continue to.  

In John Bunyan’s classic, The Pilgrim’s Progress, Christian and Hopeful are imprisoned in Doubting Castle by the Giant Despair.  Do you remember what gets them out of Doubting Castle?  All of a sudden, it’s when Christian remembers:

I have a key in my bosom, called Promise, that will, I am persuaded, open any lock in Doubting Castle.  Then said Hopeful, That’s good news; good brother, pluck it out of thy bosom, and try.  Then Christian pulled it out of his bosom, and began to try at the dungeon-door, whose bolt, as he turned the key, gave back, and the door flew open with ease, and Christian and Hopeful both came out.

When we are imprisoned by discouragement, doubt, and despair – there is a way out through the three P’s of God’s Word:  promise, parousia, and persistence.  

Parousia
This is the Greek word for that future day when Jesus will return from heaven to earth and will finally establish his justice and judgment.  Jesus has just been teaching on this, and even though a lot of what precedes it is very scary, it is a good news ending to the story that keeps us looking forward in hope.  

In seminary we were taught to think about Jesus’ coming as the “already/not yet.”  Seminary professor, Wesley Allen, explains this well.

We Christians live in the already/not yet.  Christ has already been born and lived and died and risen for us.  Christ has already given to us salvation.  We already experience Christ’s constant, loving presence in the Holy Spirit.  But, the world still experiences birth pangs of the Christ event.  We have yet to see peace cover the earth.  We have yet to see an end to sickness and death.  We have yet to live in the fullness of the reign of God.  We have yet to live in the reality of a just world for all of God’s creatures.  Jesus came and Jesus is coming is a great paradox of our faith.  Already/not yet.

It is like driving on a country road in the middle of a dark night.  Over the next hill we can see a car’s headlights beaming.  We are already experiencing the car.  We are switching to our low beams...  But we have yet to meet the car completely.  This is a Christian existence.  Christ’s light shines in our lives already and we are shaped by it.  But there is yet more of Christ to know and love and experience.

Both the already and the not yet help us.  In the midst of discouragement, doubt, and despair, we are able to see the glass as half full, not half empty – because of God’s promised good ending (Christ’s parousia), and because of his persistence.  

Persistence

Don’t be fooled.  The lesson of this parable on prayer is not first of all about you and me and our persistence.  It is not first of all about us never giving up on God.  It’s about God never giving up on us.  Look at who is telling this story: God in the flesh, the one who loved us persistently all the way to the cross and will continue to love us to the end.  God’s promise, God’s parousia, God’s persistence.

“And yet, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”

It is easy to lose heart.  The three D’s drag us down and the Giant Despair convinces us to stop praying.  “Why am I doing this?”  But we do it because prayer keeps us in touch with these three P’s: the promise of God’s covenant love, the parousia of Christ’s final victory, and the persistence of God’s saving grace seen on the face of Jesus Christ.

There once was a ship that was battered by a ferocious storm as it labored along a very rocky coastline.  Huge waves crashed over its side, and the danger in the air was palpable for all on board.  One sailor toiling below the water line couldn’t stand it any longer.  In a panic, he stumbled up the stairs into the control room and stood there frozen in terror.  He watched the captain grapple with the controls as he fought to steer the huge ship through the rocks to open water.  The captain looked over his shoulder at the scared sailor and smiled.  The sailor smiled back and went back down below deck to tell the crew that everything was going to be all right.  When they asked him how he knew, he said, “I have seen the face of the captain, and he smiled at me.”

This is what prayer does.  We see the promise of God’s smile on the face of Jesus Christ, and no matter what’s going on, we do not lose heart.  

Therefore, Jesus said, “Pray always.”
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