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The Possibility Business—Part 1: 
“The Point of Prayer” 

 
How do you pray?  Is there a right way?  A wrong way?   
How do you make sure God hears you?  How do make it more likely God will give you 

what you ask for?  How do you convince God?  Maybe even change God’s mind?  That’s what I 
wanted to know. 
 

As a child, I regularly prayed to God. Over big things and incredibly little things.  In 
Little League, if I was up to bat and had two strikes, I’d pray I’d hit the next pitch.  If the teacher 
surprised us with a pop quiz, I’d say a quick prayer that I’d know the answers.  I’d also pray for 
others… my family, my friends.  So growing up, prayer seemed pretty natural; just something I 
did.   
 

That is, until I reached confirmation.  As some of you may have heard before, going 
through confirmation—that time when youth in the church really study their faith—it just about 
ruined my prayer life.   

I’d always just assumed prayer was conversation with God.  I though anything goes in 
prayer.  I thought prayer is just talking to God… maybe out loud… maybe just in your head. 

But in my confirmation class, the pastor taught us something else.  Something that 
seemed strange and… well… unnatural.  He explained the “right” way to pray entailed following 
a specific order.  He said you begin by addressing God, or naming God.  Next, you should praise 
God for God’s greatness.  Then, after praising God you should thank God for your blessings.  
Once you’ve done all that, he said you should pray for others… and only after praising God, 
thanking God, and then praying for others, should you then pray for yourself. 
 

“Really?” I thought.  “God cares about the order we say things in our prayers?”   
It seemed so strange to me.  But because my pastor taught it, for the next few weeks I 

tried hard to make sure my conversations with God followed that particular order.   
But it made the conversations feel… forced, you know?  Terribly inauthentic.  I wasn’t 

saying what was on my mind or in heart, but trying to say what I thought I was “supposed” to 
say.  A recipe for a bad prayer life if there ever was one. 

Plus, it didn’t take long until I was getting confused on the order the pastor taught.  Was I 
supposed to praise God and then thank God, or thank God and then praise God?   

Eventually… it became too frustrating to pray.  Too inauthentic.  So I stopped.  My 
conversations with God just sort of dried up for… well, years… because I bought into the 
ridiculous notion that God cares about the order of our prayers.  As if there really is a right and a 
wrong way to pray.   
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…… 

Now… I know my pastor meant well in that confirmation class… but it took me a while 
to realize just how messed up that lesson he taught us really was.   

What we see in Scripture time and time and time again is that there is no right or wrong 
way to come to God in prayer.  God simply wants us to pray.  God yearns to be in conversation 
with us.  God wants our prayers.  The happy one.  The sad ones.  The scared ones.  The angry 
ones.  The thankful ones.  The worried ones.  God wants us to pray. 
 

In fact, in our lesson from Luke today, Luke tells us straight up—God wants us to “pray 
always.”  To live our lives based in a conversation with God. 

But the parable Jesus shared… a parable that Luke says is all about prayer … it’s an 
incredibly slippery one.   
 

As we just read, it’s about a widow in desperate need of justice.  We don’t know what 
harm befell her, except that her complaint was right and her need for justice was clear.  But the 
one person who could grant her justice—the judge—didn’t care enough about her, or about God, 
or about others to do anything about it.  He simply didn’t care enough about doing what was 
right.   

But that didn’t stop the widow.  She refused to give up.  She kept coming and coming and 
coming before the judge, badgering and badgering and badgering him.  “Give me justice,” she 
yelled.  She wasn’t afraid of begging… of making a spectacle of herself or the judge.  She 
wanted… she needed people to see the wrong, the pain, the injustice that the judge had been 
ignoring.   

Eventually… her strategy wins out.  Jesus says the judge relented and granted her justice, 
not because he had a change of heart or because he realized it was the right thing to do.  Rather, 
he was embarrassed.  He couldn’t take the pressure… the public shaming anymore.   
 

Jesus then said to his disciples, “Do you see how the unjust responded?  It took a while, 
but eventually he relented.  Don’t you think, who is so much greater than this judge, will tend to 
the cries of those who cry to him day and night?   
 
…… 

As the lesson unfolds, it’s not surprising, that the church and Bible readers throughout 
history have largely seen in this parable a call to be like the widow.  In this interpretation, our job 
is to think of the possibilities… the pursuits of justice we see as necessary… and convince God 
to oblige in bringing them to fruition.  It’s as if our job is to keep on bringing our prayers over 
and over and over to God… hoping that our persistence will eventually prod God into action… 
or somehow change God’s mind and cause God to act according to our prayers.   
 

I think most folks thinks this is the point of prayer.  For a long time, I assumed this was 
the point of prayer:  for us to think of the possibilities and convince God to oblige?  As if it’s up 
to us to change God’s mind. 
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But if this is the way prayer works, then we also have to step back and ask ourselves, “Is 
this why there’s still so much injustice in the world?  Because We haven’t prayed persistently 
enough?” 

 Is this why Syria is still such a mess and so many hundreds of thousands of lives have 
either been lost or turned upside down by violent and selfish forces of the world… 
because they haven’t prayed enough? 

 Is this why the Palestinians amid the Gaza strip continue to live amid what amounts to 
essentially an outdoor prison? 

 Is this why so many women throughout severely patriarchal societies in the Middle East, 
far East, and sub-Sarahan Africa are still denied equal rights to their male brethren?  
God’s mind hasn’t been changed yet? 

 Is this why so many people in our own communities are forced to live under systems that 
clearly and systemically suppress the have-nots in favor of the haves? 

 Is this why our nation is still embroiled in both an opioid and gun violence epidemic?  
God hasn’t heard our prayers yet? 

 Is this why Baltimore’s city school system continues to fail its children? 
 Is this why your loved one is still sick? 
 Is this why your neighbor is still suffering the effects of trauma? 
 Is this why you and your needs and pursuits for justice haven’t been tended to yet?   

 
Because we haven’t prayed persistently enough?   
Is God holding out on us until we change God’s mind?   
Is this how prayer works?  Is this the point of prayer?  

 
…… 

I don’t buy it.  Not anymore.  Not even a little bit.  Because eventually… the theology 
breaks down.  Eventually we have to reconcile the point of prayer with who we know God to be.  
And if who we know God to be is love… and everything Jesus shows and tells us is that, if 
there’s one thing we can rest our hats on it is that God IS love… then this simply can’t be the 
point of prayer.  This can’t be the way prayer works.  Because as Jesus taught us, love needs no 
badgering.  Love needs no convincing.  For love is already working as hard it can for the 
betterment of the other.  Love is already willing to sacrifice on behalf of the other.   
 So no… God does not need us to badger God into action.  God is not waiting for us to be 
convinced.  
 
…… 

If anything, it’s the exact opposite, right?  If we’re being honest, we aren’t at all like the 
widow, but much more like the judge, right?  The one who ignores the cries of others.  The one 
who has to be hit over the head, metaphorically speaking, before he sees what he’s being called 
and expect to do.   

 
So rather than the we being the widow of Jesus’ parable, let me offer you another 

possibility.   
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What if this parable is about exactly what Luke says it’s about… prayer and the 
possibilities prayer opens amid the pursuit of justice… except… we’ve been reading this parable 
backwards?  Entirely backwards?   

What if God is actually like the widow.  
What if God is the one who comes to us in our prayers… seeking to open our eyes and 

ears to the gifts within us, and the needs around us? 
What if God is the one who refuses to give up… and continually seeking to use our 

communion amid our prayers as the way in which God pleads with us to use our blessings to be 
God’s blessings. 

What if God is the one who keeps on, keeps on, keeps on seeking us out…inviting us to 
see the needs and injustices all around us, and our own God-given ability to do something about 
it. 
 

What if that’s the point of prayer?  To grow closer to God…  by conversing with God… 
by asking questions of God… by asking for God’s help to see how to face the challenges of our 
day—for ourselves and for others?  What if, in this way, prayer is really all about uncovering the 
possibilities God has always intended for us.  Possibilities and promise as we become the 
answers to each other’s prayers. 

 
…… 

Now… please don’t get me wrong.  I absolutely still ask God for specific things in 
prayer.  I don’t know if God will give me everything I ask for… but I ask.  For lots.  For my 
family’s health.  For my children’s security and happiness.  For your health and your well-being.  
And for a whole lot more sometimes.   
 

But I’ve also come to understand that prayer is, more than me getting what I want, the 
primary conversation in which God points to possibilities that can be so hard to see in this world.  
It’s the communion by which God seeks to mold you and me into who God knows we truly are.  
It is the pathway by which God keeps on and keeps on and keep’s on writing God’s love and 
grace and compassion on our hearts… until we see our ability and, indeed, our call to be the 
answers to each other’s prayers.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
   
 


