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I have always loved the way our Jewish ancestors in faith pray.  They seem to have truly understood two of the real hallmarks of their God – who is also ours – and of God’s way of relating to them.  First off, they know that the God of Israel is one.  If, at times, their neighbors regard this as an impoverishment, the Jews know better.  From their viewpoint, there IS only one true God, and being eternal and all-powerful, He more than suffices.  Yet, for mysterious reasons of his own, he has stooped down and chosen THEM as HIS people.  And this “stooping down” is the second major hallmark of Israel’s God and his way of relating.  The mighty and all-powerful Lord of hosts somehow has this unpredictable urge to come and rub elbows with his people, to get up close and personal with his human creatures and to deal with them in space and time.


We see both of these aspects in the story we heard from Genesis this morning/evening.  At the beginning of the reading, the Almighty Lord is fulminating about his faithless children in Sodom and Gomorrah.  The exact nature of their sin hardly matters; because the Bible makes clear that it is BAD.  The denizens of these two ancient cities are carrying on in a way that offends both God and their fellow women and men; and God is clearly thinking about how he might smite or destroy them – or at least, the city of Sodom.  But notice the other side, that uncontrollable divine urge to familiarity: even as he smolders, he voluntarily SHARES his angry thoughts with Abraham.  It is almost as if he wants Abraham to talk him out of acting rashly.


Which Abraham proceeds to try to do, using a time-honored technique of Jewish prayer.  Let’s characterize is as “calling God to his better self.”  You see, if God is one, then God must also be eternal and unchanging.  So Abraham is not above reminding God that God has pretty consistently been a noble, kind, compassionate and JUST God, even when his children have behaved very badly.  “Hey,” Abraham says to God, “what if there are like 50 innocent people mixed in with all the no-good-niks?  Surely you don’t mean to crush them along with the evildoers?  Come on, Lord, you’re better than that – it’s beneath you to lose control that way!”  And amazingly, God listens!  And he grumbles to Abraham: “Okay, okay, you have a point, if there are 50 innocents, I will spare Sodom for their sake.”

The rest of the story unfolds like an animated cartoon.  You can almost see Abraham batting his eyes, trying to put on his best expression of childlike innocence.  Maybe he even uses the sad eyes, like Puss in Boots in the Shrek movies!  “I can’t believe I’m saying this to you, Almighty One, lowly schlemiel that I am.  But…  What if there are only 45 innocents in Sodom?  Are you sure you want to wipe out the city then?”  And on and on Abraham goes, sounding like some bratty wheedling teenager renegotiating his weekend curfew.  “What about 40?  Don’t get mad, God, but what if there are thirty?  How about twenty?  What if there are only 10?”  

We hold our breath and wait for God to lose it, even as we snicker to ourselves over Abraham’s bare-faced audacity.  “He must have a death wish!” we think, shaking our heads.  But amazingly, God does NOT explode.  Rather, each time, God allows Abraham to change God’s mind; the All-Powerful God lets his bold little human creature redirect his divine thinking.

In case you’re wondering, the story, alas, does not end well for Sodom.  Apparently, God CAN’T find even ten just people there; so in the end, he “rains down sulphurous fire from heaven” and destroys the God-forsaken place, and Gomorrah as well.  But when that finally happens, nobody can say that Abraham didn’t give it his best shot.  He took the risk and let the familiarity of his relationship with God override any fear of God’s powerful anger and reprisals.  Abraham pushed God hard, he dared to reason and to bargain with God; AND he got away with it!  Unfortunately, Sodom ended up being too bad to save; but what is key is that Abraham, for all of his sassy audacity, did not get zapped with a lightning bolt!  Evidently, then, God expects and WANTS for us to pray boldly and insistently.

Now Jesus was a Jew himself, of course; so the God he knew and prayed to was the same God that Abraham bargained with.  Not surprisingly, then, in the passage we heard this morning/evening from Luke’s Gospel, Jesus urges us to pray much as Abraham did – boldly, insistently, almost insubordinately.  “Pester God, my Father!” Jesus seems to tell us.  “Behave like a rude late night visitor!  Keep banging on the door long enough and the bleary-eyed homeowner will eventually give in and give you whatever it takes to get rid of you, just so he can get back to bed!”  


Jesus also tells us, “Hey, look, my Father is at least as good as you are!  When your kid asks for a Filet-o-Fish sandwich, you don’t hand her a poisonous snake, do you!  Or when she asks for an egg, you don’t give her a Black Widow spider!  So why would you imagine that the one eternal God – who has pretty consistently forgiven our human betrayals and tempered his justice with mercy – why would you think he would be any meaner to you than you are to your own children?”  

Jesus’ message, then, is that we should take God up on his crazy offer of familiarity and intimacy.  Stooping down to our level and offering us friendship was GOD’S crazy idea, not ours.  So why should we be wimpy pray-ers?!  We are to be bold and insistent!  We can get all up in God’s face – respectfully, of course! – just like Abraham did!  Or for that matter… just like Jesus himself did.  Remember that Jesus also bargained with God, like Abraham, in the garden of Gethsemane: “Father, if it is possible, let this cup of suffering pass from me; yet, not as I will, but as you will."  And familiarity?  Well, when the apostles asked him, at the beginning of today’s Gospel, to teach them to pray as HE prayed, he taught them to call God “Abba” – that is, “DADDY”!

The Good News today, sisters and brothers, challenges us to stop holding God at arm’s length.  The Word of God makes it painfully obvious that faith is not meant to be a cool, rational assent to truths, precepts, laws, and rules.  God, our All-Powerful Creator and Lord, does not want our fear.  He doesn’t ask us to grovel.  Rather, he wants our honesty.  He wants our boldness.  He wants intimacy.  He wants friendship.  He wants us to trust him, and to speak to him passionately from our hearts.


If you want to inch yourself in that direction – especially if this is new for you – you might try to pray the Lord’s Prayer which we heard in the Gospel using one of the “little methods” suggested by St. Ignatius in the Spiritual Exercises.  The method is simple: we are to go through the Lord’s Prayer (or any other familiar rote prayer) one word, one idea at a time, and to linger as long as is profitable, seeking to understand more clearly, appreciate more deeply, and embrace more fully, the meaning of each word or phrase.  


So, for instance, begin with “our.”  Jesus does not say “my Father.”  Apparently, then, we are part of a collectivity, a community.  We are not alone.  The next word is “Father” – or more exactly, “Daddy.”  That must mean that God is as close to us as a loving parent is to a small child.  So does that mean it is okay for us to crawl up into his lap, in our imaginations, and snuggle?  Can we share our excitements and accomplishments with him?  Can we ask him to heal our scrapes and bruises?  Can we be playful with him, wrestling with him on the floor?  


On a different tack…  if he IS “Our Father,” then our community is really a FAMILY.  We are brothers and sisters, and all of us are beloved children of God.  And so it goes, to the end of the prayer; hopefully, you get the idea.  If nothing else, praying this way will stop us from rattling off the Lord’s Prayer without thinking for a while.  And with any luck, it will help us to grow in union of minds and hearts – with God our Father, with Jesus whose prayer we make our own, and with one another.  As the old TV commercial urged: “Try it!  You’ll like it!”


Let me conclude with an ancient Jewish tale about a man who argued with God.  One day in the synagogue when Ben Ezra was pouring out his prayer vigorously, the rabbi grew worried and said to him: “You are a headstrong man, Ben Ezra. Perhaps you argue instead of pray.” Ben Ezra replied: “Listen, rabbi, and I will tell you what I have been saying. To the master of the universe I say this: ‘These are my sins and I confess them.  I argued with my wife, but you know my wife!  I lost patience with my children, but what parent doesn’t?  I cheated a little in the shop, but just a little.  How small my sins are, Master of the universe, but they are mine and I confess them.


‘And now, consider your sins.  Sometimes you dry up the skies and our crops wither in the fields.  You let the rains come before a poor man has his roof repaired.  You do not stop war and young men and women die.  You take away the light from the eyes of a child and he is blind.  You take away our loved ones and we are left alone until we too must die.  These are your sins, Master of the universe, and they are great.  But I will make you a proposal.  You forgive me my little sins and I will forgive you your great ones.’  That was my prayer, rabbi, and I ask you, was it wrong?”  

The rabbi did not answer for a long time.  And then he looked at Ben Ezra and said, “No, it was not wrong.  But why, Ben Ezra, did you drive so small a bargain?  For sins like these you could have asked him to send the Messiah. You could have asked him to redeem the world!”  Now that’s bold praying!  And someone – indeed, many someones – must have dared to pray that way; for our Christian faith holds that God DID send the Messiah and DID redeem the world, in the life, death, and rising of Jesus Christ.  And so we come here to Eucharist, Sunday after Sunday, to remember and give thanks… to make the saving mystery present…  to be transformed by what we eat into the living body of Christ… and to continue the world’s redemption by going forth as Christ’s eyes and hands and heart, still preaching the Good News in words and in deeds.
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