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Proper 24  Year C 

October 20, 2013 

 

 This may well be a memorable week in the Honeychurch/Sweeney 

household down in Altadena, where I live.  Sylvia and I have set aside tomorrow to 

be “new car shopping day”… an activity which, for obvious reasons, I engage in as 

infrequently as possible.  But, as with all of life, the time has come to say “good 

bye” to one long-time member of our family, and prepare to say “hello” to a new 

one.  We bought our little Chevy S-10 pickup truck in 2005 (already 8 years old at 

that point), with the hopes that we could keep it running long enough to get our 

daughter, Molly, through high school.  Now 8 more years later, Molly is 24, and 

the truck has finally reached the point where it is no longer repairable.  So, in the 

domino pattern of family life, Molly will now inherit the 2003 Honda CR-V with 

210,000 miles on it parked across the street that I’ve been driving for the past 10 

years, and I will get my first new car in a long time. 

 

 Parting with that truck will mark the end of an era, of sorts, for us however.  

It is probably the last vehicle we will ever own that doesn’t come with one of these 

(show remote control) as standard equipment.  Future generations may never fully 

appreciate it, but this is one of the greatest inventions ever designed.  Why?  

Because ever since I’ve had one of these, I have never once locked my keys inside 

my car.  You know that heartsick feeling you used to get before these little devices 

came on the scene – and maybe some of you still get from time to time.  You just 

get home from the grocery store on a warm afternoon, with your car loaded with 

fruits and veggies, a bag full of frozen foods, some fresh meat and cheese, and a 

couple of gallons of milk.  Without even thinking, you climb out of your car, hit 

the lock button, hold up the outside door handle, and give the door a push.  And 
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then, in that split second between when the door initially makes contact with the 

door jamb, and the moment you hear that familiar “click”, you know exactly what 

you just did.  You are standing outside of your locked vehicle, while all of your 

keys are safely inside sitting in the ignition or on the seat, and you can almost hear 

them laughing at you because they know you know they are out of reach.   

 

 And what did you do (following that initial outburst, which you might not 

have wanted everybody in the neighborhood to hear)?  First, you would hope 

against hope, and grab for the door handle as though, if you were quick enough, 

you could jump across the time/space continuum, and make time move backwards 

and undo the fix you had just gotten yourself into.  Then, when that approach 

failed, you would start working your way around the car, checking for doors that 

maybe weren’t quite closed tight, or a window that you may have left open a crack.  

Then, after you’d exhausted all the possibilities with your car, you would try your 

house (which, of course was also locked, and the key to which was resting 

comfortably on that key ring inside your car), checking all the doors and windows 

there on the off-chance that one of them might be open and you could slip in to 

grab your spare set of keys.  Then, when that failed, you would pause, and scratch 

your head and wonder, “Did I leave a spare key under a flower pot, or with a 

neighbor, or hidden somewhere in the backyard?”  You know the drill, don’t you.  

In any case, you didn’t just stand outside your car door, jiggling the door handle 

and wishing it would somehow magically unlock itself by sheer force of will on 

your part.  Instead, you got creative, and started looking for solutions, and 

persevered until you could finally solve your dilemma. 
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That model of faithful and unflagging persistence is perhaps best embodied 

by the widow in today’s gospel who had somehow been wronged by someone else, 

and was seeking justice in the local courthouse.  Unfortunately, she found herself 

in the courtroom of a particularly unsympathetic and unjust judge who continually 

refused her petitions.  But she was the kind of woman who just wouldn’t take “No” 

for an answer, and so she got creative, and kept returning time and time again 

seeking justice, until finally she persuaded the judge to do the right thing.  But this 

is also more than a story simply about persistence.  It is also a tale reminding us 

that action is as much a gospel mandate as is persistence… that engaging the world 

around us… addressing the inequities, and the injustices, and the abuses of power 

which seek to tear apart rather than build up the body… lie at the heart of living the 

Christian life.   

 

I can only imagine that sometimes the disciples must have had a bad day 

now and then, when they got discouraged and felt like all they were doing was 

pushing that same rock up the hill which kept rolling back down on them time and 

time again.  Some experience like that must have been the context for this story 

which Jesus told his disciples this morning, for the opening words of our text today 

began, “Jesus told his disciples a parable about their need to pray always and not 

lose heart.” 

 

This call to “pray always”, echoed in St. Paul’s 1
st
 letter to the 

Thessalonians, where he urges his followers to “pray without ceasing”, has, 

however, caused its own set of challenges throughout the course of Christian 

history.  What, exactly, is the point of persistent prayer, as commanded by both 

Jesus and Paul?  I know lots of people who understand that to mean that they are to 

continually bombard God with their prayers, believing that the sheer volume of 
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those prayers (volume both in quantity and in decibel level) will somehow 

convince God to change God’s mind, and bend God to conform to their wishes or 

hopes or fears or desires.  I know lots of people, as well, who have given up on 

praying to God, convinced that they tried that approach, and God never got around 

to giving them the answer they so desperately prayed for… and so now they have 

little use either for prayer, or for God, in their lives. 

 

But I think both groups of people I just mentioned have missed a core 

element of what I believe prayer is all about.  The end result of prayer is not that 

God might be changed, but that we might be changed instead.  Prayer is about 

standing in such a relationship with God that our actions might be aligned with 

God’s will for us and for all creation.  Those words which we will all say together 

in just a few minutes are a prime example.  In that quintessential Christian prayer, 

the very prayer that Jesus taught his disciples to pray, we are given an example of 

how prayer and action are inextricably tied together.  As we say together the 

Lord’s Prayer, don’t pray, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done” unless you’re 

prepared to do something about bringing that kingdom into reality.  Don’t pray, 

“Give us this day our daily bread,” unless you’re ready to be like the young boy in 

the 6
th
 chapter of John’s gospel who took his daily bread and fed the multitudes 

with it.  Don’t waste your breath saying, “forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive 

those who trespass against us,” unless you’re serious about the work of forgiveness 

and reconciliation in your own life, in your own family, in your own 

neighborhood, in your own community.  The word “Amen” at the end of that, and 

every, prayer isn’t the final word.  It is the first word… in turning our words into 

actions. 
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There are a lot of names which churches use to describe this rite for which 

we gather each Sunday, as we share bread and wine around a table.  Some call it 

“The Lord’s Supper,” others “The Holy Communion” or “The Holy Eucharist.”  In 

the Roman Catholic tradition it is often simply referred to as “The Mass.”  But 

does anyone know where the term “mass” comes from?  It finds its origins in the 

Latin word “missa”.  We find its English variation in our own liturgy in what we 

call “the dismissal”.  It’s interesting, isn’t it, that the Latin word from which the 

Roman Catholics take the name of their most sacred liturgy isn’t about breaking 

bread or receiving communion.  It is about being sent out into the world.  If you 

think your prayer time ends, and the rest of your life begins when you walk out that 

door, you’ve got it all backwards.  Your prayer time is your life time… or your 

prayer time really has very little value or meaning. The cares of the world may 

drive us to our knees.  But the prayers of our knees must most certainly drive us 

straight back to the cares of the world, if our prayers are to have any meaning at 

all.  A famous quotation attributed to St. Francis goes:  “There’s no use walking 

anywhere to preach, unless your walking is your preaching.”  It could just as truly 

be said that “there’s no use spending your life praying, unless your life is lived as a 

prayer.” 

 

George Herbert, that wonderful 17
th

 century English poet and priest, 

captured for me at least a sense of the fullness of a life of prayer and action to 

which God invites us.  These are his words:  

 Thou that has given so much to me, 

 Give one thing more, a grateful heart, 

 Not thankful when it pleaseth me 

 As if thy blessings had spare days; 

 But such a heart, whose pulse may be thy praise. 
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The act of prayer is like the beating of our heart… without which there is no 

life. We don’t know the backstory of the woman in Jesus’ parable this morning.  

We don’t know what events transpired which brought her to the courthouse in the 

first place.  But we do know – from her story, and from many of our own stories as 

well – that creating change, especially when that change involves bringing justice 

and equity and wholeness to a broken world, sometimes takes an incredible amount 

of time, and an incredible amount of focus, and an even more incredible amount of 

patience and creativity.  No matter how difficult the task, it remains, nevertheless, 

absolutely essential work that must be done as we bring God’s new order into our 

dis-ordered world.   

 

Creating that new world –  and especially creating that new church… the 

church that God is calling us all to become – won’t happen by sheer dumb luck or 

happenstance.  That kind of substantive and transformative change will only come 

about when we partner with God to share actively, and persistently, and 

intentionally, and creatively in bringing that new world and that new church into 

being.  That’s what true prayer is all about.  And that is what true life is all about as 

well.  For we can’t have one without the other, as – together with God – we change 

the world. 

 

Amen… not the last word, but the first. 


