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 “Try this at home!” 

Luke 11:1-13 

 

“I do not know much about God and prayer,  
but I have come to believe,  

over the past twenty-five years, 
that there’s something to be said about  

keeping prayer simple: 
Help.  

Thanks.  
Wow.” 

Amen 
 
These are words from the writer Anne Lamott,  

one of my favorites,  
perhaps one of yours, 

a woman of faith, of spirit, of life.  
She’s a long-time member  

of a tiny Presbyterian congregation 
north of San Francisco. 

 
“Help. 

Thanks. 
Wow.” 

In those three words  
Lamott captures the essence of prayer:  

Simple. 
Conversational. 

Personal. 
     Pointed.  

 
Help— 

help me God, 
  guide me, lead me; 
   pull me out of the hole I find myself in; 
    grace me with wisdom and strength as I face this dilemma, 
     this challenge, 
      this barrier  

that looms so large before me. 
  Help me God.  
 
Thanks— 

Thank you God for what I have: 
 the blessings of this creation, 
  beauty, family,  
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friends,  
health, vocation, 

     faith, this church, 
      eyes to see with, ears to hear with, 
       a heart to love with.  
        Love. 
 Thank you God for love.   
 

Wow: 
I stand in awe of you, God, for what you have created, 
 for what you have done: 
  the world all around me, 
   the morning stars that sing to your glory, 
    the trees of the field that clap their hands 
     as they listen to the symphony of birds, wind, 
      rain, all singing praise to you.  

You may have blessed me with creativity, God, 
but I could not create an oak tree, 

a mountain, 
a fish, a bird,  

the songs the birds sing, 
         the blue of the sky above me.  
 Wow.   

 
The very word, Pray, or Prayer, 

is fraught, freighted,  
as though it is something we think only professionals should do, 

only those who have spent time  
immersed in the cloistered confines of seminary. 
   

We might think, 
those professionals have a better connection to God; 

They know how to approach God in prayer, 
stitch together the right words, 

tell us whether our prayers are more effective  
if we are on our knees,  

our arms lifted high to the heavens, 
or if we’re fine seated,  

head bowed, hands folded. 
 
Lamott’s response to that is, no, 

you don’t need to leave it to the professionals. 
You can try this at home. 
 You should try this at home. 
You can pray 

You should pray.  
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It doesn’t matter what you say  
or how you say it.  

Help,  
Thanks,  

Wow. 
Amen 

 
God is not looking for poetry or literature in prayer; 

God is looking for you,  
for me,  

for each of us. 
God wants to be, 

 God longs to be 
in conversation with us, 

you and me, each of us. 
God is looking for words from our hearts — 

our heart — that’s all that matters. 
  A young boy taught me some years ago that 
   “Thanks for the donuts God” is a perfectly good prayer 
    when you are truly thankful for the donuts.  
 
Yet ask the question of a group gathered in a church meeting room, 

“Would someone like to lead us in prayer?” 
and watch heads go down. 

My response usually is to say to the group, 
“Don’t you realize that you are all praying right now: 

you are all praying,  
‘God, please don’t let Skip call on me’.” 

 
Most of us learn prayer at an early age: 
 prayers we were taught to say at bedtime, 
  or perhaps before a meal. 
   We continue with prayers as we age, 

perhaps more informal prayers,  
     less eloquent,  

but with more passion: 
      such as, “God if you help me get through this exam,    

I promise I’ll go to church with my parents, 
         and I promise I’ll be nicer to my siblings, 
          and I promise I’ll study more next time!” 
 
The disciples who walked with Jesus 

 were distinguished by their ordinariness: 
working men,  

not learned in the ways of the Temple 
  the Laws of Moses,  

sacrifice, ritual, prayer. 
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So we shouldn’t be surprised  

that they asked Jesus to teach them to pray,  
after they watched him leave them  

time and time again  
so that he could pray.  

 
What Jesus taught them was more than Lamott’s three words; 

but still, as we hear in our lesson from Luke’s gospel, 
what Jesus taught them was 

simple, personal, conversational: 
 

[Jesus] was praying in a certain place,  
and after he had finished,  

one of his disciples said to him,  
“Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.” 

[Jesus] said to them, “When you pray, say: 
Father, hallowed be your name. 

Your kingdom come.  
Give us each day our daily bread. 

And forgive us our sins, 
for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us. 

And do not bring us to the time of trial.” 
(Luke 11:1-4) 
 
There it is,  

Jesus’ response to the disciples’ request to him, 
“Lord, teach us to pray.” 

Jesus gave his disciples, and us, 
the foundation of what we now call the Lord’s Prayer: 

“Father, hallowed be your name. 
Your kingdom come.  

Give us each day our daily bread. 
And forgive us our sins, 

for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us. 
And do not bring us to the time of trial.” 

 
We find the Lord’s Prayer only in Luke’s and Matthew’s Gospels. 

Matthew’s version is slightly different,  
 a little longer: 

Our Father in heaven, 
    hallowed be your name. 

Your kingdom come. 
Your will be done, 

on earth as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day our daily bread.  

And forgive us our debts, 
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as we also have forgiven our debtors. 
And do not bring us to the time of trial, 

but rescue us from evil. 

(Matthew 6:9-13) 
 
We’ve made the Lord’s Prayer more elaborate over the centuries, 

and argued over what we mean by the words, 
 including, of course, whether we should say, 
  “forgive us our debts”,  

or “forgive us our sins”, 
    or, as we say here, “forgive us our trespasses”.  

a word we do not find in either version of the prayer.  
We have to keep going in Matthew’s text to hear Jesus say,  

 For if you forgive others their trespasses, 
 your heavenly Father will also forgive you;  

but if you do not forgive others,  
neither will your Father forgive your trespasses. 

(Matthew 6:14) 
 
Sins, debts, trespasses:  

in Jesus’ day the words were interchangeable; 
  each correct; none wrong.  
 
We eventually added a tail to the kite that is the Lord’s Prayer,  

words to give the prayer what we thought was a better ending: 
“for thine is the kingdom  

and the power and glory  
forever and ever,” 

words that probably came from the book of Chronicles, 
one of those books in the Bible  

that even clergy detour around.  
 
Still, keep it simple. 

In Jesus’ own words, 
“Don’t heap up empty phrases” 

 (Matthew 6:7) 
 
But then, as we continue with Luke’s text, 

we learn that Jesus anticipated  
the dilemma the disciples would face with those simple words,  

a dilemma we all know –  
the dilemma of prayer that seems to go unanswered, 

when we lift up a prayer — 
especially a cry for help — 

and back comes … nothing.  
Silence; 
not even the still small voice of God.  
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In the plaintive words of the psalmist: 

How long, O Lord?  
Will you forget me forever?  

How long will you hide your face from me?  
How long must I bear pain in my soul  

and have sorrow in my heart all day long? … 
Consider and answer me, O Lord my God! 
(Psalm 13) 

 
Jesus’ response is as simple as his prayer: 

Keep at it; 
Persevere; 

Be persistent; 
Don’t give up: 

 
And [Jesus] said to them,  

“Suppose one of you has a friend,  
and you go to him at midnight and say to him,  

‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread; 
for a friend of mine has arrived, 

and I have nothing to set before him.’ 
And he answers from within,  

‘Do not bother me;  
the door has already been locked,  

and my children are with me in bed;  
I cannot get up and give you anything.’ 

I tell you, even though he will not get up  
and give him anything  

because he is his friend,  
at least because of his persistence  

he will get up and give him whatever he needs. 
“So I say to you, Ask, and it will be given you;  

search, and you will find;  
knock, and the door will be opened for you. 

For everyone who asks receives,  
and everyone who searches finds,  

and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.  

Is there anyone among you who,  
if your child asks for a fish,  

will give a snake instead of a fish? 

Or if the child asks for an egg, will give a scorpion?  

If you then, who are evil,  
know how to give good gifts to your children,  

how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit 

to those who ask him!” 
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What Jesus teaches us is: 
God listens – always. 

God hears - always.  
  God responds – always.  

The “but” is that 
   God responds in God’s way,  

not necessarily our way,  
and in God’s time,  

not necessarily our time.  
 
I call upon you, O Lord;  

come quickly to me; 
give ear to my voice when I call to you,  

prayed the Psalmist (Psalm 141) 
 
And God’s response to the psalmist,  

or to you or me if we made the psalmist’s prayer our own,  
  would likely be: 

“I will give ear to your voice, 
and I will come to you in my way and my time 

to grace you with my presence,  
which, whether you fully understand it or not, 

will be grounded in grace and love, 
your best interests always what I want for you.” 

 
The 19th century theologian Soren Kierkegaard wrote,  

“A person thinks and imagines that when he prays,  
the important thing is that God should hear what he is praying for.  

Yet in the true, eternal sense it is just the reverse:  
the true relation in prayer  

is not when God hears what is prayed for,  
but when the person praying continues to pray  

until he is the one who hears,  
who hears what God wills.” 

 
As the Trappist monk Thomas Merton observed, 

“Prayer is not only the lifting up of the mind and heart to God,  
but it is also the response to God within us,  

the discovery of God within us.” 
 
Prayer, which the Spirit helps us with, 

 leads us to understand that God is with us, 
 always present, 
  always listening,  

and then always helping us to hear, 
    hear God’s response,  

given us in love.  
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 The more we pray, 
  the more we listen, 
   the better we listen, 
    the better we hear, 
     for God is speaking, responding.  
 
The more we pray, 

the more we understand why the coda on our every prayer 
even our prayers of Help, Thanks, or Wow, 

   should be the words Jesus prayed 
    the night of his arrest: 

 “ yet not what I want  
but what you want.”  

(Matthew 26:36-44) 
 
CS Lewis wrote, “We pray because we can’t help ourselves.  

We pray because we are helpless.  
we pray because the need flows out of us all the time,  

waking and sleeping.  
Our prayers don’t change God.  

they change us.”  
 
Wow! 
 

AMEN  


