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Just Like Jesus Taught Us
Jesus is praying in a certain place; it doesn’t matter where.  One of his disciples overhears Jesus or observes him praying and this unnamed disciple discovers a new desire emerging from within.  He wants to pray too!  He wants to know how to do this thing that Jesus is doing. He wants to talk to Jesus’ Abba like Jesus does.  Have you ever caught another person’s desire?  You saw someone do something and you wanted to do it too.  This is what has happened to this disciple.  It’s wonderful that we can do this, it’s how we learn and what makes us human.  
I ran across a very interesting video while following Facebook leads this week.  A researcher was exploring how children and chimpanzees are different in how they solve problems.  The researcher presented a black box that had something they wanted in it.  She then modeled for them the exact moves needed to get it out.  The children, all around seven, and the adult chimpanzees all followed her instructions and got their reward.  Next, she presented a transparent box exactly like the black one in which you could see the reward and you could also see that some of the moves you thought were necessary weren’t.  It was just wasted procedure.  She now presented the transparent box to both the children and the chimpanzees and gave them permission to extract the reward.  The chimpanzees ignored the unnecessary moves and immediately took the shortcut to getting the reward.  The children did not.  In every case they carefully went through the ritual, including the unnecessary moves.  They were doing what they had seen the other do.  They wanted to imitate the other and found it impossible not to even when they would have been more directly rewarded if they had not.  
We human’s learn by watching the other and we want to do what they do in order to get the reward we see them receiving.  I suppose the reward that Jesus exhibits that made the disciple watching want it, is Jesus’ peace.  He looked so calm after his prayer and this in the midst of their journey toward Jerusalem, that dangerous and chaotic city, where anything could happen and tensions were high.
The disciple respectfully waits until Jesus has finished and then his request bursts into their relationship.  “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.”  He wants Jesus to teach all the disciples to pray like he has just seen Jesus pray.  I don’t know why he added, “as John taught his disciples.”  Is he feeling a little rivalry with the disciples of John?  John taught his disciples so we want that too.  
I do know that Jesus immediately responds by granting the disciple’s request.  Jesus seems to understand that this disciple’s desire to learn has been generated by observing him as he prays.  It is an important teaching moment and even if the disciple is in rivalry with John’s disciples, Jesus ignores it and looks to his deeper desire.  Even if our prayers aren’t perfect, Jesus understands the deeper thing we are trying to get at, and responds.  I find that comforting.
In Luke, Jesus’ instruction is direct, simple, and short.  “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 who is indebted to us.  And do not bring us into the time of trial.” 
That’s it.  Those are the words you use if you want to pray like Jesus.  We could work with these words but I am not going to today.  It is the follow-up to Jesus’ prayer that has me intrigued.  
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.
Talk about a grumpy old man!  Why does Jesus tack this on right after his prayer?  Jesus gives his five sentence prayer that he knows his disciple will imitate exactly, and immediately follows it with a story about a so-called friend who won’t get out of bed to help his neigbhor.  And the story makes clear that the bread requester is not asking for himself and could not have foreseen the need since the hungry visitor just dropped in late at night. And why does Jesus specify three loaves?   It could have been one, two or four.
Does Jesus see God as a grumpy old man who gives only when he is relentlessly begged?   He himself has just been praying to his Abba and found inner peace and I don’t think he has been badgering.  Why is he throwing us this curve?  
Maybe Jesus knows our prayers often begin from distorted places, from distorted desires.  Before God can answer them in ways that don’t hurt us we must change them.  We must alter our requests before they can be granted.  And when we are asking and no answer comes, how do we experience God?    Maybe we experience Him as a grumpy old man who won’t get out of bed to respond to our need even though from our point of view it is perfectly understandable and we are not in any way at fault in asking it.  So how can Jesus, anticipating our process, keep us praying long enough for this change to happen?  He tells this clever and humorous story about a grumpy father who won’t get out of bed even though his friend has legitimate need.
But Jesus doesn’t stop here.  He adds another layer assuring us that persistence pays.  After all it’s we who must change so that God can answer our prayer in a way that doesn’t hurt us.  
“So I say to you, Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened to you.  For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.”  When we ask, what are we asking for?  When we search, what are we searching for?  When we knock, what are we hoping to enter?  These strike me as significant questions to ask ourselves.  
When we yearn for something seemingly out of reach, what is it we desire, really?  We ask for “this”, but will getting “this” scratch the itch.   We search for something intangible; we can’t find words to describe it; we call out and it comes back an empty echo—“is there anyone out there?”  Maybe we are hoping the responding voice has a certain familiarity to it, a tone we have heard before; but what comes back is different and we don’t recognize it as a response.  Maybe our search includes tuning our ear to a different frequency. If we give up too soon our ear will never adjust to the news coming toward us that is better than any we could have imagined.  And so Jesus tells us to keep knocking and if we do we will gain admittance into something more glorious that we were capable of asking for in the first place.
But the change in us is so slow.  There is so much work to be done before we are able to receive the fullness of what the father wants to give us.  And so Jesus adds a third layer of assurance.  Maybe these three layers are like the three loaves of bread the visitor needed upon arriving just before midnight:  food necessary for unexpected travelers coming after hours.  And so Jesus asks our inquiring disciple, “If your child asks for a fish, will you give him a snake instead?  If a child asks for an egg, will you give him a scorpion?”  No parent would do that, and as parents our thinking is always somewhat distorted by desires out of alignment.  But if we so deeply want what is best for our children, how much more will our heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”
“Give the Holy Spirit!”  Wow, where did this sudden mention of the Holy Spirit come from?  It drops out of nowhere!  Jesus appears to be saying that what the heavenly Father wants most to give us is the Holy Spirit.  You don’t suppose that’s what all our asking, seeking and knocking has been searching for, do you?  Could it be that we don’t feel complete until we find ourselves embedded in a sense of the presence of God?   
Maybe that’s what the Colossians passage means when it tells us to live our lives in him, rooted and built up in him.  The “in him” is in Jesus and the Holy Spirit is “the spirit of Jesus” that slowly comes to us as we pray just like Jesus taught us.     
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