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Proper 24 C

October  17, 2010

Jeremiah 31:27-34, Psalm 119: 97-104,2 Timothy 3:14-4:5, Luke 18:1-8

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other. Amen.


Once upon a time there was a good lady who lived next door to an atheist.  Everyday, when the lady prayed, the atheist could hear her.  He thought to himself, “She sure is crazy, praying all the time like that.  Doesn’t she know there is no GOD!”  


Many times while she was praying, he would go to her house and harass her saying, “Lady, why do you pray all the time?  Don’t you know there is no GOD!”  But she kept on praying.


One day she ran out of groceries.  As usual, she was praying to the Lord explaining her situation and thanking Him for what He was going to do.  As usual, the atheist heard her praying and thought to himself, “Humph… I’ll fix her.”


He went to the grocery store, bought a whole bunch of groceries, took them to her house, dropped them off on the front porch, rang the door bell and then hid in the bushes to see what she would do.  When she opened the door and saw the groceries, she began to praise the Lord with all her heart, jumping, singing, and shouting everywhere!


The atheist jumped out of the bushes and told her, “You crazy old lady.  God didn’t buy you those groceries, I bought those groceries!”  Well, she broke out and started running down the street, shouting and praising the Lord even more than before.  

The atheist took off after her; and when he finally caught her, he asked what her problem was…   She said, “I knew the Lord would provide me with some groceries, but I didn’t know he was going to make the devil pay for them!”

Jesus might have chosen to tell today’s parable from the Gospel of Luke in a similar way for there are similarities between the opening story and the parable.  A parable is a pearl of wisdom set in a particular context by the gospel writers for pastoral purposes.   Experts disagree as to whether today’s story of the widow and the judge should be titled “The Parable of the Persistent Widow” or “The Parable of the Unjust Judge.”  It depends upon our perspective.  However, the experts do agree that along with the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector which follows it, this parable does offer another example of Luke’s emphasis on the importance of prayer and the need to “pray always and not lose heart.” 


The two main characters in the parable provide vivid contrasts.  The judge holds a position of authority in the community and is described as neither fearing God nor having any particular concern about what others thought of him.  The widow has no status and is forced to rely on the judge for justice.  


Every day when the judge emerges from the courthouse he is confronted by the widow, who demands the justice that is rightfully hers .  At first the judge refuses her pleas.  But finally he relents because of her persistence. “I will grant her justice, so that she may not wear me out by continually coming.”  The Greek used in this sentence suggests that the judge relents because he fears that the woman will give him a black eye.  Not literally, but that he cares about his standing in the community and doesn’t want to be seen as unjust.  So he relents out of self-interest and not because of a change of heart toward the woman or her cause.


Thus persistence in the pursuit of justice does finally win out as the powerless widow triumphs over the powerful judge.  Many sermons have been preached about the importance of persistence in prayer.   For obviously to persist in prayer is to persist in belief.  Prayer allows the ongoing presence of God to have power over our lives and brings us into deeper relationship with God. 


Which is definitely true, but probably a point most of us have heard over and over again when talking about this parable.   So how about this perspective provided by Fr. Thomas Keating who is a well- known contemplative.   Keating says, “Let’s translate this story into a contemporary scenario.  Let’s say there is a judge who is supposed to decide a difficult insurance case.  The plaintiff, a widow, who is destitute, sends him two or three emails a day, plus a couple of letters, makes innumerable phone calls, endless texts and has her friends calling in daily to recommend her cause and demand justice.  


When the  judge tries to leave his house or place of work, she accosts him.  Regularly she sends him a bouquet of roses with the message, “I’m waiting.” Finally the judge cannot stand her constant importuning anymore and without considering the merits of the case, decides to give her all that she wants.


 Having concluded the parable, Jesus walks off down the street with his disciples.”


The problem is with whom can we identify in this parable?  No one wants to see themselves as the unjust judge. And nobody wants to be the destitute widow. Whom can we identify with?  That is the challenge.


Yet  parables are mirrors in which we are invited to look at ourselves. What if we are the unjust judge and the widow represents the kingdom of God?  What if the widow represents God’s grace that is banging on our door morning, noon, and night pleading, “Do me justice.”  Or more specifically “How about spending some time in prayer?  How about forgiving?  How about helping someone in need?”  Where is God’s grace asking us to “Be compassionate as our heavenly Father is compassionate?”  


We are like the unjust judge who keeps putting off the divine widow who keeps pounding at the door of our hearts day after day.  “I’ll find time for prayer when I finish this project at work.   I’ll find time to help at the Rescue Mission when my grandchildren are finished with soccer. “  We all know those ways that we choose to rationalize deafening ourselves to the divine knocking.


Yet fortunately God is not only persistent but clever.  There is a word in Yiddish that really meets the full context here. That word is  “seichel”.  It means wisdom but it connotes ingenuity, creativity, and subtlety. Someone with seichel looks for a clever way out of problems.  If we have seichel,  we are a person who understands that the most direct way—blunt force, for instance, often represents the least elegant solution.  God as the persistent widow definitely possesses seichel. 

For if we think modern forms of communication can be overwhelming, wait until we encounter how many ways of communicating a persistent God can come up with. God approaches all day long, coming to meet us morning, noon, and night through people, events and our own thoughts, feelings, memories and reactions.


When God wants something to happen, the Holy One is persistent and unrelenting.  The biblical example that happened to be part of the Daily Office readings the day I wrote this sermon was from Jonah.   The prophet Jonah knows that God wants him to go to Tarshish, so he gets on a ship going the opposite direction.  God is persistent and unrelenting and sends a storm to threaten the ship at sea.  The sailors throw Jonah overboard where he is swallowed by a great fish.  After spending three days in the belly of the fish, Jonah surrenders to God and does what the Holy One wants.

Even though I have not spent anytime inside a fish, I can identify with Jonah.   I have known that I was called to the priesthood since I was eight years old.  But I can be an incredibly stubborn person.  It took me almost forty years and many different paths to finally answer that call.   It took illness and persistent messages from God through a multitude of people and events before I finally surrendered and agreed to pursue ordination at age 46. 
And as a postscript,  the interesting thing for me is that God has placed people in my path since ordination who can profit from hearing about the experiences that I had in those forty years.  God has used and continues to use those life experiences to bolster my pastoral conversations.  Nothing goes to waste. 


Perhaps Thomas Keating is correct when he goes on to say “We finally accept the kingdom of God not because we are just or deserve it, but because at some point, like the unjust judge, we cannot stand the importunities of grace anymore and are forced to give in saying, ‘Okay, take my life.  I am in your hands.’”


The wonderful things about parables is that they are teaching moments.  Whether we see this parable as a lesson about the importance of the persistence of prayer.  Or whether we see it as a lesson in the persistence of Godly grace, or a combination of both.  But perhaps today’s lesson is best summarized by the words from the prophet Jeremiah.  For through him God tells each and every one of us, “I will put my law within you, and I will write it on your heart; and I will be your God, and you shall be my people.”    And because of that heavenly grace, Jesus asks us to pray always and not give up hope.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

