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Jeremiah 31:27-34

Ps 119: 97-104

2 Tim 3:10 - 4:5

Luke 18: 1-14 *

I would like today to concentrate on the gospel passage from Luke.  Here are contained two parables: one the parable of the unjust judge, the other the parable of the pharisee and the tax collector.  In both stories, the nature of prayer seems to be central.  The parable of the unjust judge is an intriguing story, because a superficial reading may suggest that God is in some way being likened to such an unjust law enforcer.  Yet, if we look at the parable carefully, we realise that God is not being likened to such a person, but compared to him. The argumentational style is quite formalized:  An unjust judge responds to bring about justice only after years of persistence by one of the plaintiffs in his court.  If an unjust judge can be so affected by persistence, so much more can we rely upon a good and merciful God to respond to the persistence of people in prayer.

It is almost the same message as that other familiar parable about the friend at midnight, namely that persistence in prayer will be rewarded by God.  There are however several details which nuance the reading of this parable in today’s gospel.  The parable is written within the context of a long treatise of Jesus on the last days (this can be found in chapter 17.) This has led some commentators to state that Jesus was emphasising the virtue of persistence in prayer especially during a time which seems to be leading towards the end of the world.  Luke’s addition of the term “But when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” suggests that Luke very definitely wants to link this teaching to the previous one concerning the end days.  However, in doing so, the pure meaning of the parable is lost, as the character of God which was almost certainly the subject of the original text, is set alongside the requirement that followers of God should be persistent in faith.  Luke’s summary moves from a concern with the generous and responsive nature of God, to a concern about the responsibilities of discipleship.  

The second parable dealt with today is the parable of the pharisee and the tax collector who are observed praying in the temple.  This parable speaks clearly of the fact that God accepts the humble and needy, and not the proud and disdainful.  Once again, if this parable is placed in its Jewish context, it is clear that the pharisee believes that righteousness comes from the fulfilment of the law.  This is clear from the pharisee’s self-understanding.  He is not a rogue, a thief or a tax collector.  He fasts twice a week, and pays his tithes to the temple. Yet what the pharisee fails to see is that the kingdom of God is not entered by a self-righteousness that comes from keeping the law, but by a humility like that demonstrated by the tax collector, that knows that essentially it is only by God’s grace that he, a sinner, is able to be saved or redeemed into eternity.
These two parables provide us with a framework within which to ask some critical questions about our own prayer.  Notice that in the first parable the woman whose persistence God favours is a widow.  In Jewish, first century society such a person was often the epitome of poverty and disadvantage.  For such a woman to seek justice from any of the corrupt judges of the Roman administration would have been unusual.  For her case to be successful is absolutely remarkable.  The message is that by God’s grace the prayer requests of the disadvantaged are persistent requests, and are those to which God pays attention.  
This reminds me of the some Roman Catholic theology of the 1980s called liberation theology, by which it was recognised that God has a preferential option for the poor and disadvantaged of our world.  Not only is their cry in prayer a persistent cry, it is also a righteous cry to which the love and mercy of God cannot fail to respond.  It is an interesting exercise for us rich western Christians to ask ourselves how we feel about such a proposition which suggests if not partiality, at least precedence before God.  Do the prayers of the poor of our world have more authority with God; does their greater neediness ensure that God’s compassion cannot help but flow to answer them; do they have a wisdom about the nature of life and of God which gives them something to teach us in developed countries, for whom prayer often fails to be as persistent as it could be?

And what of the second parable?  Where are we located there?  The rich and influential pharisee or the despised tax collector?  Again, our position in the world is one of advantage which might seem to place us in the pharisee’s court.  But, you may object, I may belong to a developed country, but I don’t demonstrate the views of such a  pharisee.  Can you pick up the irony?  It is quite clear that where we are not personally culpable, we are caught up in a world system where just such assumptions of superiority and righteousness have attended our western stance in relation to other peoples and societies.  It is possible to find a social and global gospel in today’s readings, if we are committed to seeking it.

So much of my interpretations this morning are controversial, or at least open to speculation.  But two essential things remain: God answers our persistent prayer, and God responds to humility in prayer.  These two attitudes of prayer are what should characterise our stance before God.  Perhaps before we examine the various social reading of these parables, we need to examine ourselves and our prayer commitments in relation to persistence, and in relation to humility.

Amen 
1
3

