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Luke 11:1-13
He 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."
He 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."
And he 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!"

There was a minister who lived a long and good life and eventually
went to meet her reward. In line ahead of her at the Pearly Gates was
an ordinary sailor. (I think he was a musician too … his name was Paul.)
When St. Peter asked the sailor his name and cross-checked it with the
Book of Life, he smiled widely and said: “Welcome! Welcome home.
We’ve been looking forward to this day. Here is the key to your new
mansion and here, take this beautiful crimson robe. And if there’s
anything we can do for you just let us know.”
The minister was thinking to herself, “Wow, heaven is even better
than I thought it would be! If that’s the reception an ordinary sailor gets, I
can’t wait to see how I’m received. Maybe there’ll be a whole heavenly
host sent out to greet me!” When the minister got to the front of the line
and proudly announced her name, St. Pete didn’t recognize it and went
searching and searching in the big book. Finally he lifted his head up
and said “Oh yeah, here you are way down at the bottom. Yup, I guess
you can come in. Here is a burlap robe for you and your room is in the
dormitory over there.” Well, the minister was aghast. “This can’t be! All
my life I’ve served the Lord. I turned down a high paying job to be a
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minister and I put up with countless committees in my service of the
Lord. How come a sailor gets a fine robe and a mansion and I get a
burlap robe and a dorm?” St. Peter looked at her and said: “Look, up
here we’re only interested in results. When you preached, people slept.
When that sailor sailed, people prayed!”
So the back story to that silly joke is that my husband and I recently
acquired a sweet little old sailboat (Catalina 22) and managed to get it in
the water over the weekend —yay! We had a mostly great and
adventurous maiden sail from Brockville to Prescott with my husband,
myself and our past-chair of the Board, Paul Bullock – who was the
experienced captain on board. However the adventure ended with the
Coast Guard being called . Our outboard motor fell off the boat. We
managed to rescue it but then it wouldn’t start — so we only had sail
power to make it into the harbour. But the wind, the strong current &
narrow entry to the harbour made that impossible. We called the
harbour, and they called the Coast Guard — but in the end the harbour
staff towed us in with a borrowed jet ski! I’m so grateful we had Paul with
us and also grateful for the awesome staff at the Prescott Marina! They
helped us make a grand entrance with an entire harbour standing,
watching and applauding as we made it in, with the Coast Guard right
behind us.
You might say we came in on a wind and a prayer!!
One of the disciples came to Jesus after Jesus himself had finished
praying and said: “Teach us how to pray”. It’s interesting that the
disciples wanted to be taught how to pray. This tells me that they didn’t
know how to pray, and wanted to be able to pray more. Jesus gives
them what we now call the Lord’s Prayer. It begins with giving praise to
God and wanting more of God, wanting the kingdom of God to be here
among us. Next comes asking God to give us what we need: our daily
bread. That’s not just food — daily bread is a symbol of what we need to
live. Next is a prayer of asking to restore our relationship with God and
with others through acknowledging where we are broken and seeking
forgiveness, even as we accept that others are broken too and in need
of forgiveness. Then we ask for mercy, to deliver us from the great
troubles of life.
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But the troubles of life are partly why we need prayer. Our lives are
messy and troubled. Our world is messy and troubled. Luke often shows
Jesus praying — and I can’t help but think that if Jesus prayed, how
much more do we need to pray? If Jesus believed that prayer made a
difference in this messy and difficult life, then it’s pretty clear that prayer
needs to be a part of our lives.
Some of you are wonderful prayer people. I was talking to a member
of our congregation this past week who has had some troubles. I called
to find out how they were doing and to offer prayer. But as I listened to
this individual, I was struck not only at their faith but also at their prayer
level. They listed all the people who they were praying for regularly—
some were people I knew, including me. But also, they were regularly
praying for situations in the world. I know there are many in this church
like this person who are wonderful people of prayer. I was so glad this
person was praying for me because I don’t doubt that their prayers
connect and make a difference.
Prayer has been a part of my life for about as long as I can
remember, but I’m not as good at it as this member of the congregation.
My prayer practices have taken on many different forms. I have used
prayer apps to track prayers, I have done prayer journals where I write
out my prayers and listen for what might be God’s voice to answer.
Lately my prayers look like spending 10 minutes in meditation and then
simply sitting in the peace and lifting up to God people and situations,
along with my own needs.
I confess that I’m better at praying when life is hard and stressful. And
that’s a little annoying, because I think I should be the Christian version
of a Zen prayer master every day regardless of how I am feeling! But I
admit that when I’m desperate, I pray more.

Jesus tells a funny story to talk about prayer. He tells the story of a
guy who goes to his neighbour’s house at midnight to ask for bread
3

“On a Wing and a Prayer”
th

Sunday 24 , 2022

Rev. Kimberly Heath
Wall Street United Church
Brockville

because he has a guest and no bread to give him. The neighbour
doesn’t want to give him any bread; after all, he’s in bed and so is his
family. But Jesus says “ 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.”
It’s funny, because Jesus is comparing the grumpy neighbour to
God! It is partly a story about God, but it’s also a story about us and how
we pray. The guy knocking on the door of his friend’s house at midnight
is desperate — and his desperation makes him inappropriate and
embarrassing in this request. I mean you know they’ll be talking about
how annoying that guy is for months! And yet the guy who asks for bread
at midnight gets what he needs.
Jesus gives me encouragement for my messy prayers that are
inconsistent and sometimes desperate. Sometimes our most earnest
prayers are those super short breath prayers. Like when we just say
“Help Lord”, or “Come Lord/ Be near”. My most frequent prayer
through the stresses of the pandemic was “I don’t know. You know,
Lord.” That’s a real prayer. At times I just didn’t have the words to
express the chaos and the instability around me, in the world and in me.
Those feelings still arise as we have another Covid wave, as Europe
cooks under extreme heat and the effects of Climate Change are clear;
and yet the path to a healthier planet seems daunting. Sitting with God
and saying “I don’t know. You know, Lord” is sometimes all I can
manage in the way of prayer. It feels inadequate as a prayer … and yet
today’s scripture encourages me that it’s not.
This scripture speaks to us about us and how we so often pray, but
it’s even more about God:
“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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Jesus uses a rhetorical device to prove a point. If we who are far from
perfect and sometimes far, far from perfect manage to do good, how
much more is God good! Way more than a grudgingly generous
neighbour, way more than a pretty good parent, God is good and meets
us as we pray. So pray!
Don’t know how to pray? Pray the prayers that you’ve been taught,
like the Lord’s prayer. Pray a prayer that is simple like “God bless Mary”.
“God help Europe”. Don’t let not knowing how to pray stop you from
praying. Don’t let not being a perfect Christian or a fantastic prayer
person stop you from praying. Whether you can pray with eloquence and
poetic prowess or whether your prayers are more pathetic, it doesn’t
much matter because God makes up the difference.

On February 26, 1943, a B-17 bomber piloted by Hugh
Ashcraft, Jr. of Charlotte, North Carolina was limping back from
a bombing mission in Germany to an American base in England.
The plane was nick-named ‘The Southern Comfort’ by its crew
and it was severely damaged, “with a hole four feet square in the
rudder, the nose shattered and the Number 3 engine spewing oil
and flames.” As they approached the shores of Britain,
Ashcraft told his men over the radio: “Those who want to, please
pray.” Miraculously, The Southern Comfort made it back and
landed safely. Which made news back in North Carolina and
elsewhere about the pilot and crew that “prayed” their plane back!
This inspired Harold Adamson and Jimmy McHugh to write a
song and the chorus goes like this:
https://youtu.be/5IcIjKtQrWc (play to 0:27 )
“Comin’ in on a wing and a prayer. Comin’ in on a wing and a
prayer. Though there’s one motor gone, we can still carry
on, Comin’ in on a wing and a prayer.”
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I don’t claim to fully understand the power of prayer, but as surely as
I believe there is a God and that God is good (all the time, and all the
time God is good..). I believe that connecting to God makes a difference.
It makes a difference to me, it changes me — makes me less reactive
and more grounded and purposeful. It reminds me that I am not God but
I am called to work with God to add goodness, love, justice, beauty, truth
to the world, and it makes a difference beyond me.
The apostle Paul wrote in Romans 8:26 “Likewise the Spirit helps us
in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that
very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.”
So much of life can feel like we are limping along. But as we connect to
God, as we add our prayer, God gives us flight and life.
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