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Year C — Pentecost VIl - Proper 12 — Genesis 18:20-32; Psalm 138; Luke 11:1-13
Step 7 - Humbly asked God to remove our shortcomings.

I speak to you in the name of our loving, liberating, life-giving God. Amen.

As we make our way through the 12 Steps, today we cross over the midpoint of our journey.
Thus far, we have. ..
e admitted that we are powerless to overcome addictions and other habits that make
our lives unmanageable,
e come to believe that God can help us,
e made a decision to turn our lives over to God,
e made a searching and fearless moral inventory,
e admitted to God, ourselves and to another human being the exact nature of our
wrongs, and
e become entirely ready to have God remove all of our defects of character.

In reflecting on this list, itis interesting to notice that to this point, none of the steps state
that we are directly asking God for anything. To this point, we have been coming to terms
with the reality that we cannot make it on our own, that we need help. We have made a
decision to turn our will and our lives over to God, placing ourselves under God’s care and
authority. We have engaged in some self-examination, admitted our wrongs, and become
ready for God to remove our defects of character. But we have not asked God for anything.

So, does that mean God is still sitting on the bench, waiting to be invited into the game? No.

We must remember that God is the great initiator, the creator of ALL, and of each one of us,
the greatest lover of our souls and our redeemer. God is always reaching for us, calling us
by name, loving us.

And yet, God is not a puppeteer. God created us in God’s image, according to God’s
likeness, with dominion, with power, with oversight and responsibility, over ourselves and
over creation, making space not only for us to have choice, but also for that choice to be
efficacious, to ripple out into the world, to change things.

So then, this is the frame in which our lives are set. God creates and sustains and abides,
but does not micromanage or manipulate. Our circumstances here in this life can be
wonderful, and they can be terrible — and they are usually a mixture of both. We see
children starving in Gaza, we see innocent, hardworking people being picked up on the
streets of our own city, and we want God to swoop in and fix it.



And God’s answer is almost always, no. God’s answer is, | give you the power to choose.
The choices you make have consequences. They hurt people, and they heal people. If you
make the mess, you have to clean it up. When you work to clean it up, | will help you, but |
am not a cosmic helicopter parent insulating you from the world and the world from you.

AND always, always, always, God’s answer is | will never leave you or forsake you.

So where does all that leave us with Step 7 - Humbly asking God to remove our
shortcomings? If we ask God for help, will God help? If we ask God to remove our
shortcomings, will God do it?

Yes.Yes...and...

Remember step 2, where we came to believe a power greater than ourselves could help us
and step 3, where we turned our will and our lives over to God? Well, just because we’ve
completed a step doesn’t mean we’ve moved past it. Each of the 12 steps is interrelated
with the others. As we humbly ask God to remove our shortcomings, we must do so
remembering that God is God, and as it says in the AA Daily Reflections book, “l don’t
decide which defects get removed, or the order in which defects get removed, or the time
frame in which they get removed. | ask God to decide which defects stand in the way of my
usefulness to God and to others, and then | humbly ask God to remove them.”

Surrendering to God in this way is a necessary gut-punch to our pride, giving God room to
lead.

Today’s Gospel lesson is a tongue-in-groove fit with Step 7. In fact, step 7 rises from the
instructions Jesus gives to his disciples when they come to him with the request “teach us
to pray.”

The disciples make this request on the heels of being sent out to preach and teach and
cast out demons and heal. They return from these experiences successful — and suitably
humbled by the reality that the need for food and clothing and healing and deliverance is
overwhelming — so they need to be even more closely connected to God than they already
are.

Prayer is nothing more and nothing less than connection with God. Because we cannot
detect God with our five senses, things in this life feel much more real to us than God. But
God is the most real thing, the most deeply relevant thing to our existence.

Prayer connects us with God like conversation connects us with people. Conversation is a
winding path of deepening relationship in which change does happen, in which things are
accomplished. But not every conversation has an action item, completes something, or
changes something.



Jesus responds to the disciples’ request for a lesson in prayer in two parts.

First, Jesus gives them a pattern for prayer, a framework meant to guide them in basic
communication with God.

HONOR GOD, RENEW YOUR COMMITMENT TO GOD’S AGENDA, ASK FOR HELP

HONOR GOD

Father, hallowed by your name - Honor God for being God: holy and mighty, immortal and
merciful, just and beyond our knowing, loving and life-giving.

RENEW YOUR COMMITMENT TO GOD’S AGENDA

Your kingdom come — God’s agenda for us, for our world, is for love to win; an important
part of prayer is remembering and aligning ourselves with the reality that God wants what is
good for us even more than we do

ASK GOD FOR HELP

Give us each day our daily bread — Daily bread so we can survive today, including the
courage to live simply that all might simply live

Forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us — Pardon for our
wrongs, which we have room in our hearts to receive because we have pardoned those who
have wronged us

And do not bring us to the time of trial — Protection from overwhelming temptations and
hardships

That is the framework for prayer, plain and simple. Humbly asking God to remove our
shortcomings is a fundamental, in part because we are likely to keep having them.

Second, Jesus tells them to persist in prayer. The point of the story is simple: keep asking,
and you will get what you need. Perhaps not what you wanted. Perhaps not exactly what
you asked for. But what you need.

And what we need more than anything is connection with God. Honestly, it typically does
not feel that way. In the midst of the crushing weight of sorrow and suffering, what it feels
like we most need is for things to get fixed, for people to be healed, for truth to be
recognized. It does not feel like enough for God to be with us in the midst of it.

In John chapter 6, after Jesus taught his disciples to be as deeply connected to God as
possible through eating Jesus’ flesh and drinking his blood, many followers said to Jesus,
“This teaching is difficult; who can accept it?” And many abandoned Jesus. Jesus said to
his disciples, “Do you also wish to go away?” And Peter replied, “Lord, to whom can we go?
You have the words of eternal life.”

Indeed, this life of following Jesus is NOT easy. When Jesus himself walked the earth, his
followers hoped he would rise to political power, displacing their Roman oppressors. And



he did not do it. He kept saying that God was his father, that he had a direct line to the
father, and yet the people called beloved of God were still oppressed. And Jesus has the
gall to say, “Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will
be opened foryou.”

How can it be that we receive and find and that the door is opened to us when so many
times, it seems to us that the specific answer to our direct requestis No? No, this person
isn’t going to be healed - at least not in this life. No, that person is still going to be allowed
to hurt other people. No, that war is still going to go on because people in power are
seeking their own ends.

Jesus concludes his call for the disciples to persist in prayer with these words, “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 [for anything].”

Apparently, God’s “final answer” is that God’s best gift of the Holy Spirit is going to work
through us to bring healing and justice and peace and love to the world.

Honestly, | struggled to finish this sermon because | wanted another answer, and easier
answer. | want it to be the case that if we learn to pray differently, to pray better, that we will
be able to unleash some magic spell that will change things for the better NOW, in my life,
in our lives, in the world.

What God wants is me, is us. What God wants is for us to connect with God and each other,
to follow, to be the conduit through which transformation happens.

It does not seem like enough. On the way to church this morning, | was still praying, “Is that
it?”

And God reminded me of the words God said to Solomon after the dedication of the
temple, which was a HUGE accomplishment and did NOT heal all the problems of the
Israelites — did not cure their diseases, did not abolish hunger, did not resolve infighting
between Israelite tribes, much less between them and their neighbors. God made a
promise to Solomon that rings down through millenia to us today: “If my people, who are
called by my name, shall humble themselves, and pray, and seek my face, and turn from
their wicked ways; then will | hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will heal their
land.”

May we continue, with God’s help, to come before the throne of grace with our petitions,
that we may be filled with God’s love and power and that God’s love and power may flow to
us and through us, healing our lives and our land. AMEN.



