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In the past couple of weeks, we’ve been invited by our lectionary text to go on a Faith Journey, as we focus on the various aspects of faith. Two weeks ago, if you remember, we talked about the growth of faith.  We examined how our faith, even if as small as a mustard seed, can grow and mature into a tree that would bear much fruits.  Last week, we talked about the healing of faith.  Through the faith of the 10 lepers, all of them were healed, but only one (the Samaritan – a foreigner) who came back to thank Jesus with a heart full of praise.  We’ve been challenged to examine our own attitude towards grace (aka gratitude) and thanksgiving in our everyday lives.  How easily have we forgotten to thank God and to acknowledge God for what God has done in our lives?  

Today our text invites us to look into perhaps the most important aspect of faith - Persistence.  Keep in mind that being persistent does not mean being stubborn.  Being persistent means you keep working hard at it, until you get the task accomplished or you get it right eventually; while being stubborn simply means, you just stick with the same way of doing things over and over again, leaving little or no room for improvement, or possibilities or new ideas to flow.  

Like the old cliché question of “How do you get to Carnie Hall?”  “Practice! Practice! and Practice!”  You keep improving until you’ve reached perfection or your desired outcome.  That’s being what persistent is all about.  It also means enduring hardship and learning from our failures and past mistakes that we make.


In our Gospel lesson today, Jesus told the parable about a persistent widow who was demanding a fair judgment from a judge.  Perhaps she was being mistreated by others simply because she was a widow.  Unfortunately this judge would care less about her request.  She had become a nuisance in this judge seeking her demand.  But she refused to let go until she receives what she was looking for.  To complicated the matter, being a widow back then means she has little or no leverage or rightful standing in society.  The Bible often talked about the widows and the orphans were the most vulnerable and the most marginalized people in the community.  But because of this widow’s persistence, the judge decided to hear her case and grant her a hearing for her justice, perhaps he just wanted her to “shut up” so she won’t bother him anymore.  The widow’s persistence finally paid off!  She got her day in court for  an opportunity for her voices to be heard. 

In this short parable that was captured by only 8 verses here, Luke wasted no time in letting the readers know what this parable was all about.  It was about prayer, specifically the persistence of prayer, and how we may live our every lives faithfully and expectedly.  This parable touched upon many key elements of our Christian journey: Prayer and trust, justice and deliverance, judgment, faith and hope, persistence and resistance against authority, and capped off by a foreshadowing of the 2nd coming of Christ and our role in faithful discipleship.  

Jesus shared this parable to compare how our Heavenly Father will also hear our cries for help, as long as we keep acknowledging Him and pleading for God’s mercy, grace and justice.  God hears our prayers and God knows our pains as we lift up our concerns in prayer and not to lose heart when things do not go accordingly.
  If it doesn’t work this time, make a few adjustments, pick ourselves up and try it again, and again, and again.  

Our God is a fair judge who is willing to hear our petitions and prayers, as long as we place our faith and trust in Him. 
Furthermore, Jesus also sneaked in a little bit of apocalyptic (that is things concerning the “End-Time”) warning to people that they better act upon their faith quickly….“this generous offer will not last.  It is also a limited time offer”.  There’s a sense of urgency here as Jesus preached about the coming of the Kingdom of God.  Time is running short, act now before it is too late.  We must remain persistent in our faith for the mean time.  As Matthew 24:13 tells us that those who endure till the end shall be saved.

Persistence and Faith come hand in hand.  Both lead to commitment by taking a giant leap forward in saying “Yes” to God.  Whenever we are faced with difficult trials and hardship, God grace becomes more apparent.  As long as we remain persistence in our faith, God hears us, God sees us and God will deliver us through God’s promises of the Kingdom, that is both already here and is still to come.

When I was serving in the church in New Brunswick, NJ, the church was located in demographically transformed neighborhood where many of the local residents were no longer what they used to be. (Does that sound familiar?)  It has become a commuting church where most of the parishioners drive at least 20-30 minutes in order to GO to church on Sundays.  Like many urban area today, homelessness and pan-handling became not only an eye-sore to the local community but it also awakens us the new social reality of life today.  


Almost every day we received random individuals ringing the church doorbell asking for some kind of assistance.  Some days it became crazy, kind of like “trick o’ treating” on Halloween.  To the most part, all they were interested was getting a little monetary assistance. Sadly and unfortunately it was always the same people almost every week.  They may not come every day, but we recognize these “regulars”.  They all seem to take their turn on each day of the week.  


There was this one guy named Carl, who has been a regular for years.  Almost every week, he would come ringing on the church doorbell and asked if he can have a little “something” for him.  He would only request to see the pastor and not anybody else.  He played the psychology that it would be harder for the pastor to say “NO” to him. Well, at least Carl did not try to make up excuses each week when he was asking for help. He honestly confessed that he needed help to get by each week and morally he wouldn’t feel right if he had lied about it.  He said he doesn’t do drugs or drink.  He never asked for large sum of money like $20 or $100, nor did he try to come up a tragic story begging for the sympathy of others.  He only asked for what he needed.  A couple of dollars here and a couple of dollars there, just enough to get by….and then he would simply walk away.  

Every Monday morning, Carl would come ringing the doorbell because he knew that the pastor was always there at that time.  Over the years, he had developed this special relationship with the pastor from the other church.  Once in a while he would even come in whenever food is being served….but he’s reluctant about coming into worship on a Sunday morning...maybe he was just too humbled about it and didn’t feel comfortable seeing all the people who dress up nicely on Sunday morning.  He said, in his own word, that it’s “intimidating” if he walked in as just he was on a Sunday morning.  However, whenever an extra hand is needed, he would be happy to lend a hand, if he was being asked by the pastor to do so.  Carl understood.  We understood.  God understood.

Nevertheless, that church meant a lot to him because it’s a place where he could be treated with a little bit of dignity and respect…. something that he would not have gotten from the shelter, soup kitchen, city park or on the train. Carl felt accepted by others simple by being who he was, without reservation and judgment by others.  Over time Carl revealed that he believed in God and he prayed to God constantly.  We probably won’t see him walking into the sanctuary on a Sunday morning, dressed in his “Sunday’s Best”, but he had faith in God that one day he would get himself cleaned up, get a job and get his feet back in order….so this way he wouldn’t have to come to ring those doorbells anymore.  To him, his life was a prayer in progress, in spite of all the challenges and hardships that he faced.

Somehow I have a feeling that Carl is still going through the same routine every week, ringing the doorbells, getting his meals at the local soup kitchen and hoping from shelter to shelter in the neighborhood to use the showers and the facilities, but it was his “persistent” faith and fervent prayer that I admired the most.  

Despite his present hardship and “suffering”, Carl believed that someday his persistent prayers will be answered and that justice will be served within the Kingdom of God in the coming days.

The source of our persistence and faith is God…..because God has been persistent and faithful to us since the beginning.  Even when we failed and disappointed God miserably from time after time, yet God is still willing to redeem us and forgive us.  God still calls us as one of His own, as sons and daughters.  God will see justice delivered to all those who seek after Him.

God’s word and promise is full of hope in our future.  We can always count on that.  Everything else may change, but we believe in a God who does not change.  In his letter to his disciple, Timothy, the Apostle Paul reminded Timothy that God’s word is everlasting, powerful and can be trusted.  Paul wrote, “All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness,  17 so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every good work.”


God’s word gives us the freedom to trust and to depend on.  God’s word is applicable in every facet of our lives, especially when we need to hear a word of comfort, encouragement and peace.  People may disappoint and abandon us.  Our worldly success and treasures may disappear from us.  Our houses may be destroyed by the storm or in a fire.  But God promised us that His word will never leave us.  1 Peter 1:24-25  "All flesh is like grass and all its glory like the flower of grass. The grass withers, and the flower falls,  25 but the word of the Lord endures forever."
 
This is of a great comfort for us to know as we meditate upon the persistent faith that God has demonstrated to us – a faith that enables us to proclaim the message; be persistent whether the time is favorable or unfavorable; convince, rebuke, and encourage, with the utmost patience in teaching.  Always be sober, endure suffering, do the work of an evangelist, [so that we may] carry out our ministry fully.


Our persistent faith will ultimately lead us, sustain us, and delivers us from the most difficult and challenging times.  Perhaps you are in the midst of one right now.  But keep in mind that when everything else in life seems to be falling apart and nothing is happening, when people are not returning your phone calls when you are desperately crying out for help, rest assure that God is always on the other end of the prayer line.  We can always count on God being there with us, standing by our side, embracing us and pulling us through. 


As a gift to our faith, God sent us the Holy Spirit of faith and courage that enables us to pray without ceasing in a broken and fearful world.  The Spirit of comfort offers us the peace that surpasses all understanding, until Christ comes once again to redeem the world and reestablish the Kingdom of God.

In confidence and in faith, we may look forward to this Kingdom of God to be established, but Christ reminded us that the Kingdom of God will not be coming with things that can be seen, but rather unseen and it is already here among us, through God’s deliverance and grace.


Therefore, we shall keep on praying and not lose heart
.  Be persistent in our prayer and in our service to others.  Keep on expecting what God has been and will continue to do in fulfilling God’s Heavenly promises here on earth.  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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