29th Sunday of Year C – Persisting in Prayer

To get the most out of today’s Gospel it may be helpful for us to think for a few moments about its two main characters – the judge, and the widow.

The judge was not one of the local people, he was a paid magistrate appointed by either King Herod or by one of the Roman officials. History tells us that he and his colleagues were notorious for being corrupt – accepting bribes and failing to hear cases fairly. In fact, if a petitioner had no money or influence there was no change of getting his case settled. The ordinary people called them ‘robber judges’.

The widow was fighting for her rights – perhaps to the house, the bit of a land, a few goats and sheep. Difficult as life still is today for widows in our own country it was much worse in those days and in that part of the world. A widow was the most helpless person you could imagine, other than an orphan. Equality of the sexes didn’t exist. She was on her own and she knew it. She had no money with which to bribe the judge and no influential friends to speak on her behalf. All she had was sheer determination to get what was hers by right. So, she kept pestering the judge, who would have had little interest in her case as there was nothing in it for him. Eventually, though, he gave in to her pleading because he realised that otherwise she would keep at him and worry him to death.

We can be delighted that the poor widow finally received attention but the real point of the story is that she kept on trying for what she knew was right.

This tale maybe puts us in mind of another that Jesus told – about the man who found himself without food to give an unexpected guest who had arrived late at night. He kept knocking at his neighbour’s door until this man got up from his bed and gave him what he needed. 

Jesus is not saying God is like a dishonest judge, or a disturbed and grumpy neighbour. The point of the story is that if someone like that will listen to you eventually, if only for a bit of peace and quiet, how much more readily and gladly will our heavenly Father listen to our pleas. Ask and you will receive, seek and you will find, knock and the door will be opened.

But we know there is a further difficulty. We can seem to wait a very long time for God to answer – and maybe we never get the answer we were looking for.

It may be helpful to remind ourselves of three important facts. 

The first is that, like children, we tend to look only at the present – with a little bit of yesterday and a vague idea of tomorrow. We see time as one event after another, one day following the next. But God sees it as one whole piece with no yesterday, today or tomorrow. Our prayer may already be answered in the loving providence of God – but we don’t experience that answer until ‘the time’ comes.

Secondly, an important outcome of persisting in prayer is that we become less and concerned with the achievement of our own will and more and more attentive and responsive to the will of God. Maybe we need a long time for this very necessary change of attitude to be brought about within us. Some of us need a longer time than others.
The third fact is that there is very little in life that happens instantaneously. These days we have become so accustomed to instant heat and light at the flick of a switch, or of instant telecommunication by radio, TV and mobile phone that we have the same expectation of our humanity – of ourselves and of our relationships. We want so we should get, and now. 

But life is not like that. After the moment of our conception everything takes time. We are not born in a moment, nor do we mature in a moment. In life, growth and development and change take place gradually, step by step. 

Besides, having our wishes fulfilled immediately is not necessarily good for us. Perhaps it never is. Don’t we appreciate all the more those things that we have had to wait for, to struggle for, to sacrifice for? They are all the more welcome for their being delayed. 

Certainly there is one thing about life that can still happen in an instant and that is its ending. About this Jesus gives us a salutary reminder: stand ready, for you know neither the day nor the hour.

Let us pray for the wisdom to remain patient, and to stay alert, that we may be blessed by the love of God when the time comes.
