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 “Ask and it will be given you…” 

 I don’t know about you but whenever I hear these words of Jesus 
I immediately think, “Really? Ask it will be given to me? Does that mean 
anything?” Surely it can’t mean anything. At least it can’t mean that I ask 
for anything and get it because that just doesn’t happen. I mean, I don’t 
know about you, but the number of things I have asked for in prayer in 
the past, especially as a child, that I didn’t get are too many to number. 

 In connection with asking and not receiving I am then reminded 
of a country western music song from my youth. The biggest star of that 
age was Garth Brooks (I am sure you have all of his albums). He had a 
song entitled “Unanswered Prayers.” The chorus goes like this: 

Sometimes I thank God for unanswered prayers 
Remember when you're talkin' to the man upstairs 
That just because he doesn't answer doesn't mean he don't care 
Some of God's greatest gifts are unanswered prayers 

 
I still like the sentiment actually, because I am really thankful for certain 
prayers not being answered the way I would have liked them to be at the 
time—it can actually be a relief to know that I don’t know what is best for 
me. But, in saying that, there is also the realisation that “just because he 
doesn’t answer doesn’t mean he don’t care” isn’t exactly a perfect 
paraphrase of “Ask and it will be given you…” 

 I think we must assume that Jesus didn’t mean ask for anything, 
and I mean anything, and God will grant it. We must assume this especially 
if anything includes winning the lottery, the death of an enemy or the 
miraculous curing of any and every disease—and that is to name just a 
few of the petitions that I can imagine making and not having them 
answered.  

 And so, what could it mean? What does it mean? Well, one 
worthwhile understanding of what Jesus meant when he said “Ask and 
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receive, knock it will open…” is that he was urging his disciples to pray 
with confidence. He was urging them not to enter timidly into prayer; not 
to assume that they were making wagers with God (something like, “God, 
if I do this will your promise to do that?). Instead, he was telling his 
followers that they can enter into a confident conversation with God. And 
this confidence begins with those first words of what we now call The 
Lord’s Prayer. 

 “Our Father…” These are the most important words in the whole 
prayer. The gift of being able to address God as Father. This is what we 
have in Jesus Christ: he has gifted us, by his sonship, with the ability to 
address God as Father. I know that not all Father-child relationships are 
everything that they are supposed to be. But this one is: the relationship 
of Jesus to his Father, and hence our relationship through Jesus to God, 
is everything it supposed to be: ultimate sonship, ultimate fatherly 
goodness and provision, ultimate love and sacrifice. It is a gifted 
relationship. 

 I have wondered for quite some time why, at places like King’s 
College Chapel in Cambridge, the Lord’s Prayer would begin with the 
priest saying “Our Father…” and that would then be followed by the 
congregation beginning anew, “Our Father…” It must be because those 
first two words—“pater emon” in Greek, “pater noster” in Latin, “Our 
Father” in English—those first two words are so important. It seems that 
at times the priest, without that repetition starting the prayer, may be the 
only one saying those first two words as everyone else scurries to catch 
up “…who art in heaven.” I told the adult confirmands this past year, 
“Don’t be late, don’t miss your chance to say those two words. Be sure 
to say them with me, even if it means beating me to the punch: ‘Our 
Father.’” There is nothing more important in this prayer. 

 And Jesus takes the opportunity, when speaking about prayer, to 
make sure we know what kind of relationship we now have with God, the 
nature of the conversation that we are entering into. It isn’t a relationship 
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like a master to a slave. It isn’t even properly a relationship of Lord to 
subject. No; it is a relationship of a Father to a son. We shouldn’t forget 
the many examples that we have of broken relationships of fathers and 
sons in our world today, sweeping them under the carpet. But we also 
can’t allow those broken relationships to obscure and denigrate the 
beautiful, familial relationship that Jesus indicates we have with God, our 
Father, through the life, death and resurrection of the Son. 

 “Ask and it will be given you…” Well, there are probably some 
good, familial, filial parallels to draw here. The Father says to his children, 
ask and it will be given. Now, I don’t know about you, but if my dad told 
me that I wouldn’t assume, “Oh, he means anything. I can ask for 
anything.” No, instead I would conclude, at least at this point in my life, 
“My dad wants me to come to him in confidence and trust. He wants me 
to know that he is there for me, that he loves me and will do whatever 
he can to protect and provide for me.” Well, I don’t think those thoughts 
are too far off of what Jesus means when he tells us to pray with the 
confidence, “Ask and it will be given you…” 

 But I also think something else is involved. And it can be 
illustrated through these words of Samuel Clemens; you probably know 
the same man as Mark Twain: “When I was a boy of 14, my father was so 
ignorant I could hardly stand to have the old man around. But when I got 
to be 21, I was astonished at how much the old man had learned in seven 
years.” Well, it seems to me that our prayer life, in relationship to God as 
our Father, is much like Samuel Clemens’s relationship was with his 
father. 

 Most, if not all, of the theologians that I have read over the years 
agree. I have used a parable, an upbuidling discourse (as it called), from 
Soren Kierkegaard in the past to illustrate this. But others say much the 
same— be it Hans Urs von Balthasar, John AT Robinson, Samuel Clemens, 
the list goes on. But I will quote briefly from our former Archbishop Rowan 
Williams to make the point: “It has been said,” he writes, “that prayer is 



4 
 

not primarily a matter of getting ourselves where we can see God, but 
getting ourselves where God can see us… Prayer is letting God be himself 
in and for us.”1 

 It is like Samuel Clemens’s observation; prayer is about allowing 
God to shape and form us—even if we do so kicking and screaming the 
whole way. It is like starting out as a child and wondering why God won’t 
answer our prayers the way we want because we know what is best for 
us. It is from that disposition that we grow into the astonishment that in 
seven years, or twenty years, or thirty years, that God has learned a lot in 
that time. [It is voicing the, I realize, clichéd confession, “Some of God’s 
greatest gifts are unanswered prayers.”] It really is like a wrestling 
match…at least at times. 

 I don’t mean that prayer can’t be peaceful, that it can’t be tranquil, 
that it can’t be quiet and, well, nice. But even in those times, or maybe 
mostly in those times, it is still a struggle. It isn’t by chance that many 
have experienced through a devoted prayer life something they could 
only call “the dark night of the soul.” Prayer can be very much like 
speaking into the silence, breaking our silence to speak to God and to 
break his silence. And how should we do so? How should we break that 
silence? How should we speak into the void? 

 Jesus tells us that we should do so with confidence. “Ask and it 
will be given you…” We should do so as one would address a loving 
Father. And we should do so expecting, if we persist, if we don’t give up 
(because it is easy to give up a devoted prayer life), we should expect to 
be changed. And I can only say, as one struggling in prayer with you, that 
I am convinced that the change will be one for our good. Amen. 

                                            
1 Tokens of Trust, 155, 157. 


