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Luke 18:1-8 
 
As a child, I was not brought up in the church. But in the culture of the south, there was no 
escaping it. Faith was in the air we breathed and the language we spoke. Back then and there, 
almost everyone claimed to belong to a church or some type of religious body. The question was 
not do you go to church but where. 
 
Most of my early religious formation came from reading an illustrated children’s Bible and 
watching the television. I can’t count the number of times I heard a preacher on the tv rambling 
on about rock and roll, dancing, drinking, smoking, sexing, and a host of other vices that would 
lead you straight to hell. I liked Led Zeppelin even as a kid and didn’t know what the other 
things were yet but wondered then if all religion meant was avoiding bad stuff.  
 
What grabbed me the most was hearing the tv preachers talk about prayer. One guy in particular, 
with fantastic hair, always said to lay your hand on the tv screen to pray. He’d reach out his hand 
towards the camera and say, “If you have just an ounce of faith, God will give you your heart’s 
desire.” God will bless you with riches, heal your sickness, or fix whatever problem you have.  
I desperately wanted not want to move again but no matter how hard or long I prayed, the 
moving van still showed up. So I left my friends and God behind for a long time. That’s a very 
transactional understanding of faith... if I do this, God will do that. 
 
We have a more mature approach to faith now, a relational one rather than a transactional one. 
But what do we do when we pray for change that never comes? Our world seems more broken 
than ever. It’s as if God doesn’t listen or care or is powerless to do anything about it.  
 
Doubt and pain persist but change in the form of healing or peace or justice never comes. When 
we pray often enough and hard enough, with no result, we might come to the conclusion that 
something is wrong, maybe with me. We can blame God, get frustrated, try new techniques, try  
a different religion or church, and eventually give up. But that’s not what prayer is about. 
 
In our Gospel, Jesus tells a story about the need to pray always and not lose heart. Some parables 
are cryptic but, helpfully, this one tells us the point. A parable is a type of story or analogy from 
everyday life that compares or contrasts an understood point to a less understood point so we 
might know the difficult thing a bit better. This parable is one of contrast. If even an unjust judge 
will hear the widow and give her what she wants… then God who loves you and wants to listen 
to you is faithful. Be like the widow who is persistent.  Are we supposed to bother God often 
enough to get a result… or is there more to it? 
 
Jesus said in a certain city, meaning anywhere, there was a judge who neither had faith in God 
nor had respect for people.  What a jerk. If this were a character in a movie, he would have a 
foreign accent. A widow kept going to him and asking for justice against her opponent. 
 
  



  
What was the widow complaining about? The story does not say. Very likely it had to do with 
her livelihood. She would not automatically inherit her husband’s estate. It would go to her sons 
or to the brother-in-law. Because she is arguing her case suggests none of the men were 
providing for her. She is trying to get a share of what belongs to her so she can get on with life. 
 
Imagine how many times she must have had to ask the judge before he would give her justice. 
He could wave her away, ignore her, or act busy… all behaviors to avoid someone. There was no 
guarantee the widow would eventually win. Almost everything was stacked against her in that 
society.  One could easily imagine the eye rolls when she marched back to the judge, again. 
There she goes again wasting her time when nothing will ever happen.  
 
The widow persisted. The judge was not convinced by a compelling argument, not common 
sense, not eloquence.. She kept pestering the judge until he did the right thing. Why did he 
finally give in? I think for at least two reasons. One, the judge was convinced by familiarity.  
That is, she ceased to be a nameless and faceless case but someone he knew personally, whether 
he wanted to know her or not. It is easy to objectify someone, or make them other, when we do 
not know them. When we know them personally, they become human beings rather than only a 
category or another annoyance to deal with. 
 
Secondly, I think the woman was given justice because the judge was afraid of how things were 
beginning to look. There is humor in the original Greek that we miss. Verse 5 reads, “Because 
this widow keeps bothering me, I will grant her justice, so that she may not wear me out by 
continually coming.” It says in Greek “…I will grant her justice so that she may not finally come 
and slap me in the face.” That is, she will give me a black eye and embarrass me in front of 
everyone.  Everyone would have known how he got a black eye, literally or symbolically.  
No one wants to be known as the judge who was beaten up and bested by an old woman.  
Give her what she wants so she will leave me alone in peace. 
 
We might reasonably interpret that the judge represents God and the widow represents how we 
are called to be, persistent in prayer so we do not lose heart. Prayer does not change God’s mind. 
Prayer changes us over time. 
 
One preacher (Barbara Brown Taylor) says many people approach prayer like they brush their 
teeth.  They do it once in the morning and once at night and maybe at a meal. It is good spiritual 
hygiene.  The widow reminds us to pester God with prayers, all the time, every day. Prayer is not 
like brushing your teeth but breathing, necessary for life. 
 
In one sense, we are offering to God what we are concerned with and care about. For her,  
it was personal. No one but you is responsible. In another sense, we pray for the world and those 
affected by gun violence, for those facing addiction or illness or AIDS… for those who face 
unjust discrimination for being who they are. We want God to do something. Praying for these 
things reminds us who we are, what we believe, and how we are called to act in the world. We 
don’t simply pray and hope something happens. We pray what we believe and live out that faith 
in the world. We put out prayers in action and are shaped by God through them. 
 
  



  
The point of contrast Jesus is trying to make becomes clear. If a judge who doesn’t care about 
anyone will finally give justice, won’t God who wants to listen to you and loves you give you 
even more? Prayer is not about saying the right words, making deals, or avoiding bad things to 
get a reward. I didn’t understand that as a kid.  Prayer may give us good things or right some 
wrongs. Mainly, it gives us hope, by connecting us with God who continually seeks after us.. 
With hope, we never lose heart.   
 
But… What if Jesus intends the parable in another way? What if we are the judge in the story 
and God is the persistent widow?  God seeks after us constantly. God does not stop 
communicating until we know God personally. She comes back day after day trying to get 
someone to listen and pay attention and do something to right the wrongs in the world. You have 
the power to make a difference, in your own life and in the world. It’s personal and matters and 
God won’t give up.  The widow reminds us to seek God and work for justice every day and not 
lose heart.  All of the concerns we offer in the prayers of the people remind us who we are, what 
we believe, and how we are called to act in the world. God, through prayer, changes us over 
time. Sometimes with a still small voice and sometimes with a slap in the face to wake up. 
 


