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By the Rev. Rebecca Jones 
 
My little dog Mac was the sweetest boy ever. 
He had charm and charisma, and he never met a stranger.  
I loved the little guy with all my heart.  
There was just one thing about Mac that could sometimes be a little off-
putting. 
When he made up his mind that he wanted something,  
he would stop at nothing until he got it.  
You see, Mac was a terrier, 
bred to be persistent … one might even say obsessive. 
 
Mostly what Mac craved was paper –  
paper that he could shred for his various “art projects.” 
Mac was quite the artist,  
and he liked to use the living room rug as his canvas.  
His favorite medium was paper towel, 
though he also did some fine work in napkin or Kleenex  
or the occasional newspaper. 
 
Sadly for Mac, he wasn’t tall enough  
to reach the roll of paper towels on the kitchen counter, 
so in order to obtain his art supplies, 
he had to get them from people. 
He was relentless about it.  
If you had a paper towel or paper napkin in your hand,  
Mac invariably noticed, and he invariably asked you for it. 
Politely, at first, with a little friendly bark. 
And then another. And then another. And then another.  
And then about 40 in a row, nonstop. 
The politically incorrect might have called him a yappy little dog. 
I preferred to think of it as Mac’s volcanine eruptions.  
 
In the end, he always won. 
The only way to make him stop was to surrender, 
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to hand over the coveted paper towel, 
even though you knew he was just gonna make a mess with it. 
Really, you were better off giving him what he wanted  
as soon as he asked for it, 
because otherwise, he’d just wear you down. 
You knew it and he knew it. 
 
I couldn’t help but think of Mac when I read Jesus’s parable  
of the persistent widow, 
and the unjust judge who finally granted her request 
just so she would stop coming to him, wearing him out.  
 
Now, the usual interpretation of this parable  
is to say that the unjust judge heard the widow  
because of her persistence, 
not because of the merits of her case. 
And so, too, God will hear us 
if we persist in our prayers. 
If we persist, eventually God will give in. 
 
Does that interpretation disturb you as much as it disturbs me? 
Because I’m here to tell you, 
you can be as just persistent as my dog Mac, 
but persistence doesn’t always get you what you want. 
Sometimes it does. 
But just as often, it seems like it doesn’t.  
 
Oh, you can trot out that old cliché 
that God always answers prayer,  
it’s just that sometimes the answer is “no.” 
But according to this interpretation of this parable, 
we ought to be able to wear God down if we just keep asking.  
 
So what about those who have prayed so long and so hard, 
nonstop really,  
begging and pleading for mercy? 
What about our friends in Haiti, 
who seem to go from one disaster to another? 
Surely even an unjust God would have heard them by now. 
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What about all those parents praying for sick children? 
Mothers and fathers pray day and night, 
and innocent children still die every day.  
And I know it’s not the same thing, 
but my precious little Mac died of cancer 
even though I prayed with all my might for his recovery. 
It doesn’t help at all to suggest to a grieving mother 
that her child died because it was God’s will. 
 
I am never going to accept  
that God desires anything but goodness for God’s children,  
human or otherwise. 
God doesn’t kill children. 
Disease kills children.  
Wars kill children. 
Violence kills children.  
Accidents kill children.  
But not God. 
 
So why doesn’t God intervene? 
I pray for peace and justice all the time. 
But I’m still waiting for peace to break out.  
I pray for healing all the time.  
I’m still waiting for hospitals to run out of patients. 
I’m still waiting for the hungry to be fed.  
Still waiting for the homeless to find homes. 
Still waiting for cancer to be cured 
and for all dogs to live to a ripe old age.  
 
I confess to you that there have been times 
that I’ve been so angry at God’s seeming indifference to it all 
that I think I could, like Jacob, go a few rounds with God.  
Maybe I could shake a few blessings out of God, 
a few answered prayers. 
 
But that wrestling match between God and Jacob, 
you know I find that a bit disturbing too. 
It seems to me like God picked that fight. 
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We only got a little bit of the back story in our reading this morning, 
but Jacob was doing what God wanted him to do. 
He’s heading home, as God commanded, 
to try and make peace with his older brother, Esau… 
WHO, you will remember,  
Jacob had tricked out of their father’s blessing years earlier. 
He’s worried about what Esau’s gonna do to him when they meet. 
But Jacob was going home to make amends.  
 
So why did God start that fight, 
and then end it with a blow  
that leaves Jacob crippled for the rest of his life? 
 
I wonder why God came at Jacob like that?  
All night long.  
Non-stop. 
Persistently. 
I wonder why they had to wrestle all night, 
when surely it was in God’s power to end it at any time? 
Hmmm. I wonder… 
 
Well, let’s go back to that parable. 
I’ve already said I think it’s bad theology 
to suggest that prayers are answered because we nag God into action. 
I’m also not sure I like identifying God with the unjust judge, 
someone who has no concern for justice. 
 
I think there may be more to this parable than that. 
More than one way to interpret it.  
What happens if,  
instead of identifying God as the unjust judge, 
we identify God as the widow? 
What happens if the unjust judge, 
who neither fears God nor respects people, 
is actually me. And you. 
I’m afraid that fits the known facts a lot better.  
How often have I done the right thing 
only after it became the convenient thing? 
How often have you? 
How often have we ignored God, 
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especially when God came to us in the guise of the weak and needy? 
 
But God is persistent in love for us.  
It is God who wears US down, determinedly pursuing us, 
breaking down our defenses. 
It’s God who usually takes the initiative.  
And eventually, we give in, 
and we let God enter our lives. 
 
You know, prayer is not just a one-way communication,  
from our lips to God’s ear.  
Prayer goes both ways.  
It’s not just about us offering up our requests so God can do our bidding.  
Prayer is about relationship. 
Prayer is about listening to what God is trying to tell us 
when we wrestle with the events of our lives.  
 
We wrestle to find meaning, 
and understanding doesn’t always come easily for us.  
Sometimes we’re left with wounds and scars 
that last a lifetime. 
Maybe, only at the end  
do we realize that we’ve been touched by God through our struggles. 
 
Prayer is one means by which God can enter our lives. 
It’s not the only means at God’s disposal. 
There are a lot of tools in the divine toolbox.  
And God will pursue us with every tool available. 
 
But it is prayer that will sustain us,  
as we wrestle with the challenges of life. 
It is prayer that keeps us close to God. 
 
And when bad things do come our way, 
God promises to be with us in the struggle.  
God enters into a two-way conversation with us.  
We call for God to bring about justice and end hunger and cure cancer, 
and God responds by challenging us to change the world, 
By telling us to get up and do something 
to make it happen.  
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God will provide us with the ingredients, 
but we’ve got to do the stirring. 
 
God will pester us and pester us and pester us, 
like a terrier, wanting us to share what we have in our hearts. 
Wanting us to share our joys and our sorrows, 
our struggles and our triumphs, 
our fears and our love, 
so that through it all, 
through every emotion and catastrophe and event, 
God will be there with us, 
struggling with us, 
urging us on, 
and sometimes holding us up. 
Relentless. Persistent. Dogged. 
And in the end, God always wins.  
 
Thanks be to God. 
 
Amen. 
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