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Our first scripture reading is Hosea 11:1-4. The book of Hosea is rich in imagery and symbolic
action. God's steadfast love to Israel is compared to the faithful husband of an unfaithful wife.
Other metaphors in Hosea that deepen our understanding of God's character include the
physician, the lion, and the cypress tree. In today's reading, God is compared to the tenderness
of a mother in her devotion to her young children. Listen for the word of God.

When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.

2 The more I called them, the more they went from me;

they kept sacrificing to the Baals and offering incense to idols.

3 Yet it was | who taught Ephraim to walk; | took them up in my arms,
but they did not know that | healed them.

41 led them with cords of human kindness,
with bands of love. | was to them like those who lift infants to their cheeks.
! bent down to them and fed them. Amen.

Our Gospel reading is Luke 11:1-13. Luke includes teachings on prayer in his travel narratives as
Jesus gets closer to his destiny of Jerusalem. In the previous chapter Jesus taught a new
standard of hospitality in the parable of the Good Samaritan and enjoyed the hospitality of
Mary and Martha in their home. In today’s reading, Jesus offers the Lord’s Prayer to the
disciples who ask how to pray after observing the richness of Jesus’ prayer life. Jesus echoes
Hosea's description of God as a loving parent by addressing God as Father. Two short
parables follow to emphasize the kindness and reliability of the One to whom we pray. The
parables are to be understood in the context of middle eastern hospitality. The thought of a
neighbor not lending a loaf of bread for one’s guest or a parent giving a stone instead of bread
to a child is unthinkable. Listen now to God’s Holy Word.

Jesus was praying in a certain place, and after he had finished, one of his disciples said to him,
“Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.” 2 So Jesus said to them, “When you pray,
say: Father, may your name be revered as holy. May your kingdom come. Give us each day
our daily bread. *And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.
And do not bring us to the time of trial.” > And Jesus said to them, “Suppose one of you has a
friend, and you go to him at midnight and say to him, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of
bread, ¢ for a friend of mine has arrived, and | have nothing to set before him.’ 7 And he
answers from within, ‘Do not bother me; the door has already been locked, and my children
are with me in bed; | cannot get up and give you anything.’ ¢ | tell you, even though he will
not get up and give him anything out of friendship, at least because of his persistence he will
get up and give him whatever he needs. ? So I say to you, Ask, and it will be given to you;
search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you. ° For everyone who
asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will
be opened. ' Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for a fish, will give a snake
instead of a fish? 2 Or if the child asks for an egg, will give a scorpion? 2 If you then, who are
evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father
give the Holy Spirit to those who ask!” Amen.



The title of the sermon: “Kindness”

The text: | was to them like those who lift infants to their cheeks. | bent down to them and fed
them. Hosea 11:4b

Let us pray: Holy and Loving God, thank you for being to us as One who bends and lifts, One
whose kindness will not depart from us. As we reflect on who you are, may the words of my
mouth and the meditation of each of our hearts be acceptable in your sight. Amen.

| was reminded of a quote by Maya Angelou at a recent memorial gathering during a tribute to
one of our members who was known for her kindness. “People will forget what you said,
people will forget what you did, but they will never forget how you made them feel.”

The summer before | began at Westminster, a dear friend of mine at Webster Groves
Presbyterian Church received devastating health news. We talked about her feelings, her faith,
her choices, and the kindness she had received that day from the nurses who cared for her. As
| walked out of her hospital room, she coined a phrase | will always remember. “The miracle
of kindness,” she said. We both smiled and understood. May we never underestimate the
“miracle of kindness” in our life together.

Kindness is the quality of being friendly, generous, and considerate. Much more than just
being nice, kindness is a conscious decision to act in a way that makes a positive contribution
to another’s life, even when it is inconvenient. Kindness involves intentionality, reliability, and
a willingness to go the extra mile. Kindness involves bending and lifting.

Hosea 11 provides an image of the kindness of God. When Israel was a child, | loved him, it
was | who taught Ephraim to walk, | took them up in my arms. | was to them like those who
lift infants to their cheeks. | bent down to them and fed them.

There are few scenes of tenderness in the Bible that can compare to God as One who bends
down to lifts infants.

What makes bending and lifting possible is the strength of one’s legs and the flexibility of one’s
upper body. To be reliably kind is not possible unless one is both strong with a solid
foundation and flexible with the ability to bend, to look at life from another point of view and
to have the elasticity of spirit to be stretched. In fact, it is precisely one’s inner strength and
solid foundation that makes it possible to bend, and therefore to be kind, trustworthy,
steadfast, unfailing, and faithful. Hosea tells us these are characteristics of Yahweh God.

A colleague in St. Louis strategically placed on her kitchen wall a large, colorful piece of
artwork with the words “A mother never, ever gives up.” This, my friends, is the message in
the eleventh chapters of Hosea and Luke. This is what our God is like: a mother... a father
who never, ever gives up... ... who cannot forget the years of bending down, of lifting even
when many years have passed.

Hosea was a prophet who understood the joy and the agony of parenting. Hosea believed
that the most difficult “bending” parents would be asked to do comes later when their



children, in the process of growing up and coming into their own, make choices or experience
hardships that cause them and those who love them to suffer.

By using the metaphor of parenting for Yahweh’s relationship to Israel, we are given a rare
glimpse into the suffering heart of God. The suffering God of Hosea anticipates the suffering
Christ of Gethsemane and of Calvary’s cross, a God who would give up God’s own self rather
than give up on us, a kind, steadfast, and unfailing God.

The God who created the world, the God who is beyond our understanding is the God who
lifts infants and the God who opens the door in the middle of the night when the neighbor
knocks. This is the God who bends and lifts and who listens to and answers our prayers.

Perhaps the most important thing Jesus taught about prayer was through example. Jesus
welcomed the gift of silence and reflection in his life, and he spent time alone seeking the will
of his Maker, whom he called Father. Jesus spent regular and consistent time in prayer. So
much so that one of his disciples asked. Lord, teach us to pray.

Bending and lifting are also a part of prayer. Bending down to kneel in reverence (whether
we pray literally on our knees or bow our spirits) is an act of humility. Lifting those dear to us
in prayer is an act of kindness. When we pray, we acknowledge that we belong to
community, and we affirm our faith in a kind and reliable God.

When Jesus’ disciples asked him about prayer, he offered a simple prayer which reflected his
understanding of who God is and all God wants to give us. Then he shared two parables to
remind us the way God makes us feel. God wants nothing but the best for us and God will be
faithful not because of anything we do but because of who God is.

In Jesus’ time and culture, it would be unthinkable that a request for bread to serve a guest in
the middle of the night would be denied. We are told even the inhospitable neighbor will
eventually respond, not so much because of persistence as the NRSV translated but to avoid
the shame that would accompany the refusal in this middle eastern culture that places so much
value on hospitality. If even an insensitive neighbor will respond to avoid shame, how much
more will the God of kindness gladly give us?

Jesus’ advice on prayer is simple. Ask and you shall receive, seek and you shall find, knock and
the door will be open! Hosea and Luke were right. We have a God like none other. We have
a God who seeks justice and who loves kindness. We have a God who invites us, in the midst
of the cruelty, injustice, entitlement, and wealth inequity in our world today, to be a part of
God’s kindness.

By the grace of the One who lifts infants, and through the gift of prayer, may we discover the
strength and flexibility within ourselves that makes it possible to bend, to stretch, and to show
kindness to one another. Amen.



