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On Friday, my friend, Buddy Stallings, the rector of the Church of the Ascension on 
Staten Island, led 60 grieving people as they celebrated a funeral for a four-week-old 
baby boy.  During all of the short four weeks of the baby’s life, Buddy prayed when he 
was with the child and when he was with the parents, and surely he prayed as he crossed 
New York harbor on the ferry to go the hospital.  Others prayed, too.  You know they 
did.  And as the prayers mounted up, in almost inverse proportion it seems, the baby’s 
health ebbed away.  And before his grandmother could get to New York from Jackson 
Mississippi – herself the daughter of a priest, herself a woman raised in a family whose 
business was prayer – the baby died. 
  

For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for 
everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. 
  

Was there something wrong in the way they were asking?  Were they not searching hard 
enough?  Was the knocking supposed to be in some secret code that they were too stupid 
to figure out?  Or was it that they just were not good enough people to get what they so 
desperately asked for, and so God stood back and watched their misery grow and grow 
until they were faced with the most difficult decision of their lives:  the decision to 
remove a four-week old baby from life support?  Did God ignore them because they 
weren’t up to God’s standards? 
  
This is a terrible passage of Scripture.  People use it to torture themselves and to torture 
other people.  And if, like me, they simply cannot bring themselves to believe that God is 
so cruel and petty that God ignores us if we do not have just the right words or are not 
quite good enough, they rationalize the passage away.  They look for ways to pretend – 
and it is nothing but pretending, the way a battered woman pretends that her spouse really 
does love her because she cannot bear the truth the he doesn’t – They look for ways to 
pretend that God really did, after all, answer the prayers but we are just too dumb to see 
it. 
  
People stand on their heads to prove that God really does give us whatever we pray for.  
They fudge right and left.  They say that while we thought we were praying for X, what 
we really wanted, deep down inside was Y.  In other words, they say that although Buddy 
and everyone else thought they wanted the baby to get well, what they really wanted was 
for it to become hydrocephalic and then get meningitis.  They just didn’t realize that their 
deepest hope for the baby was dysfunction and disease and death. 
  
Or they say that God actually gives us what we need, even if it isn’t what we ask for. You 
know how this one goes.  We ask for the killing in Iraq to stop, but God knows that what 
we really need is for all those innocent people to keep dying, and someday we’ll see the 
wisdom in the butchery.  Forget for a minute that this interpretation is the opposite of 
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what the text says – that a good parent gives the child exactly what the child wants – it 
also suggests that people are utterly stupid when it comes to knowing what they need.  
And I for one, while I am the first to admit that I do not always have the strength or the 
courage to go after what I really need, that I often take the easy way out… I for one 
usually know what I need, even if I am not strong enough to do what it takes to get it, or 
even to bear it if it’s dropped in my lap. 
  
And then there will be those who will tell you that not only does God answer our prayers, 
but that God gives us more and better than we could ever imagine.  We just can’t see it.  
In other words, the baby being dead is so much better all around than the baby being 
alive.  God let the baby die because God wanted all those tortured people to have more 
than they even asked for.  Tell that to the parents.  Tell that to the grandparents.  Tell that 
to Buddy.  What a happy day, what a bonus, that a four-week-old baby died of multiple 
brain dysfunctions.  And some day they’ll come to their senses and be grateful for God’s 
great gift. 
  
And maybe here’s the worse rationalization of all.   Some people of the lie, as Scott Peck 
calls them, some agents of Satan pretending to be children of the light, will tell you that 
the great thing is that the baby is now with God.  And for them I have two questions.  
Since the baby would have ended up with God anyway in 80 or 90 years, what’s the great 
gain in the baby dying now?  Time is meaningless in God’s eternity.  80 seconds or 80 
minutes or 80 years or 80 millennia:  There is not time in God.  So it’s all the same.  And 
if what they really mean is that insane notion that God killed the baby because God 
wanted another angel – prescinding from the fact that in our tradition dead human beings 
are not angels – what kind of a God would throw the lives of hundreds of good, innocent 
people into total disarray just so God could have one more disembodied human being 
floating around in whatever state disembodied human beings float around?  Think of that 
for just a minute with the coldest logic you can muster.  How selfish and narcissistic 
would God have to be to kill babies for the sake of the Divine amusement?  And what 
kind of a God can only draw close to creatures and take delight in creatures once they’re 
dead? 

  
Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for a fish, will give a snake 
instead of a fish? Or if the child asks for an egg, will give a scorpion? 
  

Is there any among you who, if your child asked that his son might live would let the 
child die anyway?  Or if your child asked that the physicians would know what to do, 
would make them come up short just so you could have the baby all to yourself? 
  
As you all know, I generally hate religion, and what religious people make out of this 
passage is one of the most hateful things I know of that people do in the name of God.  
But as much as I hate it, I understand it.  I do the same thing myself. 
  
I have gone through the first 51 years of my life without every buying a lottery ticket.  
For the last few months, I have bought a Powerball ticket nearly every week.  I pass by 
the billboards and I see those phenomenal amounts in the jackpot calling out to me, 



promising to me the answer, it seems, to every one of my problems, and the answer to our 
problems.  What we couldn’t do here at Grace if I could just win the current $78M.  And 
I buy a ticket.  For the first time in my life, I am buying lottery tickets.  And, if I am to be 
honest with you, there is a part of me that believes – a part of me far deeper than my 
rational mind – that the God of the Universe is going to fiddle with the ticket spitter at 
Ahart’s at 15th and Liberty, all for me, and make that quick-pick a sure win, and I will 
have my picture in every newspaper in America, and all my problems will be solved.  
The layers of my madness are more than I can count, beginning with the madness that 
money will solve all my problems.  But the most troubling layer of all is that somewhere 
in me, I believe that God sticks the Divine Finger into the machine at Ahart’s that churns 
out lottery tickets.  It is sheer and utterly blasphemy to think such a thing of the God who 
dwells in light inaccessible, the Ancient of Days, the great I AM. 
  

Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for a fish, will give a snake 
instead of a fish? Or if the child asks for an egg, will give a scorpion? 
  

Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for a winning lottery ticket, will give a 
useless collection of random numbers instead of the perfect lineup? 
  
The baby died.  I haven’t won the lottery yet.  And so you have to wonder if all this talk 
about God being like even a moderately good parent is not a lot of mumbo-jumbo meant 
to keep people from revolting in the face of the unfairness of life. 
  
Bill Lewellis once preached in this very room that one of the most important words in the 
Bible is “but” along with its cousin, “yet.”  And Bill was right.  Chapter after chapter, the 
writer gets us ready for disaster, and then comes that crucial word, “but,” or that crucial 
word, “yet.”  God’s fury was turned against Israel, and God could have -- and perhaps 
should have -- wiped the people off the face of the earth, BUT… YET…  The text from 
Hosea is a classic example of it.   God has written Israel off, and for good reason, and 
then we get this: 
  

Yet the number of the people of Israel shall be like the sand of the sea, which can 
be neither measured nor numbered; and in the place where it was said to them, 
"You are not my people," it shall be said to them, "Children of the living God."  
  

This sermon, like much of the Scripture, now comes to its pivot, to the shift, to the, “but 
yet…”  This is where the “but” comes in this sermon, the “yet.”  It is true that God does 
not give us whatever we ask for in prayer.  Or maybe sometimes God does, who am I to 
say.  But we cannot count on it, and I would stake my life on that.  But, this text does not 
claim that God does always give us what we ask.  This text does not say that God will 
give us fish or eggs or winning lottery numbers or medical miracles.  What this text 
claims is something else entirely.  But what it claims demands too much maturity of us, 
too much holiness and wisdom, if it is to be any comfort to us at all. 
  

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 him!  



  
What God gives to us for the asking is not fish or eggs or the jackpot or even the survival 
of a baby.  Those things are up to us and up to chance, truth be told.  Most of life is like 
the lottery.  But what God does give us without fail if we only ask is the Holy Spirit. 
 What God gives us is God’s very self.  And I will tell you:  For most people that seems 
like a consolation prize at best.  As my friend John Baldovin often tells his Jesuit 
students, people don’t really want the God of Jesus Christ, the only true God.  They want 
Zeus, a primitive and cartoon god who sits on a mountain and moves people’s lives 
around like chess pieces, and – perhaps this is the crucial piece – a god who can be 
manipulated by our words and our bargains.  “Save this child, O Zeus, and I will never 
cheat my employees again, I will never cheat on my husband again, I will never cheat on 
my obligation to assemble with the church on Sunday again.”  But the God of Jesus 
Christ is not Zeus.  The God of Jesus Christ is a God who watched the beloved Son suffer 
and die at our hands.  Who let us do the evil we are so prone to do.  And who did not stop 
us.  Zeus would never have allowed it.  Zeus would have won the lottery for Jesus.  But 
instead, we are left with the one and true God, the God of the Lord Jesus, the Father of 
the Lord Christ.  And the one thing that God will never deny us if only we ask is 
Godself.  In whatever life brings us, God will give us God’s very Self, if only we ask. 
  
The Lords’ Prayer:  Pay attention to it.  The only concrete thing it asks for is survival.  
And every other word is a plea that God will draw close and will make us and everything 
else more like God.  I can hand out fish.  Big deal.  I can hand out eggs.  Big deal.  But I 
cannot hand out the presence of the Living God.  And that is a big deal, indeed.  What is 
the biggest Powerball jackpot in history next to the presence of the Living God? 
  
The sermon Fr. Stallings preached on Friday is, perhaps, one of the most eloquent, 
beautiful and, perhaps most important, the most true things I have ever read.  And here is 
a tiny piece of a remarkably brief sermon that said in five minutes what I am incapable of 
saying in five hours. 
  

For me, there is no answer save the broadest claims about the sustaining love of 
God in the universe.  It is a divine love often witnessed most dramatically and 
obviously in tight circles of community like the one around this beloved couple 
and their son, a circle of love that is familial at its core, some bonds derived by 
blood and some by choice, but all family.  Only love survives such loss; and it is a 
terrible love, a love that aches for the loss but in its rawness reminds us that we 
are fully human and that we shall survive somehow.  Nothing stops love that 
intense.    
  

The baby’s life ended.  God neither killed nor saved that child.  The child simply died 
because all human beings die.  It is the way things are.  I have not yet won the lottery and 
I know I never will.  Life if just life, and if you are all honest, you all know that you have 
prayed with all your heart for many, many things and they did not come to you.  Right 
now, I know – I know – that there are so many of you in this room who are crying out to 
the universe for things – good things – that you will never get, and it is not because you 
are doing something wrong, or because God is ignoring you.  It is because life is life. 



 
But one thing is certain.  Ask God to be with you in it – to be with us in it – and your 
prayer will be answered, and has, in fact, already been answered.   
 

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 him!  
 

If the god you really want and love is Zeus, then what the God of Jesus Christ offers will 
leave you feeling cheated and lied to.  But if the God you want, and the God you love, 
and the God you are willing to surrender to is God the only God, the only true God, the 
God and Father of the Crucified Christ, then you will have more than you could ever 
imagine. 
  

“For me, there is no answer save the broadest claims about the sustaining love of 
God in the universe.  It is a divine love often witnessed most dramatically and 
obviously in tight circles of community,”  Father Stallings said. 
  

There is a reason we bother to come here on Sunday.  And on top of it all, God gives us 
our Daily Bread.  And it is nothing less then the Body and Blood of the Son.  Daily 
Bread. 
 


