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Today, we begin a new year by embarking upon a series of sermons on the Lord’s Prayer. Over
the next 5, weeks we’ll spend time reflecting on what it means to pray like Jesus, how Jesus’
prayer shapes our lives as his followers, and how praying our Lord’s prayer can enliven our hearts
and minds and the witness of the Church. The version of the Lord’s prayer we will be focusing
on is found in the Sermon on the Mount in the sixth chapter of the gospel of Matthew. The
prayer is also found in Luke 11. I invite you to read it and pray it often as we consider what it
means to pray like Jesus.

Some of you may have seen the movie Shadowlands. It’s a film based on the life of C.S. Lewis,
Oxford scholar and author of numerous books including Mere Christianity, The Screwtape
Letters, The Chronicles of Narnia and others. In one scene in the movie, Lewis has returned to
Oxford from London, where he has just been married to Joy Gresham, in a private Anglican
ceremony performed at her hospital bedside. Gresham is dying from cancer, and in struggling
with her illness, she and Lewis have been discovering the depth of their love for each other. As
Lewis arrives at the university where he teaches, he is met by Harry Harrington, an Anglican
priest, who asks what news there is. Lewis hesitates; then, deciding to talk about his marriage and
not Joy’s illness, he says, “Ah, good news, I think, Harry. Yes, good news.” Harrington, not
aware that Lewis has just gotten married and thinking of Joy’s medical condition replies, “I know
how hard you’ve been praying...Now, God is answering your prayer.”

That’s not why I pray Harry,” Lewis responds. “I pray because I can’t help myself. I pray because
I'm helpless. I pray because the need flows out of me all the time, waking and sleeping. Prayer
doesn’t change God; it changes me.”

“Prayer doesn’t change God; it changes us.” Tom Long reminds us that prayer is not a message
scribbled on a note, jammed into a bottle and tossed into the sea in hopes that it will wash up
some day on God’s shoreline. No, prayer is communion with God. We speak to God, but God
touches us, embraces us, shapes and changes us. Whether we pray for rain or sunshine, our
prayer is answered, because in the act of praying we receive the gift we really seek, the gift we
really need, the gift that lies behind all our prayers - intimacy, relationship with God.

The gospel writers, tell us that Jesus prayed often. The crowds constantly made demands for his
time and attention, longing to be near him, seeking his wisdom and power. And exhausted from
their demands, Jesus would often go away by himself to some deserted place to pray. He would
go to listen, for the voice of his Father, to meditate on Scripture, to simply be near the Father.



The disciples witnessed this characteristic of Jesus’ life and ministry. They observed him praying
often. They saw him meditating in silence, contemplating Holy Scripture, listening to God, and
they must have known that at some level their lives must be grounded in a life of prayer not
unlike that of Jesus. They must have known that “prayer lies at the root of all personal godliness
and that prayer is one of the central means of our forming a close, intimate relationship with
God.”(Foster, Celebration of Discipline) Because in prayer, “when we kneel down, or settle in the
quiet chair that serves as our personal place of prayer; when we’re walking, or driving, whenever
we pray, wherever we pray, we are pursuing the mystery, listening and responding to the voice
we thought we just heard, following the light which beckons around the next corner, or laying
hold of the love of God which has somehow already laid hold of us.” (NT Wright, The Lord and
His Prayer, p. 11)

And so, knowing the centrality of prayer for life with God, Jesus gathered his followers and
taught them how to pray. Will Willimon argues that “...at first glance, the notion of the
necessity of being taught to pray may seem odd. That’s because it should sound odd in a world
that worships individual autonomy, freedom, and detachment, a culture that has taught us to live
so that we are defined or restrained by no tradition, that we are accountable to nothing outside of
ourselves. In such a culture, we get confused into thinking that it is possible to pray by ourselves,
on our own, that all we need is a desire to pray and the rest comes naturally....But Jesus reveals
the folly in this kind of reasoning because he didn’t tell his disciples or the crowds who had come
out to hear him to go off and sit quietly until something ‘spiritual’ came to their minds. He
didn’t ask them, ‘Well, how do you feel about God?’(Willimon) He said, ‘Pray then in this way...

Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name
Your kingdom come.
Your will be done,
on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our debts,
as we also have forgiven our debtors.
And do not bring us to the time of trial,
but rescue us from the evil one.

You see some things are just too important to be left up to chance and so Jesus taught them to
pray. “In giving us this prayer, Jesus has not left us on our own in our relationship with God,
rather, he has given us a pathway, a conduit to enter into a transforming relationship with the
God who is the everlasting lover of our souls. All we have to do is pray these words, Jesus” words,
out of habit and by heart.”(Willimon)



In the early Church, men and women were actually taught what it means to be Christian by
learning the Lord’s Prayer. It was a sort of catechism. Being Christian meant learning to pray
and to live this prayer. It was the practice of the early Church to pray the Lord’s Prayer at set
times throughout the day - to stop what you were doing and pray as Jesus prayed. In this way,
the words of Jesus defined the rhythm of their days.

They didn’t do this because they believed God was keeping score and so the more frequently they
prayed the more God was likely to hear them. No, the early Christians knew, as did C.S. Lewis,
that prayer changes us, it shapes us, it forms our imagination, our character. The early Church
father Tertullian called the Lord’s Prayer “the epitome of the whole Gospel” and St. Augustine
referred to it as the source of all other prayers.

Stanley Hauerwas and Will Willimon have a wonderful little book on the Lord’s Prayer entitled,
Lord, Teach Us (Patti’s class). They suggest that “to learn to pray Jesus’ prayer reminds us that
being “saved” is not some individual achievement, not the result of some flash of personal
insight, not the securing of life’s sense of meaning. Salvation is intimacy, communion with God.
It is the delightful surprise of having our lives caught up in the purposes of God for the whole
world. Salvation is having your life bent toward God when all you thought you were doing was
memorizing a prayer.”

And Jesus begins, “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.” Now of course our language
is limited. We address God as Our Father, not because God is an old man with a gray beard
sitting high in heaven, and certainly not because God is biologically male. We address God as
Father in this prayer because Jesus did and he did so for a particular reason. “The first
occurrence in the Hebrew Bible of the idea of God as Father comes when Moses stands before
Pharaoh and says, ‘Thus says the LORD, Israel is my child, my firstborn, let my people go, that
they may serve me.” For Israel to call God Father, was to hold on to the hope of liberty. The
slaves in Egypt were called to be children of God. When Jesus tells the crowd to call God Father,
he is wanting them and us to get ready for the new Exodus. We are going to be free at last — free
from oppression, free from injustice, free from sin and death. This is the hope we proclaimed
during Advent, the hope of the liberation of God’s children and the coming of the Kingdom of
God. The tyrant’s grip is going to be broken, and we shall be set free.

So, the first words of our Lord’s Prayer are not just words about warm-hearted intimacy with
God. They are revolutionary words, words of hope. Which is why we say that we are bold to
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pray as Jesus taught us, because in saying “Our Father...” we are pointing to our hope in the
coming Kingdom of God which will upend and supplant all the Kingdoms of this world. We are

announcing the Exodus message that all are God’s children, and that in Christ, the Father has



come to set the oppressed free, to heal the brokenhearted, to release the captive, and to redeem
and reclaim all that has been lost.

In praying this prayer, we are seeking not only intimacy with the God we call Father, but are
asking to be transformed into messengers of our Father’s Kingdom - a Kingdom of justice,
righteousness, and peace where the lowly are lifted up, the hungry, homeless poor are honored
guests, and given seats of honor. In praying “Our Father...” we are quietly risking our lives with
Jesus the Son, asking, “Please may I too, be considered a son or daughter.” And that is a risky
venture.

Because remember, prayer doesn’t change God, it changes us, and in real prayer, in praying like
our brother Jesus, we begin to think God’s thoughts, to desire the things God desires, to love the
things God loves, to will the things God wills.” (Foster) The more we pray the words of Jesus the
more likely we are to become like the one who first taught us to boldly pray, “Our Father...”

So let me say briefly where the prayer turns next. Jesus continues, “Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name.” In addressing his prayer to the Father, in heaven, whose name is to be
honored as holy, Jesus is reminding us that we are not God. God is not you or me said in a loud
voice. God is not like our buddy who comes by and watches the game with us in the family
room. God is other, strange, mysterious, holy. Sometimes in our attempts to make God
accessible, we run the risk of domesticating God, of making God little more than a larger version
of ourselves. And so Jesus teaches us to pray to the Father, in heaven, whose name is holy,
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because, “...just to pray to a God who is ‘in heaven’, is a warning against our attempts to make
God manageable and controllable. Jesus invites us into relationship with a God who is not some
pale image of ourselves and our best aspirations. This God doesn’t live here only in our country,
is not housed within our sanctuaries, cannot be contained or tamed by us. As C.S. Lewis writes
concerning Aslan (the Jesus figure) in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, “He’ll be coming
and going....One day you'll see him and another you won’t. He doesn’t like being tied

down....He’s wild you know. Not like a tame lion.”

God the Father rules from heaven...The God revealed in Jesus, is the God who moves the sun
and the stars." And because we call God the Father who is in heaven, and whose name is holy, we
are bold to pray for such absurdly extravagant gifts as bread for the world, peace among the
nations, healed marriages, cured illnesses, and on and on. We are bold to pray for such
extravagant gifts precisely because our prayers are directed to the Father in heaven, the one who
is not like us, the one who rules, the one who will not be tamed. We are bold to pray in this way
because Jesus, our brother, invites us to draw near to the glory of the Father in and through him.

! Lord, Teach Us. p. 37.
2 Ibid. p. 35.



And finally, I think it is important to note that heaven is not some place, way up yonder in the
sky, guarded by the pearly gates, where the streets are paved with gold. Heaven is another way of
talking about the realm and reign of God. As Augustine says, “Heaven is the place where God’s
holiness and justice reign.” Heaven is the place where God’s will is done, where the saints glorify
God and enjoy God forever. In Israel and in Jesus, we discover that heaven and earth are not
really all that far apart. Heaven and earth are separated only by a thin veil. In Jesus, heaven, or
the reign and rule of God the Father, is piercing through that veil, and from time to time we are
granted a glimpse of the glory of the Father in heaven whose name is holy. Which is why the
gospel writers tell us that in Jesus the Kingdom of heaven is at hand. Which does not mean that
Jesus gives us a new way of getting to heaven when we die, but that in him the very life of heaven,
the rule of heaven is now overlapping the earth in a new way.” (Wright, p. 164) In Jesus, we see
the glory of the Father and catch a glimpse of heaven on earth. And in learning to pray like Jesus,
we are being called to live our lives in such a way that the intersection between earth and the
Kingdom of our heavenly Father continues to take shape in and through us.

So, the bottom line, the desire to pray like Jesus, to say “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your
name”, implies a desire and a willingness to live like Jesus, because remember, prayer doesn’t
change God, it changes us. So, my prayer, is that Jesus’ prayer will take hold of us in such a way
that our very lives point to the rule and reign of our heavenly Father whose name is holy. Will
you pray with me...

Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name.

Your kingdom come. Your will be done, on earth as it is in
heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our debts,
as we also have forgiven our debtors.

And do not bring us to the time of trial, but rescue us from
the evil one. Amen.



