The Lord’s Prayer

Today we are going to look at the most familiar of all prayers, that appears in one of its
forms in today’s gospel reading. It’s a prayer that’s prayed together or individually by
millions of Christians around the world each day. It is known by different names such as
the Pater Noster, Abba, Our Father or the Lord’s Prayer.

Stephen Cottrell, a previous Bishop of Reading, who has gone onto lesser roles such as
the Archbishop of York, has been on something of a personal crusade recently about
the Lord’s Prayer. He wrote this book called ‘Praying by heart: The Lord’s Prayer for
Everyone’ and this year started a major campaign in northern England called Faith in the
North. It has a seemingly simple message: that we should pray the Lord’s Prayer by
heart and align our lives with God’s will. Stephen says:

‘In less than seventy words, Jesus gives us a prayer to learn by heart and a prayer that
gets inside our hearts, shaping the way we live. It teaches us how to pray. But it also
teaches us how to live’

Today, we’re going to reflect on why and how we use the Lord’s Prayer, and just briefly
touch on whatis in it. I’'m very grateful for the comments that members of our
congregation have given me about their own experience of using the Lord’s Prayer. I’ll
draw heavily on these later.

In some ways, the Abba or Lord’s Prayer is a very strange one for us to use. It’s surprising
as much by what it doesn’t contain as what it does. It obviously doesn’t mention Jesus,
the cross or the resurrection. It also doesn’t mention the virgin birth, miracles, the
church, sacraments, priests or the Holy Spirit.

So whatis in the prayer? The first part is a prayer of praise that helps us remember our
intimate relationship with God as parent, but also the awe-inspiring greatness of our
Creator. It helps us realise that prayer isn’t about putting our needs at the centre, but
allowing God to take the proper place at the heart of our lives.

| have always been impressed by Stephen Cottrell, but even more so when | discovered
one of his great joys in life is playing guitar. In his book, he talks about tuning an
instrument to get it in the right pitch. If you’ve ever been to an orchestral concert, you
might have noticed the cacophony of sound as each player tunes their instrument
individually. Then the first violinist ascends the stage and plays a single note. Everyone
in the orchestra tunes to it. From the unifying simplicity of this single note, the most
amazingly beautiful and complex music can be played. In the same way, saying the first
part of the Lord’s prayer helps us be in tune with God’s will for us.

The second part of the Lord’s Prayer shifts to praying for ourselves, but perhaps
surprisingly it doesn’t list all the things we might expect here. Instead, it picks on three
challenging prayers for us to pray. We pray that all might have enough to eat and we
might learn the difference between need and greed. We pray for forgiveness for what we



do wrong and to learn the grace to forgive others. And we pray for God’s help with the
temptations we face day by day, as well as how we stand up to the evil we face in the
world.

So why should we use this prayer ourselves?

The obvious answer is that we pray it because it was given directly by Jesus to help us as
we pray. Butit’s also because it’s a prayer about collaboration. As one member of our
congregation putit: ‘l now look at it as my best most succinct summary of Jesus'
teaching and of our faith in him. It's better than a creed, firstly because it's straight from
his lips and secondly because it engages me in talking with God rather than just talking
about him. The theologian John Dominic Crossan uses the metaphor of a coin, with its
two sides, when writing about the Lord’s Prayer: the You side about God and the Our
side about us. The two work together. As Crossan puts it: ‘God’s kingdom did not, could
not, and will not begin, continue, or conclude without human collaboration.’ Saying the
Lord’s prayer also helps to gradually shape our lives differently. One member of our
congregation said it’s a little like water flowing over a stone, gradually smoothing and
reshaping us over time.

Itis also one of the few prayers that many people learn off by heart.

Nowadays we don’t need to learn much by memory. For better or worse, our mobile
phone and other digital devices keep our PIN numbers, addresses and other
information for us. But The Lord’s Prayer remains a prayer that many still remember off
by heart. As one of the congregation put it, ‘| even knew some of it when | was an
atheist. So that says a lot about it. Because even if you don't believe in God, you can't
forgetitorignore it’

Memorising something lives with us for our lives. | recently prayed with my mum, who is
now in a later stage of dementia. She can still remember many of the words of the Lord’s
Prayer when so much else has failed. It is truly a prayer to last us for our whole lives.

Do we still know the words of the Lord’s Prayer off by heart ourselves, and do we pass it
on to our own children and grandchildren, our godchildren and our wider family?

So how do we pray the Lord’s Prayer in our congregation?

You might have noticed that before we say the Lord’s Prayer together in our service, we
are invited to say it in our own words. It’s probably no surprise that we use different
versions and multiple languages. In fact, | was fascinated to discover that two English
speakers sometimes say it in Swedish too. I’ll leave it to you to find out who you are!

The Lord’s prayer is a prayer for us to pray together

From the small sample of people | asked about praying the Lord’s prayer, several
mentioned how important it was for them to pray as a congregation. They mentioned
how it is a prayer of connection. It connects us with millions of Christians throughout
the world praying this same prayer each day. It also connects us through the prayer back
to the first disciples. It connects us to the past, present and future of God’s people,



praying for God’s kingdom to come here on earth, as in heaven. As one person put it,
‘We know people all over the world are praying this prayer. It’s very affirming. It’s a real
act of unity and being part of a worldwide community.

About half of the congregation who | asked about the Lord’s Prayer said they only used it
when praying with others, either in our Sunday services, or through the daily office. One
person said that they found the Lord’s Prayer, used alongside other liturgy, took them
back to the source of Jesus.

The Lord’s Prayer is also a prayer for our daily lives

A number of our congregation use the Lord’s Prayer regularly to give structure to their
prayers at the start and finish of each day, or while travelling on the bus to work. One
person put it rather nicely, saying that it was like a pre-prandial drink to start off their
prayers! Another spoke of how they use the Lord’s Prayer amongst others as a daily
reset, whilst another said they’ve used it regularly since they were a child, because it
expresses all they want to be as a Christian. One mentioned that they found it helpful
when facing challenges and wrote: ‘Sometimes | say the Lord’s Prayer when I’m facing
trouble at work. It makes me feel safe and protected. And it’s great to think earth will be
like heaven one day. A very inspiring prayer.

And finally, one person sent me a lovely response that deeply moved me. It so closely
mirrored what I’'ve experienced recently and some of the struggles | have had with
prayer. He wrote: ‘This prayer has become increasingly central to my faith. | was
jettisoned from my all-embracing daily work by a reorganisation and redundancy that
found me quite unprepared for the rest of my life. | needed to learn daily prayer anew
and this is where | started. | found it a lifeline. Each day when | awake and before | even
get up, | use this prayer first to reconnect my relationship with Our Father and with my
fellow human family and then to slowly meet the challenges and opportunities of the
new day. It then travels with me through the events and plans of the day and the week. It
deals with the present moment, with the past, and with the future - both the long-term
vision and the immediate and scary unknown. At its heart is the call to live daily in his
loving presence.

If I may, I’d like to finish by saying the Lord’s Prayer together slightly differently than we
usually do, to give us a little space and time to reflect and pray the words together. | will
say a line of the prayer and then leave you space to either repeat it after me or sayitin
your own version or language, or remain silent. Let us pray:

Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be
done, on earth as in heaven.

Give us today our daily bread. Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against
us. Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil.

For the kingdom, the power, and the glory are yours, now and for ever. Amen
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