
St Benedict, the founder of the western monastic movement in the early sixth

century, was once travelling on horseback when he met a peasant walking

along the road. ‘You’ve got an easy job,’ the peasant said to him. ‘Why don’t I

become a man of prayer? Then I too would be travelling on horseback.’

Benedict replied, ‘You think praying is easy. If you can say the Lord’s Prayer

without any distraction, you can have this horse.’ The peasant, very surprised,

said, ‘It’s a deal.’ Closing his eyes and folding his hands he began to pray aloud:

‘Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name, thy kingdom come….’

Suddenly he stopped and looked up and asked Benedict, ‘Do I get the saddle

and bridle too?’  I think we can say he failed his test!

To pray the Lord’s Prayer sincerely is never easy. (To preach on it in the time we

have available is also difficult and I can only offer some ‘extracts’ here). The

traditional introductions to the prayer in our services, ask for courage,

boldness, or confidence to pray it. To call God Our Father means we wish to be

in a living, loving, family relationship with this God and that we have the faith

and trust to offer ourselves completely to God and God’s will for us.

Hallowed by thy name is hugely deep and probably reflects the ancient Jewish

custom of avoiding the divine name. The second commandment is ‘Thou shalt

not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain.’ We have traditionally

understood that to mean we should not swear or curse in the name of God.

But the rabbis teach that what it is really means is that any speaking of the

divine name is in vain. In the Book of Exodus, we read that when Moses asked

God his name, he got the reply translated as some variant of ‘I am Who I am.’

It essentially means, ‘I am Being itself.’ Its original Hebrew form is usually

translated as ‘Yahweh.’ But the word was quite literally unspeakable for a

devout Jew. So it was always replaced it with the word ‘Adonai,’ meaning ‘the

Lord.’ But it was not simply because the name was so holy but because the

word ‘Yahweh’ imitated the sound of human breathing, in and out. We cannot

ever say the name of God and know what we mean, but we can ‘breathe God.’

Just think, the first word we ever ‘spoke’ when we came out of mother’s womb

was the divine Name. It is also the last word that each of us will ever ‘speak’ in

this life.

The next petitions of the Lord’s Prayer are Thy kingdom come. Thy will be

done, on earth as it is in heaven. The Christian hope is for the total reign of
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God, for God’s will to be done everywhere, that the values of God as shown

most clearly in the life of Jesus will be present on earth. It is what the world

would be like if God were in charge and the rulers of this world were not. It

would be truly a world of justice, love and peace, and nobody would be

excluded. That leads us into the next petition Give us this day our daily bread.

Its first meaning is the obvious one. May the world be fed. May the resources

of humanity and the creation be generously shared. It is demonstrated in the

story of Jesus feeding a huge multitude because they were hungry. In that

scene, Jesus took, blessed, and broke bread, then gave it to the people. This

was really the first Eucharist. And as we do this in remembrance of him, we

too are demonstrating that we wish the world to be fed and no one to be

hungry as a sacred imperative.

Then, at the Last Supper, Jesus identified himself with broken bread and

poured out wine. He was showing that he was giving his total self to God for

the life of the world. He was making his self-giving an example for us to copy,

to give of ourselves to the cause of God and giving ourselves to others in

sacrificial loving service. The Eucharist connects us with the vocation and

destiny of Jesus. Without it we are diminished, cut off from our life source.

And to reflect the ancient Exodus experience, the sacrament of Holy

Communion is manna or bread from God to sustain us through the wilderness

of this life. It is food for our journey to the banquet of the promised land of

tomorrow.

And forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.

Trespass here is simply an old word for sin. Jesus told a parable which ends

with the punishment of the servant who failed to forgive his debtor after

having had his own huge debt written off. And Jesus concludes, ‘So also my

heavenly Father will do to every one of you if your do not forgive your brother

from your heart.’ As the kingdom of God includes judgement, we are warned

that we cannot expect God’s forgiveness if we are unwilling to exercise

forgiveness towards others.

And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. Not that God would

ever lead us to immoral acts! The modern translation, which never caught on

in the Church of England, though is used elsewhere in the Anglican world, is the

more accurate, ‘Save us from the time of trial,’ as also given in Luke’s Gospel In
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the years up to and including the time of Jesus and the earliest Church there

was a belief that just before the end of the age there would occur a time of

trial and testing of God’s people through persecution. It is to be delivered from

this testing and from the power of the evil one who exploits it that Jesus is

telling his disciples to pray. Such testing is still a reality for many Christians.

But in our more comfortable times and places, the temptation to lapse, to put

other things before God and the worship of God, and the lure and norms of

culture and the secular world around us, are perhaps equally as strong as

persecution. So this petition of the Lord’s Prayer still holds good as we pray not

to be led astray by the pressures and distractions of our own day.

We usually conclude the prayer with the doxology, from the Greek word for

‘glory.’ For thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever and ever. It

is probably not part of the original Gospel prayer but included later as an

appropriate ending. The final word of the Lord’s Prayer is Amen. So be it or let

it be. May what we have prayed be what we truly believe and may it come to

fulfilment on earth and in our lives today and always.

Just to add a little postscript. For those who are able, I encourage you to stand

up for the Lord’s Prayer. Yes, I know it says ‘we sit or kneel’ in our service books

but I never noticed that when I read a draft of the new book just before I came

here. The Lord’s Prayer is so important that we should adopt the most reverent

posture for communal prayer, and that is to stand, or remain standing after the

Eucharistic Prayer. Then you can either continue standing or kneel or sit until

you come up for Communion. We always stand for the Creeds and the Gospel.

The Lord’s Prayer is a Gospel Prayer. Standing also helps you to be more aware

of the others around you and that you are praying as a community. It also

enables you usefully (if you wish) to place your open hands in front of you as a

gesture of humility, dependence, and self-offering before God. I always do this

at the altar, but I am simply imitating what whole congregations did in the

early centuries of the Church. I was a guest at a big Roman Catholic celebration

this week (see my blog), and it struck me that many of the congregation,

standing of course, prayed the Lord’s Prayer with outstretched arms and open

hands. Meaningful devotional ancient practices including worship postures and

gestures are returning to the Church of today. And for that I will also add

Amen.
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