
 
  

 
 You can see them, praying. The boats are moving them toward the shore in 
Normandy, they can hear the bullets striking the door that will soon swing open onto the 
water. The line separating them from death is as thin as it has ever been. And you can 
see, in some of the photos from the day, the men bowing in prayer. We know from 
accounts that many of them were saying the Lord’s Prayer… “Our Father, who art in 
heaven…” 
 
 In hospitals around the world, pastors and chaplains and friends and family join 
hands around a person, a child of God, who is suffering, and say the words that bring the 
focus of the healing power of God to bear… “Our Father, who art in heaven…” 
 
 The prayer is prayed in bombed-out houses in Syria, hurricane shelters in 
Louisiana and Puerto Rico, along borders, in homes and hospitals and churches of every 
nation and tongue – “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name…” 
 
 Surely part of its appeal is captured in the Mary Oliver poem, “Praying:” 
 
 It doesn’t have to be 
 the blue iris, it could be 
 weeds in a vacant lot, or a few 
 small stones; just 
 pay attention, then patch 
 
 a few words together and don’t try 
 to make them elaborate, this isn’t  
 a contest but the doorway 
 
 into thanks, and a silence in which 
 another voice may speak. 
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 Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. The first two words 
immediately invite us to know we belong to the household of God. In the patriarchal 
culture of the time, the father was considered the representative head of the household, 
the person in whose identity the identities of all others in the household were found. So 
the very start of the prayer, the “Our Father,” is breathtaking and radical in its scope. 
 
 Our Father. Our Father. There is no “my” in this prayer, no “give me this day my 
daily bread.” No, the prayer envisions a community as wide as the earth, binding soldiers 
on the battlefield and suffering persons in the hospital and frightened and forlorn persons 
fleeing their countries and you and me. We pray it together, as one common humanity 
under heaven. Our Father.  
 
 Oliver is right. Saying these words invites a silence, a Sabbath, in which another 
voice may speak, the voice of the One who claims all of us in baptism. We pray to God 
from a space in the household of God, a space of intimacy and deep love. When we say 
“our Father,” we locate ourselves in a household in which the primary identity we have is 
not as white or black or brown people, but baptized people; not Republicans and 
Democrats, but children of God; not Americans or Asians or Africans, but citizens of the 
kingdom. In this time that feels deeply polarized, we cannot say it enough, and I’m glad 
we say it every week – “Our Father,”…together. 
 
 What it means for God’s name to be hallowed is a recognition that this household 
to which we belong is God’s household, a God whose name is holy and in whose name 
we are sealed.  
 
 If we believe that God’s self is revealed to us in Jesus Christ, then God’s holy 
name is the name of Jesus, and the index of the kingdom of God is Jesus’ life, and more 
directly, his death. As Clifton Black writes, “At Golgotha, God unveiled the true Messiah 
and exposed his imposters then and now…the prime enemy is a power inside ourselves, 
which covets the achievement of personal sovereignty.” When we say, “My will be done” 
instead of “Thy will be done,” God’s name is not hallowed. 
 
 “On earth as it is in heaven.” Our prayer is that earth will be realigned with heaven, 
that God’s purposes will prevail. 
 
 Black writes, “The first three petitions of the Lord’s Prayer situate us in 
contradiction to a world that refuses to acknowledge its creator and sustainer, its judge 
and redeemer. To ask with sincerity that God’s will be done is to surrender every demand 
that our will be fulfilled. To hope for the coming of God’s kingdom in its fullness is to 



abandon our aspirations of sovereignty. To pray that God’s name be hallowed is to 
relinquish our claims for ultimate sovereignty.” 
 
 By the time we have finished the first part of the prayer, with these three petitions 
– a few words together, not elaborate – we have given ourselves over to God completely. 
You are our Father, all of us together; we belong to your holy name; your will be done. 
We have carved out that space that enables us then to ask for what we need. 
 
 Neville Ward once said that praying the Lord’s Prayer was to engage in “the 
education of human wanting.” To pray it is to know again what it was Jesus was 
passionate about, and in that knowing, to recognize what we most need. And it turns out 
what we most need is daily bread, forgiveness, and deliverance.  
 
 Mohandas Ghandi once said, “There are people in the world so hungry that God 
cannot appear to them except in the form of bread.” To pray, give us, this day, our daily 
bread,” is to recognize that foundational need not only for ourselves, but for sisters and 
brothers around the world.  
 
 This prayer always comes to my mind when we are distributing food with 
OneGenAway, as we will the second Saturday in August. It is always jarring to see the 
lines of people coming to receive food, no matter the extreme heat or extreme cold. To 
know that on this day they are receiving that daily bread, that God is appearing to them in 
the form of bread, both fills me with thanksgiving for the generosity of this community 
and also quickens my prayers for a world where such lines are unnecessary.  
 
 Several months ago, I read an article about one of those pop-up free medical clinics 
in Cookeville, Tennessee. Over 3,000 people came out to receive basic health care. Many 
of them had not seen a doctor in years, many were struggling with chronic medical 
conditions and routinely had to choose between bread and medicine. I come away from 
an article like that very thankful for the generosity of so many health professionals and 
praying for a world in which the choice between bread and medicine need not be made.  
 
 Bread of course is not all we need. Within us there is a hunger also for peace, for 
reconciliation; a recognition that we are all of us a broken people, enslaved to sin, and to 
be reconciled to God and one another is to walk in the freedom of the children of God.  
 
 This is the part of the prayer that will quickly reveal denominational backgrounds. 
The Methodists will say “trespasses,” the Catholics will sometimes say “sins,” and the 
Presbyterians will say the correct translation…”debts.”  
 



 All joking aside, I do prefer the language of the prayer as we pray it not only 
because it appears to be the most ancient version in the Greek, but also because “debts” 
captures what I believe to be at the heart of what it means to be a child of God, a part of 
the household of God, and to be broken and sinful toward God and toward our siblings in 
Christ.  
 
 The hymn text that has served as the theme of the Presbyterian Youth Triennium 
this past week comes from Robert Robinson’s “Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing.” 
The last stanza says, “O to grace how great a debtor daily I’m constrained to be, let that 
grace now like a fetter, bind my wandering heart to thee…” 
 
 We are debtors all, debtors to grace, which we need as surely as we need bread, 
and daily, because, as the hymn goes on to say, “Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it, prone to 
leave the God I love. Here’s my heart, O take and seal it, seal it for thy courts above.” 
 
 Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. This mutuality of forgiveness and 
grace is the source of our life together and the path to life Jesus called abundant. 
 
 Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. There is a power in the world 
that stands against the love, peace, and justice of God, a power to which we can all 
become captive. We ask for God to walk with us, to lead us, that the temptation to evil 
will not overcome us. 
 
 Clifton Black writes that life, abundant and true, all depends on “whom you love, 
what you want, and how your wants have been educated.” The Lord’s Prayer opens out to 
us a space, a Sabbath space, where we can in the still of its simplicity, hear another voice 
than our own ego, inviting us to life, inviting us home.  
 
 Years ago, I went to one of the assisted living facilities to visit with a member. 
This person was living with dementia, and often had trouble making connections, 
remembering basic things, or taking care of daily care needs. It was always a 50/50 
chance she would know me, so I always wore my collar, which seemed to help her put it 
all together. She delighted in praying after each visit, and on one of those visits, I ended 
the prayer with the Lord’s Prayer. Her voice began, hesitantly at first, then with more 
confidence, to join in, the prayer having cut deep grooves in her soul through a life of 
praying it.  
 
 In that kind of space, a liminal space between conscious and unconscious, life and 
death, when memory fails, the profound truth of Mary Oliver’s poem became real. 
Simple words, not a competition, a doorway into thanks, a silence in which another voice 



may speak. In that moment, she was part of that “Our Father,” she was included, she 
joined hands with the soldier on the battlefield, her fellow sufferers in hospitals and 
homes, her brothers and sisters in faraway places. Our Father…she prayed, and she 
remembered, and she was, I believe in that moment…home. 
 
 When that happens, all that is left to say is to God alone be the glory. For thine is 
the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever. Amen.  


