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You don’t know it right now, but you all ought to be sighing huge relief, and thanking the Holy Spirit for finally showing me the light around 1:00 yesterday afternoon. As Janna mentioned, the full lectionary reading for today is quite a bit longer than what we ended up hearing. And it is also a very confusing lectionary reading. So I studied away all week, prayed over the words, reflected on their meaning for us today, and then proceeded to write a sermon that was really about three full sermons. You see, that is what I needed to do justice to the entire reading, versus 1 through 13. But I had to keep cutting, I knew it was too long, it was too much. But how to deal with all of it adequately, fairly, faithfully, in a way that would make sense to all of us? I could not find a way to do justice to all of this material in a single 15 minute sermon. On the other hand, it seemed truly unfair to all of you to only deal with part of the text and leave the rest of it hanging there with all sorts of unaddressed questions. I really do love you all! Finally yesterday afternoon the Holy Spirit gently, but with humor, asked my why didn’t I just delete the verses I did not have time to deal with adequately? AH HA as Oprah would say! My light bulb moment, your saving grace. And so now, we can all safely launch into a 15 minute sermon!

So we will deal this morning with Jesus’ teaching of The Lord’s Prayer. This is going to be Part I in our look at prayer. At a future date, we will come back and look at the rest of this text. I believe strongly that the primary purpose of prayer is to build our relationship with God. It is through time spent with God in prayer that we get to know the Divine, and ourselves, more deeply. It is, simply put, time spent with a loved one. Time that allows our friendship to grow and to affect our lives. It is time that we will be able to feel God’s immeasurable love for us as well as God’s gentle guiding of our lives. Marriages and friendships that do not carve out time for two people to be together crumble and fall apart into simply patterns of living that no longer reflect a relationship of two persons. Children and parents that do not spend quality time together grow apart over the years and wonder who the other is when the children reach adulthood. No relationship can survive let alone thrive and prosper, without time devoted to it. That’s what prayer is; time devoted to the most important relationship in our lives.
As well, it is in the development of this relationship that we then build the foundations that allow us to turn to God for the needs of others. But I venture that our own prayer life must come first. It is like the old airline safety adage; place the oxygen mask over your own face first before you attempt to assist others. Without our own strong and consistent prayer life, our ability to pray for others will be lacking. But I also believe that most of us have never been taught how to pray. And we shouldn’t feel bad, the disciples in today’s text are in the same fix. They have seen the importance it has in Jesus’ life. They have witnessed his departure for private prayer time. They know the influence it has on him. And so they want that for themselves; we should all want that! And so they come right out and ask him; teach us to pray! 
Unfortunately, over the centuries, we have been left with the opinion that there are set “prayers” that must be said. Or a magic way to put words together that only pastors know. I counter that this text this morning takes a very different approach. I counter that what we have here and in Matthew’s gospel that also teaches the Lord’s Prayer, is an astounding invitation to be in a deep and intimate relationship with God. Think about that for a minute. God wants to be a part of our lives in an active and participatory way. God does NOT want to be this far-off deity that we merely worship with prescribed set of words. This text is not an explanation of prayer, but rather an invitation. It is not an instruction manual of fit part A into slot B, rather it is a call to the most loving relationship we will ever know. But knowing that mere humans don’t assume they can be on equal footings with the Divine, Jesus gives us an example for prayer. He basically tells us what God wants to hear from us about. Jesus teaches us HOW to pray, not WHAT to pray. There is a big difference. 
If you look at the back of the bulletin, we have used Luke’s Lord’s Prayer with the elements Jesus identifies as part of a good prayer.  Let’s take a closer look. “Father, hallowed be your name.” Right off the bat, Jesus invites us to address God as a familiar, loving parent. The Greek is much closer to our English Daddy….or in this day and age, we could say Mommy! Not the stuff of scary divine vengeful gods, no the stuff of everyday loving caring protective relationships. Father, hallowed be your name. A formula of praise. God, your name is holy and should be kept that way throughout the ages. It is a statement of praise. Jesus is telling us, start your prayer with God. It is our place as the created to praise the glory of the creator. 
Next; “Your kingdom come.” A statement of surrender. We acknowledge that God is god and we are not. In our Reformed Presbyterian tradition we love to use the word sovereign for this. God is sovereign. Over us, over creation, over the universe, over all. Your kingdom come is a statement that affirms the sovereignty of God and reminds us to surrender our personal wants and whims for the greater good of God. Jesus says, after you praise God, acknowledge WHO is God, let God know you understand that God’s dreams and desires are always better than your own.
“Give us this day our daily bread.” NOW Jesus says, now that you have praised God and surrendered to God, now go right ahead and petition, ask for, what you need. Daily bread seems to me to imply what you really NEED, not just want. Daily bread is sustenance and nourishment. It keeps us going, it gives us energy. This can be literal or figurative. But Jesus says, go right ahead and ask for what you need to sustain and nourish you. Keep in mind, that this formula looks at a limited time frame; today, this day. It reminds us of Jesus’ other instructions to live in the present moment, not to get bunched up about tomorrow, or next week, or September, or heaven forbid, 2015. 
Next comes grace. “And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.” Grace for us, forgive us. Grace for others in our forgiveness. Grace abounding. Jesus says, now that you have asked God for what you need, don’t forget to ask to be forgiven for your sins. AND just as important, don’t forget you need to extend that grace to those around you. We are all in desperate need of grace. So ask for yours and spread more of it around. Just think how amazing our lives would be if we really did shower grace everywhere we went in our day!
And finally; “And do not bring us to the time of trial.” Protection, God, we seek your protection. Now, a word of caution. The time of trial for the ancients was about trials of faith. Think of Jesus’ own experience in the desert before his public ministry began. Jesus is not instructing us here to ask for protection from earth quakes, or bankruptcy, or even ill health. Because Jesus knew we could face ALL those things, as long as our faith stayed strong. So the protection he tells us to seek is for our faith. Do not let our faith be put on trial. 
And there we have the Lord’s Prayer example. Praise, surrender, petition, forgiveness, protection. So a prayer of mine might go like this: Dearest God, you are holy beyond my understanding and for that I thank you (praise). I pray that your will be my will, I don’t want to put my selfish wants above your dreams for us (surrender). I ask you to fill me with patience today so that I can meet the needs of my family and my congregation (petition). Please shower me with your grace when that patience wears thin. Remind me to forgive others when their patience is thin, because I know we are all struggling to do the best we can today (forgiveness). I am going to work hard today to know that you are always at my side, sometimes it scares me if I think I am all alone in this (protection). 
The point is to speak to God as you would speak to your spouse, your best friend, your mother or father. Tell God how grateful you are to know you are a child of God. Tell God the deepest dreams and desires of your heart. Tell God your fears. Share yourself in prayer with God. I’m not sure how Jesus feels about us reciting HIS words over and over as OUR prayers. This is a place where having more than one source in the bible is helpful. In Matthew’s version of this story, Jesus says “pray LIKE this” not “pray THIS”. Now, I don’t want to diminish the Lord’s Prayer as we have all come to know it. There is beauty in that prayer, and there is comfort in having words roll off our tongue in times of trouble, times when our minds cannot string two words together let along two thoughts. But there is more to prayer than the recitation of words, and I think deep in my heart, that was what Jesus was trying to get at in today’s gospel. We don’t speak the exact same words of love and appreciation to others in our lives every time we talk to them. The same should be true with God. So pray the standard words of The Lord’s Prayer when your heart needs the comfort of familiarity, when your heart is too shattered to do much work on its own. But pray the pattern of The Lord’s Prayer every day of your life. Find your own words to speak to God, to build your own relationship with God. Accept this astounding invitation to be in an intimate relationship with the Holy One, the Almighty Creator, the Savior of Our Lives, the Redeemer of All. 
Oh, and one last thought. That AMEN that comes at the end of our prayers? Let’s not be too quick to say that. Amen ends the conversation, right? It’s the over-and-out, 10-4, later statement. And if we really enter into prayer as a conversation with God, we need to give time to God in that conversation. Some silence for God before Amen is a good thing. Otherwise our prayer is a monologue and not a dialogue. And at the end of the day, I don’t think prayer is as much intended to influence God as it is to allow God to influence us. Some space before Amen allows for that! So, I allow a bit of space right now. Listen for what God has to say to you about these thoughts on the Lord’s Prayer.                                      Amen!













