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Exodus 3:13-15	
			 
13But Moses said to God, “If I come to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your ancestors has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to them?” 14God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM.” He said further, “Thus you shall say to the Israelites, ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” 15God also said to Moses, “Thus you shall say to the Israelites, ‘The LORD, the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you’: This is my name forever, and this my title for all generations. 

Matthew 6:7-13

7“When you are praying, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for they think that they will be heard because of their many words. 8Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.9“Pray then in this way: Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. 10Your kingdom come. Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 11Give us this day our daily bread. 12And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. 13And do not bring us to the time of trial, but rescue us from the evil one.
























At one of my previous churches, someone made an appointment to see me, and I didn’t think much about why we might be meeting. She was a kind of church cheerleader – welcoming and friendly and involved. In worship most every Sunday, and in and out of the building during the week; a leader among leaders of the congregation; a deeply spiritual person; engaged in a variety of ministries – music, teaching, and outreach. Sometimes pastors sum up energetic members whose degree of involvement is so broad and joyful that we say we would like to clone them. This person was that sort – someone I would have cloned if I could have - to spread that joyful engagement and discipleship into even more ministry areas of the church.

When she set up the time to meet with me, I presumed it would be about batting some new creative idea around, or to discuss plans for an upcoming event, maybe to share a pastoral concern that had come her way but not yet mine. So, you could have knocked me over with a feather, when she sat down in my study and said something along the lines of: “I’ve lost my ability to pray.” Many of the details of the conversation have vacated my memory, but what has stayed with me was her candid honesty about how a capacity to speak to God and to listen for God does not necessarily come easy. 

A lot of people will admit, in hushed tones, that rhythms of prayer come and go, that petitions lifted heavenward may only be uttered in time of crisis, that prayer can be hard. Nurtured in faith from an early age, young children seem to be able to pray without hesitation. You know that quip about the little boy whose bedtime prayer went, “Thank you God for my new baby sister, but I asked for a puppy!” As we grow older, many people are able to hang onto that casual and easy conversational tone with the Almighty, while others of us struggle to put into words the depth of our gratitude, the expanse of our intercessions for the world, and the breadth of our personal petitions. Among those of us who struggle with prayer it’s nice to know we are in good biblical company, because there is scriptural warrant for finding prayer difficult.

In a well-known passage, The Apostle Paul wrote to the church at Rome, saying, We do not know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words. And God who searches the heart, knows what is in the mind of the Spirit.[footnoteRef:1] I find that both a comfort – that God hears and attends to my sighs too deep for words; and also a puzzling mystery, that God is searching my heart even before I formulate the longings of my mind into words.  [1:  Romans 8:26-27.
] 


Jesus understood that we, the people of God need help when it comes to prayer. In Matthew, this lesson of how to pray falls almost exactly in the middle of the Sermon on the Mount, which occupies three chapters of instructions on how to practice the faith. The location in the gospel of what we have come to call The Lord’s Prayer, its rhythmic structure, and its content add up to more than an example of how to pray. While poetic, the words are also powerful revelations of who God is and who we are in relationship to God, both in our need and in our worship.

New Testament scholar Tom Wright has said, “The more I have studied Jesus in his historical setting, the more it has become clear to me that this prayer sums up fully and accurately, albeit in a very condensed fashion, the way Jesus read and responded to the signs of the times, the way in which he understood his own vocation and mission and the way he invited his followers to share it. This prayer, then, serves as a lens through which to see Jesus himself, and to discover something of what he was about.”

That makes a good case for the Lord’s Prayer to be our focus and our guide through this season of Lent, for us to take a closer look through the lens of this prayer – through which we see Jesus, and to consider how that shapes our vocation amid the signs of our times. The challenge for us is that we know it so well; it falls off our lips from the deep recesses of our brain’s memory stores, and we can say the words without thinking too much about meaning. And yet, there is as much meaning contained in this little piece of scripture as in the gospel itself.

“When Jesus gave his disciples this prayer,” Tom Wright continues, “he was giving them part of his own breath, his own life, his own prayer. The prayer is actually a distillation of his own sense of vocation, his own understanding of his Father’s purposes. If we are truly to enter into it and make it our own, it can only be if we first understand how Jesus set about living the Kingdom himself.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  N.T. Wright, The Lord and His Prayer, p. x.
] 


With that introduction to the Lord’s Prayer, and to the purpose of examining it closely during this Lenten season, we turn to its opening phrase: Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy Name. We will come back to the heaven part because it shows up again in the next phrase; besides, the topic of the name of God is big enough for today.

Some of you may have seen in the news recently that the Church of England is having a debate about using Gender-Neutral Language for God.[footnoteRef:3] It’s an old conversation in theological circles actually. When I began seminary in 1983 – yes, exactly 40 years ago, we were told never to use gendered language when referring to God, excluding the traditional Trinitarian language we use in Baptisms and the Creeds – Father, Son Holy Spirit - and the like. The reason, of course, is that God is the Creator of all things, and according to the Book of Genesis, created humankind in the image and likeness of God, male and female, God created them.[footnoteRef:4] God is not gendered, in a word; God creates gender. [3:  Amanda Holpuch, “Church of England Considers Gender-Neutral Language for God.”
]  [4:  Genesis 1:27.
] 

Lucky for you, in this introductory sermon, I don’t have time to get into a lecture about how patriarchal societies which image God only in male terms have perpetuated chauvinist and misogynist cultural norms. (Although I could!) 
The key to this opening phrase of this prayer Our Father, is intimate; it’s revolutionary; it’s inclusive in an altogether new way.
From the time God appeared before Moses at the burning bush, and Moses insisted that before he went down to Pharaoh and demanded freedom for the ancient Israelites, that he be able to say who had sent him. God’s famous response? I am who I am; I will be who I will be; Go tell Pharaoh I am sent you to free my people. It was God’s way of saying, I cannot be pinned down by any given name; My name is more akin to a verb, I am known by how I act in human history. Then, for centuries God’s name was considered too holy, too mysterious to be spoken aloud. From the earliest revelations, God was thought to be unapproachable and unreachable, far beyond the possibility of human connection.

So, when Jesus says, Our Father, Jesus is saying, now the great God of the Universe is as close to us as a loving parent. The Aramaic word Jesus spoke was actually, abba, a familial term, more like daddy, used in every home to denote tenderness, trust and respect. But unlike in every household, this daddy is defined by our. This God is equally your God and my God. Even when you are alone, praying all by yourself, saying this prayer produces a community we can hardly fathom of countless people, two thousand years of souls gone to heaven before us, 
And a global communion here on earth who are brought together as one through the mere utterance of these words: Our Father.
 
That great communal nature of this prayer leads to why God’s name is sacred, holy, set apart. Hallowed be thy name is a way of saying that the word Father alone cannot contain God’s majesty and mystery, or the nature of God’s love. Writes James Miller, “Saying thy name was a way of saying God without pronouncing aloud that extremely sacred word.”[footnoteRef:5] The radically new thing Jesus is doing, then, by teaching us this prayer, is to say God is like a familiar Daddy, close, loving, caring, trustworthy, and worthy of respect, and yet God’s name is still to be hallowed, because God is so much more than a name. The mysterious holiness of the great I am reveals God’s character in love, mercy and power. Therefore, to pray together, Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name means: God who has come close to us in the person of Jesus Christ, may thy name, thy Divine Presence, be made holy, set apart for your divine purposes, and may I play my humble part in the hallowing of your presence in my life and in the Universe.  [5:  James Miller, Our Abba: Praying the Lord’s Prayer So it Will Come Alive in Us, p. 27-28.
] 


Those many years ago, when my church friend made the appointment to discuss her losing the ability to pray, near the end of that conversation I prayed for her, and then we agreed she would try not to recover her former prayer life which she felt she had lost. She would simply say the Lord’s Prayer every day for a while. Some many months later, she told me, “It came back. This connection with God, I had begun to doubt, came back slowly, over time I think. But there had been a moment when - she said - praying the Lord’s Prayer all by herself at home, she realized she was not alone. She was never alone. She felt connected to a God she no longer needed to fully understand; and she felt connected to a communion of people who - like her - had probably struggled to pray.

That is the very communion of people – in heaven and on earth - we will join in a moment – around the common table when together we pray, Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy Name.

AMEN.
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