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For reflection:  "If the only prayer you ever say in your entire life is thank you, it will be enough."    
Meister Eckhart 

 
Psalm of the Day:  Psalm 85   
LORD, you were favorable to your land; you restored the fortunes of Jacob.  
You forgave the iniquity of your people; you pardoned all their sin.   
You withdrew all your wrath; you turned from your hot anger.  
Restore us again, O God of our salvation, and put away your indignation toward us.  
Will you be angry with us forever? Will you prolong your anger to all generations?  
Will you not revive us again, so that your people may rejoice in you?  
Show us your steadfast love, O LORD, and grant us your salvation.  
Let me hear what God the LORD will speak, for he will speak peace to his people, to his faithful, to those who turn 
to him in their hearts.  
Surely his salvation is at hand for those who fear him, that his glory may dwell in our land.  
Steadfast love and faithfulness will meet; righteousness and peace will kiss each other.  
Faithfulness will spring up from the ground, and righteousness will look down from the sky.  
The LORD will give what is good, and our land will yield its increase.  
Righteousness will go before him, and will make a path for his steps 
 
Introduction to Scripture: 
I didn't design a sermon series for this summer, but it seems that one has declared itself.  The texts for this month 
have led to a number of "practically speaking" messages.  While we haven't always hit the lectionary exactly, all of 
this month's sermons have been based on lectionary recommended texts in July.  Today's is no exception.   
 
Today's reading is in the middle of three of Jesus' teachings on prayer.  It is likely to sound both familiar and 
unfamiliar for a few reasons.  Let us listen for God's word as it comes to us through Luke's words.  I am reading 
from the Common English Bible translation. 
 
Gospel Reading:  Luke 11:1-4 
Jesus was praying in a certain place. When he finished, one of his disciples said, “Lord, teach us to pray, just as 
John taught his disciples.” Jesus told them, “When you pray, say: ‘Father, uphold the holiness of your name. Bring 
in your kingdom.  Give us the bread we need for today. Forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who has 
wronged us. And don’t lead us into temptation.’” 
 

Sermon: The Language of Prayer  
 Was the text familiar?  What do we call the prayer Jesus taught his followers that day?  (The Lord's Prayer) 
 While we are steeped enough in that traditional prayer to recognize it, we probably were struck by the 
difference between the prayer in this morning's text and the one we say weekly in worship.   There are two likely 
reasons for that.  One is that I was reading from the Common English Bible, a contemporary scholarly translation 
that worked to take some ancient, if poetic language into the more common language of our day.   The other is 
that this version of the Lord's Prayer comes to us from the Gospel of Luke, while our liturgical version more closely 
follows the version of the prayer Matthew includes in his gospel.   
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 "Teach us how to pray" is and always has been a common request of followers of prophets and preachers.  
Our text indicates that John the Baptist apparently taught his followers a prayer and it was not unusual for most 
prophets and preachers to teach a structured to their disciples.  The teaching of such prayers achieves several 
ends.   

The primary reason they are offering model prayers is theology. Certainly, Jesus was teaching theology—
an understanding of the nature of God, the nature of humanity and the quality of conversations between them.      
 Jesus' prayer begins by reminding the pray-er that God is holy—we are not; that God is divine and we are 
not;  that God is to be approached with awe and right regard.  In so doing, we are not making ourselves afraid—
we are making, shaping ourselves to be respectful and aware of the power of the One whose favor we seek.  
 The second set of phrases reminds us that God's will may be different than our own and in praying for 
God's will to be done, we are aligning ourselves in prayer with the purposes of God and surrendering our wills to 
the will of God.   
 The final set of phrases encourages us to approach God with our very human needs and pains—the 
sustenance—spiritual, physical and emotional, that we require day by day.  If we have reminded ourselves of 
God's otherness and power – reminders particularly needed in our day and age—the final portion of the prayer 
reminds us of God's care for all creation and the individual creatures in it.  Jesus assures us that we are not 
"bugging" God with our personal needs.    
 Especially for one of few words, it is a powerful prayer that has stood the test of time.  It has also endured 
millennia of translation, retranslation and interpretation.  Jesus probably uttered it in Aramaic, which then found 
its way into Greek.  A few centuries later, it would be translated into Latin, the lingua franca of the Western World 
and spreading Christendom.   A thousand years later people would be executed in various gruesome ways for 
translating it into the vernacular—English, French, German etc.      
 In our own day, translations and interpretations abound.   Most are referred to as "contemporary Lord's 
Prayers" although you may be interested to know Ben Franklin once proposed a "new Lord's Prayer.”  The desire 
to "update" the prayer is not specific to our day and age.  These prayers range from literal translations to ones 
with updated language, such as the one we heard this morning.  Others include gender neutral language—Our 
Parent (gag) or Our Creator, or may choose to try to redefine our relationship with God, removing all references to 
holiness and dubbing God "Our Friend" (shudder).    There have been so many proposals that, had some of them 
not shown up in my google search of articles entitled "Contemporary Lord's Prayer," I would not even have 
recognized them as the Lord's Prayer.   

If you are interested in the theological implications of the words and changing them, I suggest you google 
"Pope Francis Lord's Prayer."  In mid-May of this year, the Vatican announced an official change to the translation 
of the Lord's Prayer to say "Let us not fall into temptation" instead of "Lead us not into temptation."   The 
traditional translation implies that God tests us by placing temptation in front of us.  There is certainly theological 
basis for that—Jesus himself refers to being tested by God and there are other examples in both the Hebrew and 
Greek scriptures.    At the same time, we do not believe God purposes ill for human beings and so one must 
wrestle with the idea of being tested by God.  There is a fascinating on-line discussion of the implications, 
theological and pastoral, of both translations.    

The language of prayer matters—both  as a matter of theology—which is important—and has more 
importance than we often give it today—and as a means of connecting us with our God so that we have a sense of 
God's presence and guidance.  The form of the prayer most familiar to us—usually the tradition within which we 
have learned the prayer—often brings associations of teachers or parents or grandparents who have nurtured us 
in the faith and therefore a sense of spiritual comfort.  There is nothing wrong with that and much that is good.   
My best example of the power of a familiar prayer in a time of need comes from a number of years ago.  A young 
boy in my congregation died in a tragic accident.  He was a student in a small independent Roman Catholic school.  
The school closed on the day of the funeral and parents and teachers and children attended.  Prior to the service, 
one of the priests called me to ask what version of The Lord's Prayer we would be using so they could teach it to 
the children.  I said, "Tell them to pray the prayer they know."  There were nearly 400 of us at the funeral, nearly a 
third still in elementary school.  Somewhere in the family was a large cloud of Methodists, there were Roman 
Catholics and we were, of course, Presbyterian.  We debtors waited for the trespassers to catch up, (apparently no 
sinners, yet) and the Catholics graciously waited for us Protestants to wrap it up with the glorion we tack on to 



3 
 
the end of the prayer.  When it came time to say the Lord's Prayer, I invited everyone to do so, "each according to 
their own tradition."   I may have said other meaningful or comforting things during that service, but I heard more 
about that one sentence than anything else in the service.     

There is yet a third benefit we receive from being offered a model prayer.  If we are given a model for 
prayer, this provides reassurance that one is acting within some acceptable norm, serving to relieve anxiety that 
somehow it is possible to pray "wrongly,” especially when praying aloud.  Sometimes however, it leads to 
believing the corollary – that it is possible to pray "rightly" and in such ways guarantee the outcome of the prayer.  
That is not true and the mistake can often lead to grief.    The Lord's Prayer or any prayer we pray are not magic 
formulas or a means of controlling God.    That is probably the biggest danger of praying a model prayer and only 
ones with which we are familiar.   We don't use the words "control" or "magic" but we can tend to imbue 
particular prayers with a sense of power the prayers themselves do not have and forget that the power is centered 
in our God.  And, as with anything we learn by heart, we can stop thinking about what we are praying and what 
the words actually mean.  

For that reason it is good to change the words we use, to participate in other traditions’ worship services, 
without privately muttering to ourselves the "right way" to say the prayer, and to experience the prayer in 
different settings—not all of which will necessarily appeal to us as a steady diet.  I happen to love Malott's setting 
of the prayer, but this congregation has found it disruptive to its prayer experience.    Yet, there is another musical 
setting which aids our prayer life.  Today following our morning prayer, we will sing the Lord's Prayer responsively, 
as it is interpreted by Joyful Sign—different from our weekly one-voice prayer, but also familiar to us.  Our 
morning prayer itself will follow the model of Christ's prayer with long periods of silence—silence being a language 
of prayer we ought to use more often that we might hear instead of fill the air with our words.    
 It seems to be the nature of being human to limit the language of our prayer, but we will find that as we 
occasionally hear different language, reflect on different images or allow it to be lifted by the voice of music and 
silence our own voices that ultimately our prayer lives will be richer, stronger, and more uplifting than they are. 
 
Prayers for Others and Ourselves 
 
Most holy God:  In silence, we remember your holiness; your otherness from us and we praise your name. 
 
Most holy God:  we believe that when it is on earth as it is in heaven your will will be done in all places at all times.  
In silence, we pray for your will to be done in our personal lives, in the life of the church and the world, and 
imagine what such a day will be like.  
 
Most holy God:  You are the provider of all things for all your creatures.  We remember your son's charge that his 
disciples not take from others more than their due, and share freely with those who do not have.  In silence, we 
pray that our needs be met for this day. 
 
In silence we pray according to the model of your son, and now we sing responsively according to the prayer he 
taught his followers. 
 
The Lord's Prayer (Sing responsively)                   Anon; arr. by Al 
Oppenheimer   


