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Praying the Our Father
Matthew 6:1-18
When I was growing up, my family had a prayer we would pray together before dinner.  We would all bow our heads, close our eyes and say, “Father, we thank Thee for what we have here and ask Thee to bless us as we try to do Thy will.  Amen.”  We usually said it so fast that it sounded like we were speaking in tongues.  We were definitely more interested in getting to the food than talking to God.

At night we would sing a prayer right before bed, usually with my mom.  I enjoyed these prayers because I liked singing, and I liked remembering all the words and verses perfectly and impressing my mother.  “Many of our first prayers are prayed to please others.”

And many of our prayers are prayed in a meaningless way, like the Lord’s Prayer.  There are a lot of people who grew up in a church that prayed the Lord’s Prayer every Sunday, like we do.  American Baptist pastor, James Mulholland, in his book, Praying Like Jesus, wrote:

Every week we would pray in unison, reciting the Prayer of Jesus.  It was a monotonous chant without passion or thought.  I discovered I could say the word “watermelon” repeatedly while the others prayed and no one would even notice.  Though I had this prayer memorized, its meaning was lost to me.

Which is why Jesus, in his Sermon on the Mount, teaches us how not to pray as much as he teaches us how to pray.  

Matthew 6:1-18
When is the last time you heard a child say “Watch me!”?  If you are around children at all, I’m sure it’s been recently.

I dropped by our Nursery School as the 4 year old students were being greeted by their teachers, Ms. Read and Ms. Oxton, and as soon as they came in the door they were given a challenge.  There were two long wooden blocks on the floor and they each had to do a two-footed jump over both of them.  

One 4 year old boy was having a great time performing for all of us, first with a one-footed jump and then with a two-footed jump.  He had no interest in going out to play with the children when he had that kind of audience.  “Watch me!”

We all have this desire to be noticed – from early childhood to adolescence into adulthood.  I saved this quote because I think it’s so true: “So often people presume themselves to be at the center of everyone else’s attention, performing for an audience that isn’t there.”  Don’t we always think that everybody is watching us no matter where we are, or is that just me?

“Watch me!”  Dale Bruner describes it as a primal call in each one of us, and it’s not all bad.  “This drive to be noticed is not only the result of our sin, it is also a part of the image of God.  We were made to notice and to be noticed by God.”

Throughout our passage, Jesus is warning his disciples against the constant temptation to practice their spirituality in order to be noticed by others instead of being noticed by God.  “Do not be like the hypocrites,” he says.  The word “hypocrite” means “play-acting;” like a child showing off who is more interested in impressing everybody than being in a relationship with you.

Truly I tell you, they have received their reward.  But when you give alms… when you fast… when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

In other words, focus all that desire to be noticed in the right direction.

When it comes to prayer, we tend to be more preoccupied with saying the right things and not embarrassing ourselves than truly drawing near to God.  Jesus shifts that around and lets us know that it’s not about the right words or the number of words; it’s about the relationship.

In our small groups last week we were asked: “What questions do you have about prayer?”  One that came up in our group was: “Why tell God what you need when God already knows everything?”  Good question.  That does seem kind of goofy.  

But when you stop and think about it, the people we open up to the most are the ones who already know us very well, like your best friend, your wife, your husband, your brother, your sister.  You are uninhibited around these people precisely because they do know you and your needs so well.  

“Prayer is not an intelligence briefing for God” Bruner says; it is this liberating “he knows me” that frees us to share everything that is on our hearts.

What Jesus wants to give the disciples here is his own relationship with God – liberating us from many words, liberating us from performing and impressing other people and God, liberating us to trust in the One Jesus calls “Father,” “Abba,” “Daddy.”  “Your Father,” he tells them nine times in this passage, “Our Father in heaven,” a whole new way for God’s people.

In the Old Testament, “the God of Israel was hidden in a cloud and shrouded by a curtain.  He was Lord and King, enthroned in heaven, awesome and holy.”  To see God was to die.  But in the midst of all of those fearful and majestic images of God, “Jesus taught his disciples to address God as a parent.”  Because God doesn’t want distance between us but intimacy, and so Jesus “throws open the doors of the throne room and invites us in.”
  Pray in this way, “Our Father.” 

William Barclay told the story of an emperor riding through the streets of Rome at the head of his army.  His son, excited to see his father, made his way through the crowd and under the legs of a guard in order to run to his father’s chariot.  But the guard scooped him and said, “Don’t you know who that is in the chariot?  That’s the emperor.”  The boy replied, “he may be your emperor, but he’s my father.”

That’s what Jesus is giving us here.  Jesus alone can claim the God of the universe as Father, but he came so that we could claim that too, so that we could be adopted into that intimacy and address God 
the same way he does: “Abba,” “Daddy.”  So now, the God who was once perceived from afar with fear and trembling, Jesus tells his disciples is “your Father.”  He teaches a prayer of intimacy.  “Go into your room and shut the door and call out to your ‘Daddy.’”

That is radical stuff.  James Mulholland, who is an American Baptist pastor, said,

A few years ago, I was praying in worship when I addressed God as “Daddy.”  Afterward, Betty, one of the older women of the church, pulled me aside and scolded me for using that intimacy.  I explained I was simply calling God by the name Jesus used.  Jesus called God Abba, a word that translates best as “Daddy.”  She glared at me and said, “Well, you’re not Jesus.”

No, we are not Jesus, but we are given his relationship with God.  That is what the Trinity is all about!  And he commands us to pray just like he did:  Our Abba in heaven.  

It is unbelievable!  And so freeing!  There is no need to perform, only trust, because God’s love for us is more accepting, more tender and more trustworthy than the greatest parent on earth.  In the words of our Brief Statement of Faith:

Like a mother who will not forsake her nursing child, like a father who runs to welcome the prodigal home.
But we have a hard time really believing that, don’t we?  I have discovered that even long-time Christians, even pastors, have a very hard time trusting God’s love for us.  Why?  Because we have been deeply wounded somewhere along the way, abandoned, betrayed, perhaps even abused by someone we should have been able to trust – perhaps a father or a mother or a pastor or someone to whom you made vows.  And without consciously knowing it, we so easily project that negative experience unto God.

One woman shared a recent breakthrough in her prayer life that had to do with recalling a past trauma from her childhood.  During a silent retreat, she wrestled with God in prayer, recalling the past two years of seeing door after door close in her life and feeling like God was turning a deaf ear to her cries.  

Then in that prayer retreat she remembered being 4 years old and her mother locked her out of the house.  She couldn’t remember why her mother locked her out, but she was afraid and screamed for her to let her back in, but her screams went unnoticed.  She wasn’t sure how long she was out there crying and begging her mother to let her in; she only remembers that her mother didn’t respond and the door remained closed.

Just remembering that experience in prayer caused her to weep in a way she had not for years.  And it opened her eyes to how she had transferred her mother’s cruel behavior onto God.  Now she was sure that God too was locking her out, that God too was not hearing her prayers.  

Her spiritual director encouraged her to go back into that memory in prayer and to ask where God was during that time.  When she did, she could see Jesus in a tree calling to her as a 4 year old girl, “Forget about her [her mother], come play with me.”  It was so liberating for her prayer life.

I’ve got to tell you friends, we cannot and we will not draw near to a God we do not trust.  A lot of children grow up with absent fathers or fathers they can never please or worse still, abusive parents.  A lot of adults experience betrayal abuse too.  And what does this do to our perception of God?  Our woundedness often gets transferred.  

But God has come in the flesh in Jesus, to heal everything that would distance us from God.  Jesus comes and in his suffering love he gives us the very intimacy of the Trinity, saying, “Forget about them; come spend time with me.”

Like a mother who will not forsake her nursing child, like a father who runs to welcome the prodigal home.
In this Abba intimacy – “Your Father” – Jesus gives his disciples The Lord’s Prayer – so simple and short and helpful.  What a gift!  Because truly, one of our major problems in prayer, besides being still before God and drawing near in trust, is that we don’t know what to say.  But here we are given words, a model, a pattern – Jesus’ own priorities in prayer – the first half focused on God’s greatness and the second half focused on our needs.  Perfect!

“We don’t know how to pray as we ought,” Paul said in Romans 8:26, but the Spirit of God helps us with “sighs too deep for words.”  Nothing impressive is needed from us; God gives us everything we need in Jesus Christ to be completely liberated in prayer.

I visited one of our beloved seniors, Mary Bock, in the hospital on Friday.  This strong Scot who always had a sparkle in her eye, she did not have an answer when I asked her how she was.  She was restless and had a hard time articulating what was going on for her.  But when we went to prayer and ended with The Lord’s Prayer, the words came for her, each phrase so rich, each petition placing everything in Our Father’s loving hands.

This is prayer:  Jesus giving us his own intimate Abba relationship with God, and liberating us from performance to uninhibited trust.
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