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January 1, 2011
The Lord’s Prayer: Sermon Series
Leviticus 19:2 “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.”
Matthew 6:9 “Pray then in this way: Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.”

The earliest Christians called this prayer “Abba Father”.  Todays Roman Catholics call it the “Our Father”, and we, as Protestants tend to call it “the Lord’s Prayer  Anyway you call it, most would agree this is the official prayer of Christianity.  

Many of us learned it as children.  I have always considered it a must to be learned by every teen seeking to join the church through confirmation.  We have all heard it sung by a tremendous soprano or two.  

When most of the think about the Lord’s Prayer we think isn’t that nice!  Yet, my educated guess is that Jesus never meant for us to just admire it, but rather live it.

I would like to propose to you in this sermon series for January, that the Lord’s Prayer s is a revolutionary manifesto. Revolutionary because it presumes and proclaims the radical vision of justice that is the core of our biblical tradition.  

Let’s look for just a moment at what the Bible means by justice.  The Bible when it speaks of justice is talking about distributive justice.  In other words, to be just means to distribute everything fairly (equitable justice).  

God’s world must be distributed fairly and equitable among all God’s people.  Let me caution you here to not think of this as liberalism, socialism or communism.  It is – if you need an ism-Godism or best of all Enoughism.  

Let me just take a few moments here to talk about how prayer was viewed up to the point where Jesus modeled this prayer for his disciples.  

There was the prayer of request (all we have to do is look at the Psalms “Hear my voice, O God, in my complaint; preserve my life from the dread enemy.” (Psalm 64:1)  The point of these prayers is not just to vent, whine or emote, but also to implore divine assistance by laying out the desperate situation of the individual or the community.  The emphasis is on absolute trust – for it is not simply enough to just describe the difficulties to ensure God’s help and protection.  

In the biblical tradition used by Jesus there were prayers of gratitude found in the Psalms.  Gratitude, praise and thanksgiving make up the second largest content of prayers in the psalms.  

In the Psalms we find the rhythm of prayer up to this point: double chant – request followed by gratitude, petition by thanksgiving and complaint by praise.  

Yet, the biblical definition of what it means to pray does not stop there.  For Jesus not only had access to the Psalms, but also the words of the prophets.  

The rejection of ritual prayer in favor of distributive justice appears in prophets from Amos, Hosea, First Isaiah, Micah, and Jeremiah to Third Isaiah (from the 700’s to the 500’s BCE).

From the prophet Amos we hear these parallels – the first being negative, “I hate, I despise your festivals, I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. Take away from me the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps.”  Then, we hear the positive parallel from Amos (and I should say God) “But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing-stream.”

What was happening amidst the people? They were substituting worship for justice, and with that God threated to destroy the Temple itself, so that they will be unable to do so any longer.  

From Jeremiah chapter 7 we hear -(watch the ifs) “If you truly amend your ways and your doings, if you truly act justly one with another, if you do not oppress the alien, the orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not go after other gods to your own hurt, then I will dwell with you in this place, in the land that I gave of old to your ancestors forever and ever.” (7:5-7)

Then, there are the prayers of empowerment.  Since, God has given each of us the Holy Spirit, we can no less conclude that God offers, grants and distributes God’s own identity, character or Spirit freely, equitably, and justly to all of us.  In other words we get a “Spirit transplant”. 

Maturity in prayer moves from complaint and petition to thanksgiving and praise to participation and collaboration.

As tempting as it is to stop at the first two words in the Lord’s Prayer “Our” and “Father”, I am going to resist that temptation this morning by just saying two brief sentences about those opening words, since my guess is most of us have thought about them before and maybe even heard a sermon or two regarding them.  

“Our” Father, as opposed to “My” Father, is a communal “our, rather than just an individual “my”.  And, I believe the word “Father” translated from the word “Abba” (i.e. Daddy) is a term of endearment and intimacy, and thus is inclusive, rather than exclusive.

Now, onto the part of this prayer, which you have probably never heard a sermon on – in Greek (the original language of the New Testament we read, “Be hallowed - the name - of you.”  The mood is in the imperative mode (that of orders and commands) not in the optative mood (that of wishes and requests).  The emphasis is on God’s action.  

We become familiar once again with this word every October – Halloween.  “Hallows” means “saints,” “to hallow” means “to make holy or to sanctify”.

In order to understand why it means, “to make holy” and “be holy” we will need to look at both books of Genesis and Leviticus.

In Leviticus we hear God telling Moses, “Speak to all the congregation of the people of Israel and say to them ‘You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.’” (19:2).  The rest of that chapter multiplies examples of what we must do to be holy, because God is our model for holiness.  In chapter 19, the point is driven home that we should never forget divine holiness as a model-or better, empowerment-for human holiness.  God is the Deliverer, Redeemer, and Savior of the oppressed.  Because God acted as the deliverer of the oppressed, we to must be the deliverers of the oppressed.   

So, according to Leviticus, the way in which we are to hallow God’s name is in terms of practical, down to earth justice.  That is the way in which we acknowledge and honor God.

Now, onto Genesis 2 were we read, “So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it...” (Genesis 2:3)

Observe the Sabbath day and keep it holy, as the Lord your God commanded you.  Six days you shall labor and do all your work.  But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work-you, or your ox or your donkey or any of your livestock or the resident alien in your town, so that your male and female slaves may rest as well as you. Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day.” (Dt. 5:12-15).  

The above applies to everyone, and note that it goes beyond just humans. The Sabbath makes holy, hallows, sanctifies and consecrates the whole of creation, because it places the justice of equality as the crown of creation… Every one equally must get a day of rest from work. Holiness means the justice of a fair distribution for all.

So, my warning for the rest of this month is this – be careful when we pray this prayer – it may change your perspective of God, yourself, the world – and your role within it.  It is a powerful and dangerous prayer indeed, and I would say – a revolutionary manifesto for sure!

Next week, we will go from “hallowed be thy name” to “thy kingdom come”.  Does this go beyond what we has been said this week or simply repeat it – even if with different words?  Let me just say this for now, come and see how it goes beyond it by suggesting how God’s name as the one who delivers from oppression becomes operative for the whole world – and is so doing there is an alternative to the violent normalcy of our world and a different vision for peace on our earth.

[bookmark: _GoBack](Many of the ideas sited in this sermon come from the book, The Greatest Prayer: Rediscovering the Revolutionary Message of the Lord’s Prayer by John Dominic Crossan)
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