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 We find ourselves this morning at the midpoint between two national political conventions, 

two highly organized gatherings intent of having us see our world as divided between “them” and 

“us.”  And perhaps the only consensus that seems to exist right now is that many people will be 

voting not for someone, but against the other.  However, our worship today with the gospel’s focus 

on Jesus teaching us how to pray hopefully will take us away from seeing only them and us and 

instead realize that we are all the children of a God, whom Jesus instructs us to address as our loving 

father. 
 

 The great liturgical scholar Massey Shepherd once wrote that “the Lord’s Prayer is such a 

remarkable synthesis of our Lord’s teaching, so compact in statement and yet so comprehensive in 

range, that no single commentator has ever succeeded in exhausting its meaning.”  And I don’t 

suppose that my comments on this prayer lesson will add to biblical scholarship.  But I think that it is 

important for us to consider again what Jesus is saying about the way we should pray. 

 I once read that a black preacher during the days of slavery prayed for the soul of his white 

master in the following way:  “O God, anoint my master with the kerosene oil of salvation…..  and set 

him on fire.” (Robert McAfee Brown)    There may be times when we might sympathize with the 

preacher’s feelings, but I’m not sure that is the way God wants us to pray.  But how should we pray? 

 What about your prayers?  Does praying play any meaningful part in your life, or is it just 

something that we vaguely know that we ought to do, but actually we have never developed beyond 

a kind of childish, “now I lay me down to sleep?” 

 Prayer was a central part of Jesus’ life, and the gospels frequently mention his leaving the 

crowds for a time of prayer, only to come back apparently renewed and more involved than ever.   

And on one such occasion, according to Luke, a disciple asks Jesus to teach them to pray.  Let’s note 

first that Jesus doesn’t say “memorize this prayer, and if you repeat the same words every day, you’ll 

be OK.” 

 Most of us can recall when the Episcopal Church last revised its Prayerbook in 1979 and had to 

audacity to include in the Rite II Eucharist the option of sayings a shorter, contemporary version of 

the Lord’s Prayer that is more akin to what we find in Luke rather than the longer and more majestic 

version in Matthew’s Gospel.  The uproar was incredible, and to this day most Episcopal churches 

will only use the traditional version on Sundays. 

 Jesus’ prayer, whether from Matthew or Luke, whether in Elizabethan or in modern English, is 

a model, not a mantra to be repeated over and over with no thought to its content.  So what does 

Jesus’ prayer meant to teach us about our prayer life?  I hear at least four distinct petitions in this little 

prayer: Center us; Give us; Forgive us; Lead us. 
 

 Center us.  William Barclay’s version of the prayer begins “O Father, let your name be held in 

reverence. Let your kingdom come.”   The first step in centering ourselves for prayer is to approach God 

as you would a loving father, who knows your every need - even before you ask. 

 I never learned the art of making pottery with a wheel, but I do recall potters saying that the 

essence of their craft is centeredness.  As the potter’s wheel spins, it is vital for the craftsman to 

determine where the center of the clay is, and as the clay whirls around, one must always be 

conscious of that center.  If you forget the center, the clay will rebel and the pot will become 



unbalanced and deformed.  And in much the same way, being a follower of Jesus is like being that 

potter.  We must always be conscious of our center, the loving creator who is like a father.  How does 

one do that?   

First approach God with thanksgiving: thanksgiving for life itself, for food and drink, for 

friends and family.   In other words, thank God for being who God is.  “Hallowed be God’s name.”  

Hallowed simply means holy, different, separate.  Let God’s name be treated differently and thank 

God for being God.  Then ask God to help me to be me.  That’s what kingdom living is all about, our 

being the people God created us to be. 

 

 Give us.  “Give to us each day our bread for the day.”  Remember the order of our prayers. First, 

give reverence and thanks to God. Remember our center.  And then, and only then, pray for the 

needs of this day – one day at a time. 

 Jesus surely had in mind the experience of the children of Israel, living in the desert 

wilderness, with God giving them manna, a kind of bread-like substance.  But remember, they were 

only given what they needed for that one day.  When you pray, don’t fret and worry about the 

unknown future, simply pray for the needs of today.  Bring before God the present needs of your life 

today:  [What’s on your mind?  What are you anxious about?  What needs are yours, and what are 

the needs of others?]  Bread is symbolic of that which nourishes and sustains us, that which I need.  

Still “bread for myself is a material concern, but bread for my neighbor is a spiritual concern.”  

[Nikolai Berdyaev] 

  

Forgive us.  One of my seminary professors [Charles Price] used to say that Christians 

sometimes like to think of this world as divided between sinners and forgiven sinners.  But he went 

on to say that that’s not so.  There are only forgiven sinners who know it and forgiven sinners who 

don’t.” 

 “Forgive us our sins as we, too, forgive everyone who is in debt to us.”   Many people seem to take 

that line to mean that there is some condition on God’s forgiveness of us, that we won’t be forgiven if 

we fail to forgive others.  All of us fail to forgive from time to time, but not so with God.  And if God 

is so free in his canceling our debts, shouldn’t we also freely forgive those who have wronged us. 

 Every prayer that centers us on God, that seeks our daily needs, should include our repentance 

for things done and things left undone.  For repentance is essentially our realization of the truth, and 

there can be no real forgiveness except on the basis of a truthful acceptance of who we are. 
 

 Lead us. Henri Nouwen once wrote, “Life in prayer is a life with open hands – where you are 

not ashamed of your weakness but realize that it is better for a person to be led by the Other than to 

seek to hold everything in their own hands… To center our lives in the hand of a loving father, to 

seek (God’s) providence for ourselves as well as (God’s) forgiveness, is to seek to let God lead us 

where (God) wills, not where we will.   To pray any prayer in this way is to gradually make your life 

more of a prayer and to open you hands to be led by God, even if that leads you where you would 

rather not go.” 
 

Center us.  Give us.  Forgive us.  Lead us.  There is a marvelous unity in the petitions of this 

model-prayer.  Thank God, and ask for bread, the substance of life.  Bring before our loving Father 

the present needs of you’re your life, what you need today and what others need.  Then ask for 

forgiveness.  Bring your past into the presence of God.  And finally, ask for help in the time of trial or 



temptation.  Ask for God’s presence in the future: lead me not into poor choices; deliver me from my 

own foolishness.  In other words, be with me this day. 

 How should we pray?  Not by reciting some formula.  Instead, begin with thanksgiving for 

God’s presence breaking into your lives.  Then lay before the Lord your own weakness, any 

inadequacy today, as well as anything in the past that needs God’s forgiving touch.  Ask God for the 

needs of this day, and pray that our future will also see God present to lead us amid the many false 

choices that may confront us.  Center us.  Give us.  Forgive us.  Lead us. 
 

 Luke relates that Jesus went on to tell a rather amusing parable about a man in need at 

midnight and his sleepy neighbor.  Verna Dozier reminds us that “we want our Jesus sober and 

serious, but I think that Jesus had a sparkle in his eyes and a lilt in his voice” when he told this story. 

 Imagine it is late at night when unexpected guests arrive, not only tired, but hungry.  They 

pound on the door.  Finally a sleepy voice emerges from an upstairs window.  “Go away.  Don’t you 

know what time it is?”  Neither neighborliness nor friendship will get him to open the door, but this 

incessant pounding will eventually produce results. 

 Is that how God responds to prayer?  Hardly.   Actually, Jesus frames this little parable with a 

question, whose answer everyone knows. Which of you, finding yourself in this position would be 

denied such a request by your neighbor?   In ancient Israel, the universal answer would be “no one.”  

Hospitality was not just the duty of the host, but of the whole community.  And Jesus asks, if you can 

be faithful to a covenant of hospitality, how much more will God be faithful to you?  The point of the 

story is that the man won’t be refused, and neither will you. 

 God doesn’t need us to pound on God’s door.  God, in fact, doesn’t need us to pray.  God 

knows our needs before we do.  So what is the point of praying? 
 

 There is a wonderful prayer found on page 461 of our Prayerbook in the section of prayers for 

use by a person who is sick.  It asks simply, “O God, the source of all health: so fill my heart with faith in 

your love, that with calm expectancy I may make room for your power to possess me, and gracefully accept your 

healing.” So fill my heart with faith in YOUR love, that with calm expectancy, I may make room for 

YOUR power to possess me. 

 Maybe we’ve got this prayer thing all wrong.  Just maybe prayer is not so much a way of 

bending God’s will to mine, but rather an honest opening of myself to the presence of a loving father 

who already knows my need before I ask.  Maybe the one whose attention to these thing is needed, 

the one on whose door needs knocking, is not God, but me. 
 

 Jesus, teach us to how to pray. 

Center yourself and approach God as you would a loving parent who knows your every need 

before you ask.  Thank God for being God, and then ask God to help me to be me, to be the person 

God created me to be.  Then pray for the needs of this day, and only this day, for your needs and the 

needs of others.  And don’t forget to ask forgiveness for not living the life you were called to live.  In 

other words, bring your past into the present and let God put it back in the past for you. And finally, 

ask for a realization of God’s presence in the future, for today and for the days to come.  Lead me not 

into poor choices; deliver me from my own foolishness.   In other words, continue to be with me. 
 

How should we pray?  With or without words, ask God to center us, to give us, to forgive us, 

and to lead us.  And don’t be too hard on yourself about your prayer life.  God is delighted    

whenever and wherever you pray.   In the name of Christ Jesus.  Amen.  


