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Sometimes when I’m in such a state of spiritual dryness that I cannot find a single thought in my mind which will bring me close to God, I say an Our Father very slowly indeed.

THÉRÈSE OF LISIEUX1

Learning to follow Jesus is simply learning to pray the Lord’s Prayer.

TOM WRIGHT2
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How to Use this eBook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue or underlined) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.
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Our Father in heaven,

hallowed be your name,

your kingdom come,

your will be done,

on earth as in heaven.

Give us today our daily bread.

Forgive us our sins

as we forgive those who sin against us.

Lead us not into temptation

but deliver us from evil.

For the kingdom, the power,

and the glory are yours

now and for ever.

Amen.

Our Father, who art in heaven,

hallowed be thy name;

thy kingdom come;

thy will be done;

on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.

And forgive us our trespasses,

as we forgive those who trespass against us.

And lead us not into temptation;

but deliver us from evil.

For thine is the kingdom,

the power, and the glory

for ever and ever.

Amen.

   



PREFACE

Flowing from the heart of God to the heart of the world, there is no prayer that is better known than the prayer Jesus taught his disciples, what we call the Lord’s Prayer.

With brevity, simplicity and splendour, the Lord’s Prayer tells us who God is, how we can relate to God, how we can align ourselves with God’s purposes for the world, and what we should ask for and hope for. It is an education in desire. When the disciples asked Jesus to teach them to pray, this is what he taught them.1

It is a Christian prayer, probably the most famous and well-known prayer in the world. But it is also a prayer shaped by the Jewish tradition that shaped Jesus. It is an incredibly human prayer. A prayer that carries the longings and hopes of everyone. The New Testament scholar John Dominic Crossan says that it comes ‘from the heart of Judaism, through the mouth of Christianity to the conscience of the Earth’.2

Even today, many people know this prayer by heart.

Knowing something ‘by heart’ is an interesting English expression. It means we have memorised something. We can recite it without needing the text in front of us.

But could it be more than this? Could it mean that these words and what they convey have moved from the head to the heart? That they have lodged themselves at some deep point in our consciousness, where we are not only able to recall them instantly, but they are shaping how we see and interpret everything else, including how we act?

This is what this book declares. The Lord’s Prayer is good for you. It is a pattern for prayer, but also a pattern for life.

Furthermore, when we speak of the things that matter most, we use the language of the heart, not the head. Even though we know, rationally, that the things we learn and the information we retain in our heads – all sorts of things like telephone numbers, PIN numbers, the birthdays of loved ones, the twelve times table and the Lord’s Prayer – are lodged in that part of the brain that stores long-term memory, some things, like the Lord’s Prayer, are so precious and so important that saying we know them by heart feels more appropriate.

Having said that, there are many people – many in the Church – who know the Lord’s Prayer by heart, meaning they have memorised it, perhaps from childhood, but it hasn’t yet got to the heart.

It was a bit different in the early church. Only Christian people knew and said the Lord’s Prayer. Learning it by heart – books weren’t really available then! – was the culmination of the process that led to baptism. This book, however, is written for those who know it but don’t know it, as well as for those who don’t yet know it at all.

If you already know the Lord’s Prayer, I hope this book will encourage you to find out what it means.

If you don’t know the Lord’s Prayer, I hope this book will encourage you to learn it by heart.

If you are a church leader of any kind, I hope this book will encourage you to teach the Lord’s Prayer to others.

Most of all, I hope each one of us will be encouraged to let this prayer of Jesus get into our hearts and shape our lives.

Spoken from the heart of God through the heart of Jesus to the heart of the world, and back to God through the hearts of all those who have learned it by heart, the Lord’s Prayer, in under seventy words, is a manifesto for the heart. Learning it, saying it, getting to the heart of it, can change the world.






1.

GETTING STARTED

It is always a great thing to base your prayers on the prayers that were uttered by the very lips of the Lord.

TERESA OF AVILA1

The garden of the house where I grew up backed onto a nature reserve.

The entrance was round the corner, and you were only allowed to walk on designated paths. Dogs had to be kept on a lead.

At the entrance, and at various points around ‘the woods’, as we called them, were fierce signs declaring that trespassing was prohibited and that anyone caught trespassing would be prosecuted. We were to keep to the path.

I cheated, of course. My brothers and I often climbed over the fence from the back garden to play in the woods. The fact that it was forbidden only added to the fun.

There was one memorable occasion when we encountered a park keeper, who chased us home. Fortunately, we were faster than him and, as it turned out, knew that bit of the woods slightly better. We made our escape.

So I grew up knowing that the word ‘trespass’ meant ‘deviation from the prescribed pathway’; going somewhere you shouldn’t go.

And, inevitably, like any ordinary, curious and mischievous boy, I took little notice. But I did know what the word meant.

There was virtually no church in my childhood. I was baptised as a baby, and there must have been the odd family occasion – other baptisms, a wedding or two – but those formative childhood years were not in any way shaped by churchgoing or formed by any deep engagement with the Christian faith.

But I did know the Lord’s Prayer. This was the 1960s, and even at my secondary school, an unadventurous and largely unchallenging boys’ secondary modern, there was an assembly most days and we sang a hymn and said a prayer. I don’t really remember how I learned it or from whom. It might have been my parents. It might have been school. But the Lord’s Prayer was still sufficiently part of the culture that I’m pretty confident virtually everyone knew it.

The Christian tradition that had shaped our culture for centuries was still known and understood and, to a certain extent, adhered to, even by those who in the 1950s and 1960s were no longer going to church. A steady ebbing away of Christian faith which had started fifty years earlier was gaining pace.

I knew the prayer, but I was puzzled by this word ‘trespass’. For me, ‘Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us’ meant ‘forgive me when I stray from the path and give me the ability and kindness to forgive others when I see them straying’. But why was it that God seemed to care so much about whether or not I kept off the grass?

Then in the early years of my adolescence I was drawn into the orbit of the Church, and the instinctive belief in God that, though incoherent and unformed, had accompanied me throughout my childhood started to become a narrative and a way of inhabiting life that was now rooted in and shaped by the Christian tradition. I started to discover that it is through Jesus that we come to see and understand God. I also came to understand that Jesus’ own thinking and praying were deeply rooted in the revelation of God we find in the Hebrew Scriptures, what Christians call the Old Testament.

Jesus, it turns out, is part of a tradition in which he is the culmination and the turning point. And this was the prayer he taught his disciples. So, it was obviously very important. It could tell me something important about prayer, and because prayer was about communication with God, then it must also have something important to say about God and about God’s priorities for the world – the things we should be praying for.

This much I knew, even though the prayer itself, as is the case for many Christians, came and went. What I mean by that is that we know it so well and say it so often, we quickly stop thinking about what the words might mean, still less how they might shape our living as well as our praying.

By now it was the early 1970s, and the Church of England, like much of the worldwide Church, was entering a period of liturgical renewal, where the services of the church and the very language that we used to worship God were being updated and renewed. By the time I actually started going to church, the Book of Common Prayer, which had been the bedrock and the iron rations of Anglican worship for centuries, was no longer used for most of the main services on a Sunday morning. Various alternatives were being experimented with, and even though I had learned the Lord’s Prayer with the word ‘trespass’, that puzzling word was replaced by ‘sin’.

Ambiguity was out. Clarity was in. We all knew what sin meant. Or, at least, we thought we did. The prayer was, therefore, now about ‘penitence for the things I’ve done wrong’ and not so much about ‘the way I’ve been travelling’. Though, obviously, the two are not separable. But now it seemed there was a sharper edge to the prayer. And still the injunction to forgive others. Though even to my adolescent mind, this felt more problematic than I was expecting. What if the person I had to forgive was not penitent themselves? And what if they carried on doing that which they wilfully knew to be wrong? And were the abused supposed to forgive their abusers?

We will return to these questions when we get to that bit of the prayer, but, for me, the plot thickened when instead of reading the prayer from the service book in church, I happened to read it in the Bible.

First, it seemed there were two versions of the Lord’s Prayer: one in Matthew’s Gospel, and one in Luke’s – and they were not the same. Nor was either of them exactly the same as the prayer we were saying in church, either the new or the traditional version.

In Matthew, we were asking God to ‘forgive us our debts’ (Matthew 6:12), and in Luke, we did ask for our sins to be forgiven, but in response we undertook to ‘forgive everyone indebted to us’ (Luke 11:4).

Debts, for me, didn’t seem quite the same as sins, and sins not really the same as trespasses. They were related, I could see that, but they all seemed to be saying something slightly different.

As I suspect is the case for most of us, the power of repetition won the day. For many years, I worshipped in churches that used the word ‘sins’. Consequently, I concluded that this was what the Lord’s Prayer meant. But now, many years on, I do think we need to take the concept of debt more seriously in order to understand the prayer – an idea we will return to later. I have also come to have a much greater regard and appreciation for the English liturgical tradition and the powerful impact of that tradition, not just on the lives of individuals, but on a whole culture.

Although it is the case that many people growing up in Britain today don’t know the Lord’s Prayer at all, in my experience more and more churches are returning to the traditional language of the prayer, for if people do come to church and do know the prayer, it tends to be this version. Therefore, when we say ‘sins’, they say ‘trespasses’, and in that moment feel embarrassed and disconnected from the very tradition which they still just about cling on to and came to church to find.

In Praying by Heart, I am not trying to make a case for either version of the prayer over the other. Perhaps a good Anglican compromise is to make sure we use both regularly, and exercise real sensitivity towards those who come and are less likely to know the new one. But what I am interested in, and what shapes the whole of this book, is my initial, uninformed but instinctive understanding of what this petition meant: forgive me when I stray from the path and give me the ability and kindness – what the Church calls ‘grace’ – to forgive others when I see them stray.

This understanding of trespass does not exclude the particularity of sin, nor the moral weight of debt, but it does, straightaway, map out this prayer in a slightly different way. And because this prayer is the prayer that Jesus taught his friends (even if our versions are adaptations of one sort or another) all Christian praying (and living!) is about walking in a way, following a path, and offering generous understanding and clear direction to those who have not found it, and to those who, for whatever reason, wander from it. As I shall keep on saying in this book, the Lord’s Prayer comes from the heart of God to the heart of the world via the heart of Jesus and is lived and communicated to the world through our hearts. As we learn this prayer by heart and say it each day, we come close to the heart of God and learn to live God’s way.

Before the very first followers of Jesus were even called Christians, they were called ‘followers of the way’. In John’s Gospel, Jesus says, ‘I am the way’ (John 14:6). And when he calls his disciples, he says, ‘Follow me’ (Mark 1:17).

The Christian faith is a way of life, not just a list of things to believe in. This prayer, the prayer Jesus gave us, is a pattern for our living as well as our praying. It is the heart of prayer.

The Lord’s Prayer, says Tom Wright, ‘is a lens through which to see Jesus … and discover what he is about’.2 In giving us this prayer, Jesus is giving us his very self, his heart. ‘It is a prayer to be lived,’ says Robert Warren.3

The Lord’s Prayer is, therefore, the mountain peak of prayer whose summit we may never quite reach, its expectations of how we live being so very high. But it is also the deep well that we can easily draw from every day, finding here the sustenance and consolation that we need. It will teach us the way by teaching us what we need, to whom we must give thanks and to whom we must give account.

How to get the best out of this book

The great Anglican priest and theologian Austin Farrer described the Lord’s Prayer as ‘three hearty wishes and three humble requests’.4 Therefore, after we have declared our belonging to each other and our intimacy with God by uttering the words ‘Our Father’, there are three further declarations about the holiness of God and of God’s name; a crying out for God’s kingdom to be established; and an expression of confident hope and heartfelt intent that God’s will may be done.

These three hearty wishes are, therefore, also three hearty praises. We praise God for who God is and for God’s will and purposes to be known on earth as in heaven.

This phrase – on earth as in heaven – is like a hinge between the first and second parts of the prayer. We move from addressing God as God is, to addressing our needs in the world, what Farrer calls ‘three humble requests’: give us our daily bread; forgive us and help us to be forgiving; deliver us from evil and lead us not into temptation.

In order to get inside and understand the Lord’s Prayer I have structured the book around these praises and requests.

Part 1 focuses on the crucially important opening phrase itself: Our Father. Part 2 explores the meaning of the three hearty wishes; Part 3, the three humble requests. Part 4 is that bit of the prayer that isn’t found in Scripture, ‘For thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever and ever. Amen’ because it is part of the prayer we say and will help us draw everything together.

In this way we will go through the Lord’s Prayer word by word, line by line and part by part discovering what it means for our praying and our living.

It is the sort of book you can sit down and read all at once, but I recommend that the best way of reading it is with others. As you are about to discover, the very first word of the prayer shapes everything that follows. So just as Jesus teaches us that we belong to God and to each other and can only find the fulfilment we long for in community with God and in community with others, so all prayer – even when we’re on our own – is a communal activity. We join our prayer with the prayer of the whole Church, with Christian people everywhere, with the song of the angels in heaven, and, most astonishing of all, with the prayer of Jesus himself. When we cry ‘Father’ (the second word of the Lord’s Prayer), it is the Holy Spirit praying in us, says Paul (see Romans 8:15–16).

Therefore, reading and reflecting on this book with others may be the best way to read it. In which case, I suggest that you read the book as part of a group or a study course.

At the back of the book, you will find a suggested pattern for this way of reading and studying the book and questions that you can address.
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