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     Lent has begun.  We are now in this season of 40 days, not counting Sundays, of spiritual preparation for Holy Week and Easter.  During this time we commit ourselves to journey with Jesus to the cross, remembering his amazing sacrifice for us.  So we engage in a season of self-denial, fasting and spiritual discipline.

     As part of our observance of this season as a church, we will be looking at the discipline of prayer, seeking to grow deeper in our personal prayer life, and we will be using The Lord’s Prayer as our guide.  

     Each week of the Lenten season we will look at a particular phrase and allow it to enrich our prayer life and open us to God’s love for us in Jesus Christ.

     Most of us have questions about prayer.  Many of us are intimidated by prayer, at least when we’re asked to pray out loud.  It’s one of those things that at certain points in life might seem easy, but the more you to it, the more you think about what it is you’re doing and asking, and the more monumental and awe inspiring task it seems.
     In prayer we ask for the attention of the Holy God of all of creation, of all of eternity.  We are bold to ask God to hear our prayers about our lives and to respond to them.

     Paul assures us in Romans that “We do not know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit intercedes on our behalf with sighs too deep for words.”

     The disciples had been praying all their lives.  They knew how to pray as every good Jewish man did.  But as they witnessed Jesus praying, they saw something in the way he prayed that Luke tells us caused them to ask, “Lord, teach us to pray.”  Matthew includes this prayer in the Sermon on the Mount.

     Jesus then teaches them this prayer that Christians have been praying together for 2000 years.  As we say this prayer, we’re not only praying it with those here and now, but with those Christians around the world and throughout time.  
     Now there are some individuals, and even churches that have set these words aside.  They argue that they are too routine and because of that have lost their meaning.  

     Willimon and Hauerwas argue that habit, routine, is actually a good thing.  They write, “Habit is good.  Most of the really important things we do in life, we do out of habit.  Some things in life are too important to be left up to chance…things like telling people we love them or praying to God.  So we do them ‘out of habit’…The fact is, habit helps us because “it is so difficult for us to pay attention to God in a society that offers us so many distractions.”

     NT Wright urges us to use this prayer in different ways to help us experience the fullness that is within it, and to help us hear it and apply it in new ways.  I encourage you to try one or all of these over this Lenten season.  

     First, use this prayer as a guide for your personal prayer time by taking each phrase and building on it.  For example, with this week, praying the first line, “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be thy name,” and then adding your own words of praise and adoration to it.  When you come to the line about forgiveness, pausing to consider who you need to forgive.

     Another suggestion is to repeat the words slowly, really paying attention to them and meditating on them.  
     A third is to pray one line every day for a week, allowing it to intersect with your life for that day.  In some ways, this is what we are doing in this series.  

     So this week, we’re focusing on this first line, “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be thy name.”

      When you really pay attention and begin to break things down, you realize that this prayer is so dense that there is a sermon or more in each word.  But Lent only has six Sundays, so we’ll have to go with the phrases.  So we’ll begin with the opening, “Our Father.”
     Our is a word of community.  It reminds us that faith and prayer is not something that we ever really do on our own.  We have received the gift of our faith from others.  We learn about our faith and how to practice it from others.  We grow in faith when we interact with other.  Our reminds us of the unity piece of our identity.  We are only one piece of the puzzle that begins to reflect the enormity of the fullness of God and God’s love and grace and holiness.  David Timms says, “True spiritual formation demands long term engagement with others in community.”  

     When we add Father to Our, it takes on even greater meaning.  Father is a term of close, loving relationship.  God is more than a human father, God is our Father in Heaven, whose name is hallowed, holy.  This Father that we are in relationship with is transcendent of gender, time, and place.  And yet, this is a Father who relates to us in a loving, personal manner, who is in every time and place if we have the eyes to see and hearts to respond.
     It is truly a bold claim to say, “Our Father in heaven.”  We wonder if perhaps only Jesus should use these intimate words.  After all, God claims him as his beloved son, and he is one with God.  

     For Jesus, to say “Our Father,” signifies his unity with his Father, but also his mission.  Jesus is the son who is apprenticed to the Father.  He is committed to doing the work of his Father on earth, even as it is done in heaven.  

     But again, through faith, through our baptism, we become one with Christ.  His identity as the beloved son becomes our identity and his mission becomes our mission.  And so, he teaches us to pray in the same way he does, to be so bold as to say, “Our Father.”  
     This is a boldness that it will take our whole lives to understand, that we have to grow into.  To say, “Our Father,” is the beginning of faith and life as a Christian, but it takes a lifetime of growing in faith to understand what it really means to claim God as our Father and to know that God has claimed us even as he has claimed the Son, Jesus.

     NT Wright beautifully describes it as being like a child putting on an older brother’s suit.  Jesus is our older brother, teaching us what it means to be a son, a child of God, teaching us what it means to work on the Father’s behalf.  

     He says, “calling God, ‘Father’ is a great act of faith, of holy boldness, of risk.”  It is the boldness of saying, “Please, may I too be considered an apprentice son?  It means signing on for the Kingdom of God…If we take the risk of calling him Father, then we are called to be the people through whom the pain of the world is held in the healing light of the love of God,” just like Jesus has done.

     So may we pray with boldness, as Jesus invites us to, one with him in identity and purpose “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be thy name.”  

