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I wanted to be Abraham Lincoln when I was in the 5th grade. I know that
sounds a bit outrageous, but let me explain. When I was much younger
than I am now, I was really good at memorizing things, and Mrs. Morrow,
my teacher at John Burroughs Elementary in Minneapolis, challenged the
class. She said that whoever memorized the Gettysburg Address could be
Abraham Lincoln and present the speech to the class. To the whole class.
Fifty years have passed, so I will admit that the details may be fuzzy, but I
know I memorized that speech in the hope of being Abraham Lincoln. But
so did another student in our class. Just one other. A boy. When it came
time to audition, guess who got the part?

Remember, this was 55 years ago, so really that was expected. And as a
concession prize, Mrs. Morrow gave me the role of Mary Todd Lincoln. Yes, I
was Mrs. Lincoln. It wasn't until much later that I figured out she wasn't
even at Gettysburg!

Over the years I have lost much of my ability to memorize. Yet, many, many
of those things I put in my head and heart are still there—I still know the
Gettysburg address. It matters what we allow ourselves to learn and hold
onto. There are words that comfort us, teach us, remind us of who we are,
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who we want to be. And there are words that have the ability to connect us
to God, and to one another, as followers of Jesus Christ.

Today, as we continue to walk toward Jerusalem with Jesus, we will hear
such words. You may know them as the Lord's Prayer or the Our Father. We
say them every Sunday. The songs change, the order of worship may
change, and the message changes every week. But these words we say each
week very intentionally. They were given to us by our Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ.

They are spoken every day throughout the world, in languages and cultures
very different from our own. They are repeated in denominations and
expressions of Christianity that worship in styles and carry doctrines
different from United Methodism. This morning in Springfield, Catholic,
Baptist, Presbyterian, Lutheran, non-denominational, and many other
churches will be praying these words. They are meant to bring us together.
They are holy, righteous, beautiful. When so much is pulling followers of
Jesus apart, these words of Jesus Christ unite us.

Before we read these words, I want to remind you once again that the
author of this Gospel is not a Jew. He came to faith in Jesus Christ after the
death and resurrection of Jesus. He learned through the Apostle Paul and
the stories that he researched from first and second generation Christians
that Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God, who had come to redeem the
world. Including him; Luke, a non-Jew. Luke, as he curates what he has
learned into a manuscript we call the Gospel of Luke, is passionate that all
will know—ALL will know—the God of love who came in Jesus Christ to
bring salvation to this broken, messed up world.

Jesus and the disciples are on the road once again. They have just left the
home of Mary and Martha and, now rested, they move once again. Along
the way, Jesus steps aside to pray. And the disciples are curious—they want
to know how to pray. What are the magic words to bring the kingdom of
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God here, now? How do they cause God to do what they want done? There
must be a secret way.

Please turn to Luke chapter 1 in your pew Bible.

1 He was praying in a certain place, and after he had finished, one
of his disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught
his disciples.” 2 So he said to them, “When you pray, say: Father,
may your name be revered as holy. May your kingdom come.
3 Give us each day our daily bread. 4 And forgive us our sins, for we
ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us. And do not bring us to
the time of trial.”

That’s it? I wonder if the disciples were expecting much more. Were they
waiting for a long prayer like that of the scribes and the Pharisees?
Impressive, religious language to reassure them that Jesus knew what he
was talking about? But that is not the way of Jesus. That is not who he is. He
came to reveal to humanity the nature of God, the character of God. He put
on human form and walked among the people, not to make understanding
God more complicated, but instead make it easy to see and experience the
incredible love of God. So, these words are simple. So simple that children
learn them. Simple and easily hidden in our heart.

Theologian R. Alan Culpepper writes:

When the disciples ask for a lesson on prayer, Jesus responds with
a lesson on the nature of God as Father. The greatest stimuli to
prayer are the awareness of our need and absolute dependence
on God and our knowledge and experience of the character of
God. Only those who know their own needs and the love of God, a
heavenly Father will be able to pray truly.
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This is the crux of the prayer. Our understanding of the character of God.
God is not a distant figure somewhere in the heavens who put the world in
motion and stepped back with a “good luck, people.” God is not an
uninterested third party, who watches and observes but actually finds
pleasure in stirring the pot to see what we will do, how we will respond.
God is not sitting on a throne waiting for you to screw up, hoping you slide
down a slippery slope, because really God always knew you weren’t cut out
for heaven.

And friends, I am not being facetious when I tell you I have heard this
theology of God far too often. It has hurt far too many people. It has caused
far too many to walk away from church. But the bigger issue is that it has
caused those people to want nothing more to do with the distorted,
misrepresented version of God they have come to understand.

Jesus came to demonstrate with his birth, life, death, and resurrection the
nature and character of God the Father. And I understand that for many the
image of God the Father has become tainted and difficult because not all
human fathers are safe, not all should be emulated in any way. They have
harmed people in ways unimaginable to some, and, sadly, entirely too
relatable to others. I understand this as best I can, and I am so very sorry
for those who have experienced fathers in those ways.

Yet, I ask you this morning to imagine God as the Father of Jesus. This one
who became incarnate for your sake and for mine. This one who is with
you, never leaving or forsaking you. This one who is leaning in, listening,
standing beside you. This one who, by the power of the Holy Spirit, offers
compassion and comfort in the darkest times. This one who created people
to love and to be loved. And when we fall, when we sin and separate
ourselves from God, this father is standing, calling us by name, ready at the
door watching for our return, ready to run and meet us.
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Jesus says to start with this understanding as you begin to pray. Father,
may your name be revered as holy. May your kingdom come.

God’s kingdom. The one where people live fully into who we are meant to
be. Where we make choices that honor God. Where the world that Jesus
came to save, begins to look today more and more like the place that has
been prepared for us someday. May it begin now. And, even as we pray
these words, we become aware of the disparity between what this world
was created to be and what it has become.

These words are a call to each of us, if we are willing to pray them, to
engage with Jesus in words and deeds that move the kingdom forward. We
serve at Crosslines, we collect food for Rare Breed, because we know that in
the kingdom of God hunger is satisfied. This fall we are going to engage
once again with McGregor Elementary School in the West Central
Neighborhood, because we know that in the kingdom of God children are to
be valued, safe, loved, nurtured.

And I know in our congregation there are those of you serving through the
Salvation Army, staying up nights at Safe to Sleep with the unhoused,
working at Ozark Food Harvest, tutoring at Ozark Literacy Center, serving
with Good Dads. “May your kingdom come” is not just a wish, it is an
invitation to God to use us now.

3 Give us each day our daily bread. 4 And forgive us our sins, for we
ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us. And do not bring us to
the time of trial.”

Give us. Forgive us. Spare us. Collective words. We are all in need of the
bread of life. We have this day, this day alone. We are all unsure of
tomorrow—it is not promised to us. But this day. This day, this moment we
are dependent on you O Lord.
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Forgive us. We must own our sin, name it, admit it, and seek forgiveness
from the righteous God who stands ready and willing to forgive.

The road to Jerusalem that the disciples are walking leads directly to the
ultimate demonstration of forgiveness. It will be there, on the cross, that
Jesus will not destroy the people who crucify him, will not retaliate with
words or cause his followers to rise up in rage. He will forgive them. Every
time I think of this, I am overwhelmed. And I am assured that when you and
I ask for forgiveness we are not asking for too much. We are asking for what
God the Father is ready to give. What has already been given.

“…for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.” Saying this out loud,
praying these words of Jesus might be hard. Might seem impossible. When
we say them they assume that you and I really want to be like Jesus. That
you and I are capable of forgiving the unforgivable. Traditionally, we say
“forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” But
these words from Luke sound so much like a declarative sentence that I
don’t like it. I know that I fall short on this one. I want to say “okay, okay, I’m
working on it.”

Maybe that's the point of praying these words. This prayer helps us to
remember that, for the kingdom to come, there must be forgiveness. For
the walls to come down, for the lines to be erased, for those who follow
Jesus to get along with one another. More than that, to work together. I
read these words and I pray these words in the hope that we will move
forward and not ignore that we need to change, to grow, to be better.

And do not bring us to the time of trial. Father, spare us. It seems like
another impossible request. For who hasn’t experienced difficulties? Of the
twelve disciples, one dies by suicide, one lives to old age. Ten are martyred
for their faith. Yet, Jesus tells them to pray to be spared. I wish I understood
this more and I could give you a great answer for why we are told to pray
these words. But I believe we are to pray to them in the knowledge of the
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character of God. God is love, God wants what is best for us, God is faithful,
God has come to redeem and restore this fallen, messy world. So
we—us—let’s hang on to what we know to be true and know that when the
trials come, when we find ourselves in the midst of difficulties and grief and
pain, it is not God who has brought us there, it is God who will bring us
home. In this world and the next.

In this 11th chapter of Luke, Jesus goes on to share two parables to remind
us once again of the character of God and the character we are called to
display. Remember there are many we, us, ours in this prayer.

5 And he said to them, “Suppose one of you has a friend, and you
go to him at midnight and say to him, ‘Friend, lend me three
loaves of bread, 6 for a friend of mine has arrived, and I have
nothing to set before him.’ 7 And he answers from within, ‘Do not
bother me; the door has already been locked, and my children are
with me in bed; I cannot get up and give you anything.’ 8 I tell you,
even though he will not get up and give him anything out of
friendship, at least because of his persistence he will get up and
give him whatever he needs.

It would be so easy to read those words and think “Well, alright. I got it. I
just need to stand and pound on the doors of heaven. I just need to say
these words, loudly and with persistence and things will be as I want them.
And if it doesn’t happen I fail. I wasn’t persistent enough. I wasn’t strong
enough in my faith. It’s on me.” Or instead perhaps think “I knew it, God
isn't listening, God doesn't care.”

Would you think about it another way? This parable is about how we are to
respond to the needs of others. How we are to help bring the kingdom on
earth as it is in heaven. Friends, we have a way of locking the door and
ignoring the needs around us. You and I are the ones asleep. You and I are
the ones done for the night—we’ve closed the door, and if one more person
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asks for one more thing well… We just roll over and put the pillow over our
heads. Jesus is asking us to hear the cries of the people around us. To get
up, open the door, let them into your heart. There is much to do, and—for
this moment—the knock is on your door. What will you do?

And then Jesus says:

9 “So I say to you, Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you
will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you. 10 For
everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds,
and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. 11 Is there
anyone among you who, if your child asked for a fish, would give a
snake instead of a fish? 12 Or if the child asked for an egg, would
give a scorpion? 13 If you, then, who are evil, know how to give
good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly
Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”

Ours is a God who invites us to ask. Who invites us to search, invites us to
walk through the open door created by Jesus Christ. These words don’t
mean that we have been given a blank check so we can sit back and wait for
God to deliver. No, this is an affirmation that when you come to God in
prayer you are being heard. When you search you will find him, because he
is as close as your next breath.

And when we knock, we discover, often to our surprise, that the door has
always been unlocked, that there are no barriers. That we can simply come
in and discover that God the Father is waiting to give us the Holy Spirit that
comes with the greatest gift: Jesus the Christ.

There is a scene at the beginning of one of my favorite movies, Lincoln,
where Lincoln is talking to two black soldiers who are making an important
statement about the lack of pay and promotion, about the treatment they
are receiving even as they are fighting for freedom. Two other soldiers
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appear, and as they are being called back to the war, one begins to speak
from memory the words he heard from Lincoln at Gettysburg on November
19,1863. He is interrupted to go fight, and one of the black soldiers
continues with the words "that we here highly resolve that these dead shall
not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of
freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for the
people, shall not perish from the earth.”

These words have been hidden in my heart since 5th grade, and they speak
of the country I love. But they pale in comparison to the words we have
been given by our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ over 2000 years ago as he
walked to Jerusalem. His words can shape our faith, call us to action, unite
Christ followers around this world, and bring the kingdom of God on earth
as it is in heaven. Pray them, honor them, keep them. Live them.

Let's pray together again the words of our Lord Jesus, who taught us to pray
saying:

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, and the power and the glory forever. Amen.
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