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Lenten Meditation # 1 
 

“Now as our Saviour Christ hath commanded and taught us,  
we are bold to say, Our Father” 

 

Even in a post-Christian age, the Lord’s Prayer continues to be used and remembered. It                             
is probably the only prayer that many know off by heart. Yet we know it mostly,                               
perhaps entirely, from its liturgical use. Somehow it is well-known and, remarkably, in                         
its older English translation, the King’s James version. Somehow it is memorable.  
 

We know it. We use it. But do we think much about it? Do we appreciate its radical                                   
meaning and its essential place in the life of prayer? Or do we simply rattle it off                                 
automatically and without much thought? Let’s be honest. And yet, there is something                         
compelling about the Lord’s Prayer, as it has come to be called, that somehow stays                             
with us and is part of us. It is the prayer which shapes all and every prayer in our                                     
liturgies and in praying. But what is prayer?  
 

“Prayer,” Richard Hooker, famously tells us, “signifies all the service that ever we do                           
unto God”. Prayer is about our fundamental orientation to God and to our being with                             1

God. It is not just about seeking his will; it signals the profound idea of being with God                                   
in his will for us through prayer. “The whole of our life says Our Father,” the great                                 
2nd/3rd century theologian Origen of Alexandria notes. All prayer, as Archbishop                     2

Rowan Williams suggests, is about “letting Jesus pray in us.” Prayer in other words                           3

belongs to our incorporation into the life of God in Christ.  
 

It will be our Lenten task this year to explore, however briefly, the Lord’s Prayer to                               
appreciate its teaching and meaning and to look at some of the ways in which its                               
teaching has been considered by the ancient Fathers of the Patristic period, by certain                           
medieval writers, as well as reformed and modern writers. The Lord’s Prayer is the                           
living breath of the Church; the breath of the Holy Spirit in us through the words of the                                   
Son to the Father. And it is, as Origen so rightly notes, “our whole life.”  4

 

We call it the Lord’s Prayer. Why? And what does that mean? Simply that this is the                                 
prayer which Jesus has taught us. Jesus is Lord. “No one can say that Jesus is the Lord,                                   
but by the Holy Ghost” (1 Cor. 12.3). We learn the Lord’s Prayer from Jesus himself as                                 
presented to us in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. “When you pray,” Jesus says in                               

1 Richard Hooker, ​Lawes of Ecclesiastical Polity​, Book V, ch. Xxiii, in ​The Works of Richard Hooker​, ed. by John                                       
Keble (Oxford, 1841), p. 115. 
2 Rowan Williams, ​Being Christian: Baptism, Bible, Eucharist, Prayer​, Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub. Co. 2014, p. 64.,                                 
referencing Origen’s On Prayer. 
3 Ibid, p. 62. 
4 Ibid, p. 64. 
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Matthew’s Gospel, “be not like the Hypocrites… Do not be like them, for your Father                             
knows what you need before you ask. Pray then like this: Our Father ….” (Matt. 6.5-13).  
Two things immediately strike us from Matthew’s account. The first important point is                         
about not being “like the Hypocrites” which means that prayer must be sincere and                           
from the heart as seen by God and not for the sake of being seen by others. Prayer has to                                       
do with our intimate relation with “Almighty God, unto whom all hearts be open, all                             
desires known, and from whom no secrets are hid,” another familiar prayer (BCP, p.                           
67). Hypocrisy is our pretense, pretending to be one thing when we are the exact                             
opposite. Hypocrisy casts a wide net which catches us all. That this is the context in                               
Matthew’s Gospel of the Lord’s Prayer alerts us to the danger of hypocrisy and the need                               
to pray with sincerity and seriously and as thoughtfully as we can.  
 

The second observation is also interesting. “Your Father,” Jesus says, “knows what you                         
need before you ask.” This immediately raises the question, ‘then why pray?’ The                         
answer is that God wants us to seek for what he wants for us. Prayer is about our active                                     
engagement with the will of God, our participation in God’s will and the explicit                           
acknowledgement on our part of the truth of God in our lives. In prayer we actively                               
seek what God wants. As such we are “co-workers with him” in his grace given for us.                                 
This is especially profound and wonderful. It is, in a way, about “letting Christ pray in                               
us” and about how “the whole of our life, says Our Father.”  5

 

Luke provides another context for the giving of the Lord’s Prayer by Jesus (Lk. 11. 1-4).                               
It is the context of Jesus himself praying and then being asked about prayer by his                               
disciples who ask him to teach them to pray. Jesus says “when ye pray, say, Our Father,                                 
hallowed be thy name”(Lk. 11.2). The Lord’s Prayer is given in the context of prayer                             
and teaching. It is what we have been taught by Jesus about the activity of prayer which                                 
is the meaning of his life to and with the Father.  
 

In the original Greek, Luke doesn’t include the personal pronoun, “our” though it is                           
reasonable to assume this as the King James Version does. It is there in Matthew’s                             
account. The important point is that the Lord’s Prayer makes Jesus’ Father ​our Father.                           
Such is the radical intimacy that this prayer signifies and which we neglect at our peril. 
 

But as Origen observes, nowhere in the Hebrew Scriptures do we find the practice of                             
praying to God as Father. There are a few references to God as Father and, some, even                                 
fewer, to God as Mother. They are metaphors for our relation to God as distinct from                               
the revealed reality of God. In the Christian understanding, God is Trinity, the Father,                           
the Son and the Holy Ghost. Those terms are almost completely given by Jesus Christ                             
and become the terms upon which the divine attributes such as “the infinite power,                           
wisdom and goodness” of God are predicated (Art. 1, Thirty-nine Articles, BCP, p.                         
699). The simple point is that Jesus teaches us the most about God as the Father, about                                 
himself as the Son, and about the Holy Spirit or the Holy Ghost who is the bond of their                                     
love, the love-knot, as Lancelot Andrewes puts it.  
 

5 Ibid, p. 62 & 64. 
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This is all significant in relation to the Lord’s Prayer because prayer is grounded in the                               
life of God himself. God as Father has nothing to do with earthly fathership or sonship.                               
God as Father is Christ’s Father and our heavenly Father in part because of the Lord’s                               
Prayer. The Trinitarian imagery of Father, Son and Holy Spirit are the revealed ways in                             
which the spiritual life of God in himself is opened to us. That is the divine life in which                                     
we participate through prayer, especially and essentially, the Lord’s Prayer. Matthew                     
and Luke provide the scriptural ground for our participation in the life of God. As                             
Origen indicates, “the whole of our life says Our Father.” In praying the Lord’s Prayer,                             
we are learning how “to let Jesus pray in us.”   6

 
Parish Hall 
March 5th, 2020 
 
Lenten Meditation # 2 
 

“Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name.” 
 

And so it begins. “God himself taught us this prayer,” Thomas Aquinas observes,                         
making clear the connection between Christ and God for “He who with the Father hears                             
our prayer, did himself teach us how to pray.” It is, he says, the “most perfect” and the                                   
“most preeminent” of prayers. It is quite simply the prayer that underlies all prayer and                             
without which our prayers are less than truly prayers. Aquinas makes the point that “if                             
we are praying appropriately and correctly, then whatever words we may be using we                           
are not saying anything other than what is laid down in the Lord’s Prayer.”  7

 

All prayer in some sense or another has its ground in the Lord’s Prayer. Simone Weil, a                                 
modern writer in her work “Waiting on God,” notes that “the Our Father contains all                             
possible petitions; we cannot conceive of any prayer which is not already contained in                           
it. It is to prayer what Christ is to humanity. It is impossible to say it once through,                                   
giving the fullest possible attention to each word, without a change … taking place in                             
the soul.” At issue is the challenge of paying attention to each word. She is, we might                                 8

say, ‘the philosopher of attention’ whose voice is especially needed in our age of                           
distraction and inattention. To ponder the Lord’s Prayer is to learn to pay attention to                             
God and to his word. “Blessed are they that hear the word of God and keep it” (Lk.                                   
11.28), Jesus says to us in our despair and desolation. 
 

Praying the Lord’s prayer attentively is the subject of our Lenten programme. Thomas                         
Aquinas in the thirteenth century follows in the footsteps of Origen, the great early                           

6 Ibid, p. 64 & p. 62. 
7 Paul Murray, ​Praying with Confidence: ​Aquinas on the Lord’s Prayer​, Continuum International Publishing                           
Group, 2010. As this helpful work indicates, there are several sources for Aquinas’ observations about the                               
Lord’s Prayer: his Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard; Article 9 in question 83 of his ​Summa                                   
Theologiae II.II; his lectures on St. Matthew’s Gospel; his Compendium of Theology; and his                           
Sermon-Conferences at Naples. His ​Catena Aurea provides a useful collection of texts from the Fathers                             
which contribute to his thought.  
8 Frontispiece, p. vi, Murray, ​Praying with Confidence​, from Sinome Weil, ​Waiting on God​. 
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Patrisic biblical theologian, and he quotes Augustine’s Sermon on the Mount directly in                         
his ​Catena Aurea​, a collection of patristic texts on the four Gospels, in order to emphasize                               
the intimate nature of the Lord’s Prayer. “Many things [in the past[ were said in praise                               
of God, But we do not find that the people of Israel were taught to address God as ‘Our                                     
Father’... With regard to Christ’s people, however, the Apostle says, ‘We have received                         
the spirit of adoption whereby we cry Abba, Father and that not of our deserving, but of                                 
grace.’ This, then, we express in the prayer when we say Father, which name also stirs                               
up love. For what can be dearer than sons and daughters are to a father?” The Lord’s                                 9

Prayer is grounded in the understanding of God as Trinity.  
 

To begin with “Our Father’ is to begin with praise, Aquinas teaches, but such a                             
beginning also corrects what he calls three errors that are absolutely fatal for the life of                               
prayer. What are these three errors? 
 

The first is that God is not concerned about us and so it is a waste of time to ask God for                                           
anything. Yet we noted last week that God wants us to want what he wants for us, our                                   
good, and so prayer has to do with our active engagement with the will of God. The                                 
second fatal error is that since all things are known and fixed by God, there is no point                                   
whatsoever in praying. This also is countered by the idea of our active participation                           
with God and his will and by realizing the folly of collapsing eternity into time, or                               
contingency into necessity. The third error goes to the opposite extreme; it is the                           
presumption of thinking that the providence of God can somehow be altered by our                           
prayers, as if we could make God will what we want. The counter is about our                               10

learning to will what God wants.  
 

Simone Weil highlights how the Our Father contains all possible petitions. Prayer in                         11

its simplest sense is about asking but as Aquinas wisely observes, and Weil would                           
completely agree, the seven petitions of the Lord’s Prayer are really all about the glory                             
of God and the human hope of glory. The seven petitions can be divided or                             12

distinguished in terms of those themes. The first three petitions relate entirely and                         
completely to the glory of God; while the remaining four petitions speak to the human                             
hope of enjoying God’s glory. This focus on God’s glory and our hope for enjoying                             
God’s glory add to the special and unique character of the Lord’s Prayer even as it                               
illuminates what is implicit in all prayer however incoherent and garbled, even if our                           
prayer is “with sighs too deep for words”(Rom. 8.26.). This emphasis on the glory of                             
God corrects the narcissisms of our contemporary world. It is not about us; it is about                               
God; God for us and in us.  
 

What are the seven petitions that make up the Lord’s Prayer? The first three, directed to                               
the glory of God, are, first, “Hallowed be thy name”; second, “Thy kingdom come”; and                             
third, “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” In other words, the focus of the first                                       
three petitions is on God in his majesty and truth, God in his glory. The remaining four                                 

9 Ibid, p. 25, referencing Augustine’s​ Sermon on the Mount​ in Aquinas’s ​Catena Aurea​.  
10 Ibid, pp. 34-36. 
11 See n. 8. 
12 Thomas Aquinas, ST, II II q. 83, a. 9. 
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petitions speak more directly to the human condition but only as grounded in the first                             
three petitions. They are about our hope in God; specifically, beginning with the fourth                           
petition, “Give us this day our daily bread.” The fifth is “Forgive us our trespasses as                               
we forgive them who trespass against us.” The sixth is “lead us not into temptation”                             
and the seventh is “deliver us from evil.”  
 

There is a certain rightness to this order. As Aquinas suggests, not only is prayer “in                               
some way the interpreter of desire such that we can only rightly pray for what we can                                 
rightly desire but we are also taught to pray in the right order.” This connection                             13

between the Lord’s Prayer and our desire will be highlighted for us in the catechism in                               
the Book of Common Prayer in the instruction on the Lord’s Prayer which is called “The                               
Desire” (BCP, p. 550). 
 

Our endeavour this evening will be to consider, however briefly, the first three petitions                           
of the Lord’s Prayer, but before embarking on that study something needs to be said                             
about “Our Father, who art in heaven.” Heaven is not a place, for God cannot be                               
contained within corporeal space. God’s essential greatness is signalled in the phrase                       
“who art in heaven” to indicate the greatness of his power and his transcendence - his                               
being beyond - and yet His immanence, his being close to us. God is above all and yet in                                     
all things in heaven and earth as the very principle of their being. In other words, the                                 
very first words of the Lord’s Prayer open us out to the grandeur of God and give us                                   
confidence in his power and goodness. Only on that basis can the petitions follow as the                               
forms of rightly ordered prayer, of rightly ordered desire. For, as Aquinas says in his                             
lectures on the Gospel according to St Matthew, the Lord’s Prayer contains “all that we                             
can desire.”   14

 

“Hallowed be thy name”. To hallow is to make holy or to acknowledge what is sacred.                               
Are we hallowing God’s name? Is not God’s name always holy? As a host of                             
theologians have argued, this first petition is simply about the desire that God’s name                           
be recognised as holy by all people. It has very much to do with how we come to think                                     
the divine reality. To know the name of God is to have a hold of the nature of God,                                     
albeit imperfectly, as in “a glass darkly”(1 Cor. 13. 12), but still as something known in                               
some way or another, partly by the light of reason and more fully through the light of                                 
revelation.  
 

Jesus, in other words, makes manifest the nature of God. “No one has ever seen God,”                               
John tells us, “but the only-begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, he has                                 
made him known” (Jn. 1. 18), literally “exegeted him”. This belongs to the profound                           
idea that God is not a ​Deus Absconditus, a hidden God, however much he is beyond our                                 
comprehension by definition. The knowledge of God is something which God seeks for                         
us and for our good. To hallow God’s name is to glorify God by our lives. Once again, it                                     
is about the intimate connection between God and us. To hallow God’s name by the                             
quality of our lives means that God is glorified through us. In hallowing God’s name,                             
we are ourselves being sanctified in spite of ourselves and our daily sins. 

13 Ibid.  
14 Murray, Praying with Confidence, p. 38, referencing Aquinas’ ​Lectures on St. Matthew​.   
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The second petition is “Thy kingdom come.” This petition follows the same logic as the                             
first. God’s kingdom by definition exists from eternity. What we seek here has to do                             
with the reign of God in us but because of our sins we are not always subject to God. “I                                       
like a usurped town, to another due,” as John Donne memorably writes in “Batter my                             
heart three-person’d God.” In our sins we are enslaved not to God who is our freedom                               
but to the devil. “Divorce me, untie or break that knot again/ Take me to you, imprison                                 
me, for I/ Except you enthrall me, never shall be free.” It is a wonderful and holy                                 15

paradox captured in the Prayer Book Collect for peace, that our freedom is and can only                               
be found in our service to God, “whose service is perfect freedom” (BCP, p. 11). We are                                 
praying in this petition that sin may no longer rule us but that God’s grace and                               
kingdom, an image of Christ himself, may rule and move in us. Our highest good, the                               
Summum Bonum​, our ultimate happiness, is found in God and in his kingdom. It is an                               
image, too, of redeemed humanity. To pray “Thy kingdom come” is our Christian                         
vocation to be holy, to be members of the communion of saints, those whose wills have                               
been made perfect in the will of Christ. 
 

The third of the first three petitions of the Lord’s Prayer is “thy will be done on earth as                                     
it is in heaven.” John Chrysostom, the golden-mouthed preacher of fourth century                       
Constantinople, observes how this petition follows logically upon the preceding                   
petition: “having taught us first to desire heavenly things by saying, Thy kingdom                         
come, now he bids us, before we come to heaven, to make this earth into heaven.” This                                 16

raises the question that I am sure has been percolating away in your minds. How                             
exactly do we know the will of God? We don’t, of course, at least not perfectly but this                                   
petition signals a right desire for wisdom, itself a gift of God. Once again, Aquinas helps                               
to unpack this petition for us. There are three things which we rightly seek: first, eternal                               
life; secondly, to keep God’s commandments; and thirdly, to be restored to the truth of                             
our human dignity; in short, to be made worthy of God. The chief end of man, as the                                   
Westminster Shorter Catechism so wonderfully puts it, is “to glorify God and to enjoy                           
him for ever.”  
 

This petition signals our desire that God’s will rules and defines us on earth as in                               
heaven; in other words, now. God and his kingdom and truth is not some imaginary                             
‘pie-in-the-sky, by-and-by’. In prayer we seek to live the will of God in whatever place                             
and circumstance we are in. Our parishes are to be the outposts of the kingdom of                               
heaven. And so we rightly pray that “thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” 
 
Feast of St. Joseph, 
March 19th, 2020 
Posted but unpreached owing to the closures of the Churches. 
 
 

15 John Donne, Sonnet # 14 in ​The Complete English Poems​, ed. & intro. By C.A. Patrides, Everyman's                                   
Library, 1991, p, 443. 
16 Murray, ​Praying with Confidence, ​p. 59, referencing St. John Chrysostom’ Homily # 20 on Matthew as                                 
noted by Aquinas in his ​Catena Aurea​.  
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Lenten Meditation # 3 
 

“Give us this day our daily bread” 
 

Who are we asking? Our Father. Not our Lord. It is perhaps important to remember                             
that all of the seven petitions of the Lord’s Prayer are addressed to God as “Our                               
Father.” As with the first three petitions, so too with the last four petitions. What we ask                                 
for we ask “Our Father.”  
 

Origen already remarked on this unique and special feature of the Lord’s Prayer.                         
Nowhere in the Hebrew Scriptures do we find any prayer addressed to God as Father.                             
Augustine several centuries later also calls attention to this as does Aquinas in the                           
thirteenth century.  
 

The opening words of the “Our Father” carry over into all of the petitions and serve to                                 
ground our prayers in a kind of praise and wonder about God himself that acts as a                                 
counter to the ways in which we invariably seek to make God subject to ourselves. That,                               
of course, is how we lose ourselves because we lose sight of God. “For many things are                                 
said in praise of God,” Augustine notes, “which, being scattered variously and widely                         
over all the Holy Scriptures, everyone will be able to consider when he reads them; yet                               
nowhere is there found a precept for the people of Israel, that they should say ‘Our                               
Father,’ or that they should pray to God as a Father; but as Lord He was made known to                                     
them.” It suggests something intimate and important about the “Our Father” as                       17

belonging to the essential understanding of the Christian faith.  
 

The seventeenth century Anglican Divine, Lancelot Andrewes, in his Holy Devotions,                     
notes that the Lord’s Prayer begins with “a ​Father, not a ​Lord​/ One being a name of                                 
love​./ The other of ​dignity … One being, a name of ​Goodness​, ​Comfortable … the other of                                 
Power​, ​Terrible … ​Who then durst be so bold as to call the ​Father, but that Christ did                                   
command it?” The Lord’s Prayer is grounded in the Son’s love of the Father; his Father                               18

is “Our Father” at his bidding and command. We are bold to say, “Our Father.” 
 

Jesus provides instruction about prayer and about persevering in prayer in many places                         
such as in Matthew 7.9. “​What man of you, if his son asks him for bread, will give him a                                       
stone?” Christ’s first temptation, too, was about the manipulation of the world, about                         
turning stones into bread. The image of “Our Father” reminds us of the essential                           
goodness of God and about what he seeks for us, namely, not stones but bread. Why?                               
Out of the love of the Father for the Son and in the power of the Son’s love for the                                       
Father; out of the bond of their mutual and indwelling love, we learn the deep love of                                 
God for us. Thus this fourth petition, which marks the beginning of the second set of                               
petitions, concerns what we seek from God in terms of our lives here and now but only                                 

17 Augustine, ​Sermon on the Mount, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, ​The Works of Augustine​, Vol. Vi, pp.                                 
38-39. 
18 Lancelot Andrewes, Holy devotions, with directions to pray also a brief exposition upon [brace] the Lords                                 
prayer, the creed, the Ten commandments, the 7 penitential psalms, the 7 psalms of thanksgiving : together with a                                     
letanie​, ​Reformedbooksonline.com. 
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as grounded in the deep love of God himself and that love as turned towards us; in                                 
short, God’s love for us.  
 

There is something all-encompassing about this fourth petition because it speaks                     
precisely to what God seeks and provides for us both physically and spiritually. Having                           
spoken already about our heavenly relation to God, “Our Father, who art in heaven,”                           
whose name is to be “hallowed” in us, and whose “will” is to “be done on earth as in                                     
heaven,” we now turn more directly to the petitions which concern God in us.  
 

It belongs to the richness of the scriptural images that there is more than one way of                                 
understanding these petitions. “Give us this day our super-substantial bread,” Cyril of                       
Jerusalem says in his famous Catechetical Lectures delivered around 348 BC. He sees                         19

in the petition the way in which all of the needs of our lives are ultimately gathered into                                   
Christ and in a sacramental and eucharistic fashion, much like what we saw last Sunday                             
(Lent IV, BCP, p. 148). We are ultimately gathered into the Son’s thanksgiving to the                             
Father and, ultimately, that is the highest and greatest provision for us in the journey of                               
our lives. It means to be thankful for whatever befalls us out of sense of God’s will for                                   
our good. This is not naive and simple-minded. It is about a deep confidence in our                               
heavenly Father.  
 

The last four petitions “relate,” Augustine suggests, “to this life,” but not as separate                           20

from God. With respect to this fourth petition, he allows for a range of interrelated                             
interpretations. “Daily bread is put ​either for all those things which meet the wants of                             
this life, … ​or​, it is put for the sacrament of the body of Christ … ​or​, for the spiritual                                       
food, of which the same Lord says, “Labour for the meat which perisheth not;” and                             
again, “I am the bread of life, which came down from heaven.” It all belongs to the                                 21

present time. “For whether by this same thing which is called daily bread be meant                             
spiritual bread, or that which is visible in the sacrament or in this sustenance of ours, it                                 
belongs to the present time, which he has called ‘today,’ not because spiritual food is                             
not everlasting, but because that which is called daily food in the Scriptures is                           
represented to the soul either by the sound of the expression or by temporal signs of                               
any kind.”   22

 

The Lord’s Prayer, like the Ten Commandments, distinguishes and unites our relation                       
to God and to one another, to things eternal and to things temporal. They are united in                                 
God. Our daily lives belong to our life with God. As Aquinas indicates, God wants us to                                 
ask for the things necessary for life. “God provides us with temporal goods.”                         23

Temporal goods and the necessities of everyday life are necessarily part of our spiritual                           

19 Cyril of Jerusalem, ​Lectures on the Christian Sacraments: The Procatechesis and The Five Mystagogical                             
Catecheses,​ ed. F.L. Cross, New York, St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, p. 76.. 
20 Augustine, ​Sermons on New Testament Lessons​, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, ​The Works of St.                             
Augustine​, Vol. Vi, p. 288. 
21 Augustine, ​Sermon on the Mount​, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, ​The Works of St. Augustine​, Vol. Vi,                                 
Ch. vii, p. 41. My emphasis in italics. 
22 Ibid, Ch. x, pp. 45-46 
23 Murray, ​Praying with Confidence​, p. 66, referencing Aquinas’ ​In Orationem Dominican​, Lenten                         
Sermon-Conferences, Naples. 
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life. What is at issue is how we view the relation between temporal goods and the root                                 
of all good in God. To desire temporal goods is completely natural; they are natural                             
goods, but as goods they come under God’s Providence and will for us. Yet because of                               
our fallen state as sinners, there are problems about ​our desire​ for those goods.  
 

Thus Aquinas alerts us to “five sins” which arise out of our desire for temporal things.                               
Good as they are, we can desire them in a number of wrong ways, ways which the                                 
Lord’s Prayer corrects. First, there is the generic problem of inordinate love, loving                         
things more than what belongs to the conditions and necessities of life. Bread is a basic                               
staple, a symbol of what belongs to the sustenance of our lives and which is common to                                 
us all. Christ is not teaching us “to ask for delicacies” but more simply “for the bread                                 
which is common to all, and without which human life cannot be sustained.”   24

 

This sensibility contributes to the collective nature of our praying the “Our Father.” All                           
prayer places us in a community of prayer; it is never entirely solitary. “Even the                             
anchorite who meditates alone … Prays for the Church, the Body of Christ incarnate,”                           
as T.S. Eliot put it in his remarkable verse drama, Choruses from “The Rock,” the rock                               25

being one of the more dominant images of God especially in the Hebrew Scriptures.                           
Here in the “Our Father” we are reminded that daily bread means our common bread,                             
the bread that we break and share with others. We are companions with one another in                               
our life with God. Companions is a word derived from the Latin which literally means                             
‘with bread,’ ​com panis​. This petition reminds us that our daily bread is bread that is                               
shared with others.  
 

The second sin, as Thomas Aquinas indicates, speaks as well to that concern. It has to                               
do with the ways in which we wrongly acquire our temporal goods, namely through                           
violence, theft, or fraud, pertinent and relevant concerns in our age as well. In this                             
petition we are asking for our daily bread, not the bread of others. He adds that if we                                   
are given temporal goods beyond our need, then “we share them with others.” Once                           26

again, the corporal or collective sense of prayer is emphasized. 
 

The third sin has to do with our “lack of moderation,” in short, our excessive and                               27

possessive relation to the goods of this world, such as we have seen in the spectacle of                                 
the hoarding of goods in the face of the Covid-19 pandemic. But “daily bread” doesn’t                             
simply mean for one day or even one season; it has more to do with our anxieties about                                   
the future and our preoccupation and presumption about our needs without                     
consideration for others. What is missing is temperance or moderation, a sense of                         
self-control about the present and prudence with respect to the future. There is always                           
the danger of being too careful, too full of the cares of this world and in a selfish way. 
 

The fourth sin is also about a lack of moderation, namely, our gluttony, consuming far                             
more than what we need. This goes to the contemporary problem of ‘conspicuous                         

24 Ibid, p. 66. 
25 T.S. Eliot, ​Choruses From “The Rock”​, The Complete Poems and Plays, 1909-1950, New York, Harcourt,                               
Brace & World, Inc., 1971, p. 101. 
26 Ibid, p. 67, referencing Aquinas’ ​Lectures on St. Matthew​.  
27 Ibid, p. 67, referencing both Aquinas’ ​In Orationem Dominican​ and his ​Lectures on St. Matthew. 
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consumption.’ Gluttony is about “superfluity,” about more than what we need and                       28

more than what is good for us. In another aspect, it is about being defined by what we                                   
consume without recognizing the created order and God upon which all good things                         
depend. In any event, this concern acts as a check on our greed and gluttony, upon the                                 
‘culture of affluenza,’ we might say, which in turn ignores the poor and needy. 
 

The fifth sin is simply our “ingratitude.” This recalls us to the beginning of the Lord’s                               29

Prayer, to the sense of praise and honour towards God. At the heart of that sensibility is                                 
thankfulness to God for what we have received. This is the spiritual significance of                           
saying grace at meals. In a way, this fifth sin is the most serious because it neglects the                                   
God from whom all good things, whether temporal or spiritual, do come. This brings us                             
home to the real and deep meaning of this petition in its simple truth. It reminds us that                                   
all that we have comes to us from God.  
 

Aquinas, like Augustine, recognizes that “bread” can be interpreted in various ways.                       
The terms he uses are particularly instructive in relation to how the Lord’s Prayer                           
speaks to the radical truth of our humanity in union with God in Christ. Bread, as                               
referring to the basic necessities of life, as the image of the staff of life, as it were, he                                     
calls “bodily bread.” He allows, too, that “bread” as that upon which our lives                           30

radically depend may refer to the Godhead itself, or, equally to the divine teachings                           
which he calls “the bread of wisdom.”   31

 

The story of the temptations of Christ tells us rather pointedly that “man shall not live                               
by bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God” (Mt. 4.4).                                 
Every word of God is bread to our souls. But, in line with Cyril of Jerusalem’s                               
catechetical lecture more than nine hundred years before him, Aquinas states that bread                         
here refers first and foremost to Jesus Christ, who said of himself “I am the bread of                                 
life,” particularly “as he is contained in the sacrament of the altar.” We are asking in                               32

this petition for “sacramental bread and for the bread of God’s word.” One cannot                           33

help but note the necessary and important connection and interrelation of word and                         
sacrament.  
 

While the fourth petition turns us towards our temporal needs and concerns, it does not                             
do so at the expense of the three previous petitions. For where the word is preached and                                 
the sacraments celebrated, there we already participate in the things of heaven. It is                           
only through sin that we ignore and deny that the world is God’s world and forget that                                 
we enjoy the things of the world by God’s goodness and grace. This is something which                               
the theological reflections upon this petition constantly teach while reminding us of the                         
corporate nature of the Christian Faith. 
 

28 Ibid, p. 68, referencing Aquinas’ ​Lectures on Matthew​.  
29 Ibid, p. 68, referencing Aquinas’ ​In Orationem Dominican​, Lenten Sermon-Conferences in Naples. 
30 Ibid, p. 69, referencing Aquinas’ ​Lectures on Matthew.  
31 Ibid, p. 69, referencing Aquinas’ ​Lectures on Matthew​.  
32 Ibid, p. 69, referencing Aquinas’ ​Lectures on Matthew​. 
33 Ibid, p. 70, referencing Aquinas’ ​In Orationem Dominican​, Lenten Sermon-Conference in Naples. 
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Andrewes notes that “it is not without some ​reason from our ​Saviour, that the words                             
Mine, or ​I, are not to be found in this ​Prayer. Our, is a word of ​charity, and ​unity. It is not                                           
My Father, as if God were any mans ​peculiar, but ​our Father, the ​Father of ​all, as he                                   
properly is, through, and in ​Christ. ​Our ​prayers are most ​powerful with God, when we                             
express in them a ​fellow-feeling of the ​Necessities of our ​Neighbours, and ​Sympathize with                           
them in their ​misery.​ This is ​Charity.”   34

 

Thus this fourth petition acts as a bridge connecting us to God and to God’s world and                                 
so to our lives with one another in the charity of God. Only so can we pray, “give us                                     
this day our daily bread.” For “what is more ​proper to ​Children,” Andrewes asks, “than                             
to ask ​Bread of their ​Father? or what more ​necessary for them? And in this ​Petition we are                                   
to ​depend wholly upon his ​Providence; ​to ​acknowledge him the ​Giver of it ​only; and, ​lastly,                               
We are ​Patiently to ​expect it from ​him.” It provides a strong foundation upon which to                               35

consider the remaining three petitions.  
 
March 26th, 2020 
Posted but unpreached owing to the closure of the Churches because of Covid-19.  
 
Lenten Meditation # 4 
 

“Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive them that trespass against us” 
 

Our Lenten study of the Lord’s Prayer brings us to the last three petitions, to the triad of                                   
forgiveness, temptation, and evil. They draw us into the deeper meaning of Christ’s                         
Passion. To pray for forgiveness for ourselves and towards one another, to pray not to                             
be led into temptation, and to pray to be delivered from evil is to pray the Passion of                                   
Christ.  
 

We pray to our Father in all of the seven petitions of the Lord’s Prayer. To pray “Our                                   
Father” achieves, Thomas Aquinas tells us, “five things.” First, the words “Our Father”                         
serve to “instruct us in our faith”; second, they “raise our hopes”; third, “they serve to                               
stimulate charity”; fourth, they lead us “to imitate God”; and fifth, they call us “to                             
humility”. In other words, the phrase “Our Father”, which is present throughout the                         
Lord’s Prayer, gives us confidence in God. As Aquinas says, “Our Lord, in teaching us                             
how to pray, sets out before us those things which engender confidence in us, such as                               
the loving kindness of a father, implied in the words, Our Father.” Once again, we see                               36

how the Lord’s Prayer is an essential of the Christian Faith.  
 

Augustine breaks off his commentary on the Lord’s Prayer in the sixth chapter of St.                             
Matthew’s Gospel to speak about the Creed. He is speaking during Holy Week in the                             
context of preparing catechumens for baptism. Both the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed are                           
to be learned by heart. “When you have learned [the Creed], that you may never forget                               
it, say it every day when you rise; when you are preparing for sleep, rehearse your                               

34 Andrewes, ​Holy Devotions​, ​Reformedbooksonline.com. 
35 Ibid.  
36 Murray, ​Praying with Confidence, ​p. 25, referencing Aquinas’ ​Lectures on St. Matthew​. 
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Creed, to the Lord rehearse it, remind yourselves of it, and be not weary of repeating it.                                 
… Call your faith to mind, look into yourself, let your Creed be as it were a mirror to                                     
you. Therein see yourself, whether you do believe all which you profess to believe, and                             
so rejoice day by day in your faith. Let it be your wealth, let it be in a sort the daily                                         
clothing of your soul. Do you not always dress yourself when you rise? So by the daily                                 
repetition of your Creed dress your soul.” It is a powerful passage complemented by                           37

his teaching about the creedal nature of the Lord’s Prayer as being an essential form of                               
our participation in the life of God in Christ.  
 

From these remarks about the Creed, he turns to the “Our Father,” and highlights its                             
essential and radical nature. In saying “Our Father,” he says, “you have begun to                           
belong to a great family. Under this Father the lord and the slave are brethren; under                               
this Father the general and the common soldier are brethren; under this Father the rich                             
man and the poor are brethren. All Christian believers have various fathers in earth,                           
some noble, some obscure; but they all call upon one Father which is in heaven.” Like                               38

the Creed, it is to be prayed every day. 
 

In our Anglican tradition, this sensibility about the essentials of the Faith appears in the                             
form of Church architecture developed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries                     
before the Gothic romanticism of the mid-nineteenth century. Churches were designed                     
to be places where the Word could be heard, essentially auditory Chapels. Even St.                           
Paul’s in London, designed by Christopher Wren after the Great Fire of London in 1666,                             
was meant to be the largest possible space that could be built and still allow for the                                 
human voice to be heard by all. But that emphasis on the auditory aspect of the Faith,                                 
on the importance of hearing since “faith cometh by hearing,” did not ignore the visual                             
expressions of the Faith. Thus Churches would have the “Our Father”, “the Creed,” and                           
“the Ten Commandments” posted on boards placed on either side of the holy table, the                             
altar. The three together were known as “The Faith” or “The Belief” showing the                           
interconnection between them as embodying the essentials of the Faith and the ways in                           
which we participate in them through prayer, through the public confession of the                         
Christian Faith, and through the ethical demands of the Commandments as well as                         
presenting them in the sacramental aspects of the liturgy itself. 
 

Augustine observes that having “heard of Whom we are to ask,” namely “Our Father”                           
then it follows that we need to learn “what to ask for.” As we noted last time, the first                                     39

three petitions are, as Augustine puts it, “for eternity.” “But the four following relate to                             
this life,” the fourth petition providing a kind of bridge between the first three and                             40

second four.  
 

There is an instructive contrast, it seems to me, between the fourth and the fifth petition.                               
In the fourth we ask “Our Father” to ​give us our daily bread, for all the provisions for                                   

37 Augustine, ​Sermons on New Testament Lessons​, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol VI. ​Works of St.                               
Augustine​, p.288. 
38 Ibid, p. 288. 
39 Ibid, p. 289. 
40 Ibid, p. 288. 
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our lives. In the fifth we ask “Our Father” to ​forgive ​us. God gives us all that we need                                     
and more. But that we should then ask for forgiveness necessarily recognizes that we                           
have misused the things that God has given us. We seek forgiveness in the recognition                             
of our sins. The language of ‘debts’ or ‘trespasses’ refers to sins. We are reminded that                               
we are sinners. The Scriptural text common to the Fathers and to the Medievals and                             
beyond is from John’s Gospel. “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and                                 
the truth is not in us”(1 Jn. 1.8). The fifth petition presupposes the awareness not only                               
of our needs but of ourselves as sinners. 
 

Aquinas follows a number of the Fathers, such as John Chrysostom, in calling attention                           
to the power of the prayers of sinners. This is a strong reminder that prayer is not made                                   
on the basis of our own sense of worthiness. We beseech God in the prayer of                               
thanksgiving after communion in the Prayer Book liturgy “to accept this our bounden                         
duty and service, not weighing our merits” which are negligible, “but pardoning our                         
offenses,” which are considerable (BCP, p.86). As Aquinas points out, we pray for what                           
“we do not merit. For God hears even sinners when they ask for pardon for their sins,”                                 41

citing the publican who in humility prayed “God be merciful to me, a sinner”(Lk.                           
18.13). A phrase from one of Chrysostom’s homilies is highlighted in the ​Catena Aurea​.                           42

“Humility,” Chrysostom says, “can lift up even a guilty man from the depths … [It]                             
saved the Publican before the Pharisee, and led the Thief into paradise before the                           
Apostles.” It is in humility that we know ourselves as sinners; it is in hope that we                                 43

pray for mercy.  
 

But the fifth petition is conditional and in ways that remind us of the central Christian                               
insight about redemption or atonement. It has entirely to do with the God/man Jesus                           
Christ, in the relation between the divine and the human natures united in his person.                             
Our prayer for God’s forgiveness of our sins requires our willingness and desire to                           
forgive one another. This is to transcend the divisions and enmities which are caused by                             
sin. If we seek divine compassion for ourselves how can we not want the same for one                                 
another? There is in this petition a wonderful reciprocity, equality, and mutuality that                         
belongs to our participation in the mysteries of God. We can only want for ourselves                             
what we equally want for others.  
 

Our prayer for forgiveness acknowledges that we are the enemies of God who seek                           
reconciliation and forgiveness. That implies that who we are is something more and                         
greater than our enmities and even our sin and evil. We seek forgiveness from the                             
Father precisely out of the awareness that our humanity has been made uniquely in the                             
image and likeness of God. In other words, what we seek is to be returned to the Father                                   
as children and sons, turned back to our Creator and his will for his creation. But that                                 
equally demands that we seek the overcoming of our enmities between one another.                         
How is this possible or even thinkable? Because prayer is essentially ecclesial and                         
corporate. We can only pray in the body of Christ for what Christ in his body has                                 

41 Aquinas, ST. I II q. 114, a. 9,ad. 1. 
42 The ​Catena Aurea​, literally the golden chain, is a collection of passages from the Patristic writers                                 
compiled by Thomas Aquinas as a kind of commentary on the Four Gospels. 
43 Murray, ​Praying with Confidence​, p. 73, referencing Aquinas’ ​Catena Aurea​ where he cites Chrysostom. 
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desired and accomplished for us. The first word of the Crucified Christ is the word of                               
the Son to the Father. That word is forgiveness. “Father, forgive them for they know not                               
what they do” (Lk. 23.34). That prayer, like the fifth petition, reveals the divine will to                               
be reconciled with his sinful creation and makes our desire to be reconciled with one                             
another a condition of forgiveness. We cannot want from God what we refuse to give to                               
one another.  
 

The fifth petition gives way to the sixth about asking “Our Father” not to lead us into                                 
temptation. This petition confounds and confuses many. How can God lead us into                         
temptation? Isn’t that the devil’s task as, for instance, in the temptations of Christ and                             
the three classic temptations of “the world, the flesh and the devil”? To be sure. This is                                 
why we need to avail ourselves of the wisdom of the past which makes a crucial                               
distinction between temptation and being led into temptation. 
 

Temptation is about being put to the test whereby what is Good is brought to light.                               
Jesus puts the Canaanite woman to the test in order to draw out from her what belongs                                 
to the truth of human desire (BCP, p. 144). It is found in Christ. She is, we may say, put                                       
to the test but that is not the same thing as being led into temptation. This is the crux of                                       
the matter. Faith as an active principle or power at work in us has constantly to be                                 
tested. This is the positive. The negative which this petition addresses is about our                           
being tested beyond what we can withstand. The petition is an open acknowledgement                         
that we depend upon God utterly and completely in terms of the things which tempt us                               
which are partial or incomplete goods, on the one hand, but can define us in terms of                                 
our inordinate love for them , on the other hand. The whole idea of temptation goes to                                 
the relationship between God and man. Do we love things in the right way?  
 

We are tempted, to be sure, but like the temptations of Christ what is revealed are                               
precisely the things which belong to the truth of our being. This petition is really our                               
prayer about our willing what God wills for us, knowing full well the push and pull of                                 
human evil, the push and pull of the Devil. There are temptations, to be sure, but in this                                   
petition, we pray that we not succumb to them for such is the work of the devil but                                   
rather adhere to God and his will for us. 
 

The seventh petition helps us to understand the deeper dynamic of sin and evil which                             
belongs to the teaching of the Lord’s Prayer. It is grounded, we might say, in the                               
redemptive love of God for us that is an essential feature of God in Himself. As such,                                 
the God who does not lead us or bring us into temptation yet proves us, tests us, and,                                   
more importantly, delivers us from all evil.  
 

In a way, this is the whole point, namely, Christ’s overcoming of what belongs to                             
human evil and wickedness. It happens in and through what belongs to the truth of our                               
humanity as gathered back into God. In God all is good and there is no place for evil. It                                     
is nothing; God is everything, and God seeks to draw us back to himself. 
 

Dante, in the ​Purgatorio of his Divine Comedy, brings out the ecclesial and corporate                           
nature of prayer. In his magisterial work, those who are in Purgatory, itself an image of                               
our life in ​peregrinatio​, our life in the journey of the soul to God, are being prepared for                                   
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heaven. How then can they who are already set on heaven, pray to be delivered from                               
evil? Because they pray for others in the body of Christ. All prayer is ecclesial or                               
corporate. “This last prayer is not made for us - we know,/Dear Lord, that it is needless                                 
- but for those/Who still remain behind us we pray so” (Purg. Canto XI, 22-24). Prayer                               
arises “for their and our good speed.” Our lives are bound together in love and care. 
 

There is at least one further consideration, namely, the ways in which the petitions of                             
the Lord’s Prayer connect to the Beatitudes which are also part of Christ’s Sermon on                             
the Mount. The “Our Father” belongs to human excellence and character. Once again, it                           
turns on the concept of our willing what God wills for us in the context of human sin                                   
and evil.  
 

Aquinas, drawing on Augustine, allows for the various ways in which the petitions of                           
the “Our Father” can be linked to the Beatitudes. To hallow God’s name in the first                               
petition relates to “the fear of God,” meaning to hold God in awe and wonder which is                                 
the necessary humility that makes the “poor in spirit” blessed. In asking “thy kingdom                           
come” matches up with the second Beatitude about the meek, the gentle ones who                           
inherit the earth. Praying that the Father’s “will be done on earth as it is in heaven” is                                   
the wisdom of those who mourn for in praying for the doing of God’s will they mourn                                 
no more; they are comforted. “If it is fortitude which makes the hungry blessed,” a kind                               
of strength of character in pursuing righteousness, then this matches up with the                         
petition to be given “our daily bread” which alone satisfies us and makes us blessed.                             
“Blessed are the merciful for they shall receive mercy” complements the reciprocity of                         
seeking the “forgiveness of our trespasses, even as we forgive those who have                         
trespassed against us.” The petition that we not be led into temptation corresponds to                           44

not being divided in our hearts; in other words, the pure in heart seek God rather than                                 
being drawn to temporal things that cause us to be tempted. To be delivered from evil                               
finds its complement in the wisdom which makes the peacemakers blessed. For that is                           
to look beyond all evil and division to our good in God. That makes us the children of                                   
God. 
 

Is there not an eighth Beatitude? “Blessed are those who are persecuted for                         
righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” This Beatitude, too, is about                           
the triumph of the good over and against all and every evil but in and through all of the                                     
other petitions of the Lord’s Prayer. It is about our being gathered into the love of God                                 
even in the face of suffering and abuse. Such is the Passion of Christ. And such is our                                   
participation in Christ. It is about “letting Jesus pray in us” for “our whole life says                               45

Our Father.”  In humility and in hope, we participate in the Father’s love.  46

 

We pray the “Our Father” in our liturgies both as the form of prayer that shapes all                                 
prayer but also with the addition of the doxology as a form of praise. It is worth noting                                   
that in the classical Books of Common Prayer, the Lord’s Prayer with the additional                           

44 Aquinas, ST, II II q. 83, a. 9, ad. 3. 
45 Williams, ​Being Christian,​, p. 62. 
46 Ibid, p. 64, referencing Origen “On Prayer”.  
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words “for thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory, for ever and ever” is used                                 
after we have received the grace of the sacrament of absolution or of communion.  
 

Prayer and praise go together and belong to what Aquinas calls “the affectionate                         
intimacy” of the “Our Father”. Praying the Lord’s Prayer “makes us intimate with him,                           
inasmuch as our soul is raised up to God, converses with him in spiritual affection, and                               
adores him in spirit and truth.”   47

 

May the “Our Father” carry us through Holy Week.  
 
April 2nd, 2020 
Posted but unpreached owing to the closure of the Churches because of Covid-19. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

47 Murray, ​Praying with Confidence​, p. 100, referencing Aquinas’ ​Compendium Theologiae​. 
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