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Matthew 6:5-15




Our reading for this afternoon comes to us from thklmddMatthew 6:5-15. This comes
as the theological and literal center of Jesus’ Seromotihe Mount which you may recall begins
with the ‘blesseds’, then moves through a series mfemsions about how the disciples are to live
up not to the letter of the Hebrew law but to seek #ffte Spirit behind it. This text falls right
into the middle of Christ’s instruction. As with masthis lessons, it tells us a little about what
we need for ourselves and a lot about God. So liste@dad’s word as it comes to us from
Matthew’s account of the Sermon on the Mount.

Last year | was invited to speak about prayer at a pparener banquet held here at the
church where adults partner with youth and they praydoh @ther throughout the year. As |
was preparing | reflected on the role of prayer in mwy &f®, and specifically the Lord’s prayer.
| shared with the group that at one point pretty earltherprayer had become somewhat rote for
me. | suspect that | may not have been the onlyrotie 1000 plus years that this prayer has
been in circulation in the Christian church, but | suppgsu could say that | had an
instrumentalist approach to the prayer. | understoaslat magic formula for getting ‘in’ with
God. Say this prayer and God’s ears perk up and he bepantesilarly interested in granting
your petition. Of course, in the mind of a ten yedr, that meant that | would pray this prayer as
swiftly as possible so that | could be sure to staykavi@ng enough to get to the good stuff.

Like waiting in line to give Santa your Christmas \igien you know that the store is closing. So
my prayer usually ended with, ‘for thine is the kingdom enedpower and the glory forever and
ever and Lord please give me a pony and a pool. Amen.shidme in my game. And so over
time my understanding of the prayer changed. It becastreitional as | struggled through
difficult relationships, a source of comfort if not golacency as | prayed it at countless bedsides
in the largely Catholic hospital | served as chaplainfand finally it was redeemed in my mind as

| connected in later years with its power to conmeetwith the larger community of faith
throughout time that has whispered its lines both iegiof urgency and in peace. But amazingly
my understanding of it continues to evolve.

The Lord’s prayer has perhaps become as comfortatiie aseal that we will share
together shortly. Words are recited and promises mBdeyers offered. Lord let your name be
glorified. Let your will be done. Deliver us from eviForgive us as we forgive. Grant us daily
bread. In it we lay the gamut of our need at God’sdadtremind ourselves ‘for thine is the
power and the glory forever’ just incase we’d startefibtget that this wasn't actually all about
us. And just when we thought that we could settle thé&$oa our learning curve for this prayer
that stands smack dab in the middle of Christ’s long&stan in the gospels, anchoring his entire
message, when we read it in context we realize hiese's a little twist to this prayer. One that
Jesus adds to shape our understanding just prior to tho$arfaerses that begin with ‘our
Father’. Right after that line that we preachersl tencringe at- the one about not filing up the
atmosphere with your many words- its kind of an occupatioazard. But there it stands,

“When you are praying, do not heap up empty phrases astitéeS do; for they think that they
will be heard because of their many words. Do ndikbehem, for your Father knows what you
need before you ask him...” “Your Father knows what yeedrbefore you ask him. This, then, is
how you should pray...’



Does anyone else find this odd? Ok, Jesus, just teebg &od knows what | need
before I ask but you're telling me to ask in this wayveay. I’'m sorry, but what exactly, then, is
the point? Is it just prayer for prayer’'s sake, ohe¢ true power in this petition? The
conversation isn't so different, really, from the giu@sof the sacramental meal before us. If God
already knows our need then why do we ask? If God heedglgiven us the grace, then why do
we persist in breaking the bread? Is it really onlggtmember?

The story is told of the great revivalist, Charlasn€ly, who was a figurehead in a
movement of church history known as the Second Greatkaning. Though he was trained as an
attorney, Finney had a radical conversion experiea@y@ung adult and became a Presbyterian
minister, though he admitted to relying on his abilityptesent sound proofs and arguments to
persuade his congregation jury of the cause for faitlihdrtate 1830's Finney became pastor of
First Congregational Church in Oberlin, OH, arguablyléingest congregation in the west at the
time. One summer he and the rest of the region folerdg#lves in the worst drought they had
seen in years, a particular hardship for a farming contynwhose very lives depended on the
ability of the soil to yield crops and feed livestodkiter considerable prayer Finney woke up one
sultry Sunday morning and decided that he would pray for rain.

When he came to church he climbed into the pulpit andnbgngeservice, and then
proceeded to pray to God saying, to paraphrase, ‘Lord wetdar@sume to tell you the ways
that you should provide for us, but as a Father you igwite children to come to you with the
desires of our hearts and so we come before you nand We pray for rain. Our crops are
dying. We cannot feed our cattle. Lord we ask you foraad we ask for it now.” Finney went
on even being so bold as to pray for rain by the ersgvice though there had not been a cloud
in the sky when they had arrived or for weeks for thatter. He concluded his prayer and
continued on with worship as usual. It was about haltheyugh the sermon when they heard
the first low rumble of distant thunder. By the tineevinias finished preaching the first drops of
rain had begun to fall heavily on the roof of the saay and became more and more frequent.
Before long the room was filled with the thunderous safrwlater cascading down in sheets on
the rooftop. And while tears streamed down the chektteeqgeople in the pews Finney himself
began to sing a hymn of thanksgiving to God while theyeegation wept in wonder and in
praise. But folks who were there would report that perttapsost wondrous part of that day
was that in the very front of the sanctuary leanmgairest the pulpit from the moment the
congregation had filed in that morning was Finney’s uitsbreAs one scholar notes, it is one
thing to pray for rain. It is quite another to bringiyaimbrella. 1

If God already knows our need then why do we ask? Ifl@ascalready given us the
grace, then why do we persist in breaking the breadr‘¥Father knows what you need before
you ask him. This, then, is how you should pray...inkhhat one of the beautiful truths that
these words of Jesus and the gospel of Matthew and tieswiof Charles Finney and his
umbrella are trying to tell us about the Lord’s prayeamy prayer for that matter is that prayer is
more than airing out our laundry list to one who alrdathyws our need. It is an expression of

1 This story was told by Dr. Garth Rosell, professinGordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, to thedshts in his
class, “Church History: The Reformation to thederd.” It was recorded for Semlink Coursework.



faith and an act of worship. In prayer we creata@aad humble space within ourselves where
we truly realize our need and realize that that needotdre fulfilled by anything in this world.
In prayer we state our own vulnerability and desperati@hutter inability to do for ourselves
and in so doing we glorify God. Not just because we acleuge our need but because we ask.

For in the asking we state our dependency on the lovitlgeFaho knows how to give
good gifts to his children and we honor him with our tthst he indeed gives them in his
goodness and in his power. It gives glory to God to caichproclaim him as the source of
provision for all that we will ever need and so in grahat honest confrontation with our need
and that statement of faith in the one who will pdevior it are together transformed into
worship. That worship that is at the heart of thev®e@ of the mount. and at the very center of
our lives. Pray then in this way, Jesus says, draw aed worship the God whose name is holy.
Whose kingdom we eagerly await and who empowers us tigried that kihgdom by inviting
us into his will. Who supplies us with daily bread tlii dur hearts as well as our stomachs, and
forgives us even as he strengthens us for the greadttésigiving. Whose power drives
temptation from our minds and demons from our backs andevkingdom will have no end.
Who sees to it that it makes perfect sense that agdlarry an umbrella in a drought.

Grace has been given to us already but we also brea#t &sean expression of faith and
an act of worship. For recalling the ‘celebrationthad joyful feast of the kingdom of God’ means
recalling the depth of our need in the depravity of outrsah we could not hope to fill.
Remembering that it is Jesus Christ who filled it am \wvites us through simple words of
prayer and a simple meal to come to the table and deamta God in worship. So using the
words Jesus taught us and the symbols that he gave lewsear to the source and sustenance
of our lives who offers and who is indeed our daily brieadore ways than we could ever
imagine. Amen.



