“The Prayer Garden”

Luke 11:1-8

May the words of my moth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. Amen

Bestow the best things upon us whether we wish for them or not, but command the evil things be far from us even when we request them. Plato composed this prayer in the name of the god Jupiter: god of ambitious men. “King Jupiter bestow the best things upon us whether we wish for them or not, but command the evil things be far from us even when we request them.”

I was surprised to find this prayer in John Calvin’s theological masterpiece, Institute of the Christian Religion.” Calvin composed this treatise on our faith in 1536 completing it in 1559 and he devotes 70 pages to the subject of prayer in Book Three Chapter XX.  The title: Prayer, Which Is the Chief Exercise of Faith, and by Which We Daily Receive God’s Benefits.

Like Augustine before him, Calvin believed that we are at prayer when we are “disposed in mind and heart to enter into conversation with God.” And he finds in Plato’s words irrefutable proof that we have “lack of skill in making requests of God.” We do not know how to pray.

Indeed we are grateful to the disciple whose words echo our own feelings perhaps, “Lord teach us how to pray.” In Luke’s Gospel the disciple is even more specific – teach us how to pray like John’s disciples. John the Baptist instilled a sense of prayer in his followers: “Repent for the kingdom of God is at hand.” And so they did.

But today in Luke’s Gospel Jesus teaches them, and us, a prayer that translates the essential Good News, “Repent for the kingdom of God is at hand” into a prayer that shepherds us literally throughout our days and long into the night; even sleepless nights.

Calvin’s theology of prayer shifted during his life from a sense of keeping a command to exercising a rare privilege. And it was in that discovery that Calvin realized it was involuntary – his heart just cried out to God.

No one prays with more heart than the writer Annie Lamont. She tells us that she has two prayers: “Thank you, thank you,” and “Help me, help me!” The Gospel lesson today gives us a glimpse of a prayer that covers the full spectrum from Calvin’s treatise to Annie LaMont’s sacred shorthand. The Lord’s Prayer appears in both the Gospel of Matthew and the Gospel of Luke. In Matthew the prayer appears in the Sermon on the Mount. It is a highly polished prayer and more complete than the version Luke shares with us today. And I wonder about that.

By chapter 11, the disciples have been with Jesus almost three years. Throughout Luke’s Gospel, Jesus prayers fervently and often twelve times in all after his baptism, after teaching he would many times, “withdraw to deserted places and pray” (5:16) One night he ascended the mountain to pray and spent the night there (6:12) and he prayed before he chose his disciples, before he fed the 5,000. He took Peter and James and James up the mountain to pray before he was transfigured before him in all his glory. And from there onward to Jerusalem and on the way a disciple requests: teaches us to pray. Perhaps they realized as we do at times, that we need what Jesus offered us – a relationship with his Father. 

Father. The very first thing we declare is that God is father of us all. Whether in service or alone in a garden, the prayer immediately brings us before our God and into communion with each other. This why even when we cannot pray, even when all we can do is come to service, we are carried by others into the presence as we hear “hallowed be Thy name.” So it is: our God is holy and his kingdom shall come.” Or as James Wallace interprets those words, ‘O God, take charge of my life! 

On the strength of our God before his glory three petitions follow. There is urgency in Luke’s account: “give us, forgive us, deliver us. Wallace describes this as all that we need for life: food, forgiveness and fidelity.

Our daily bread – we get that: we know that we cannot life without food. What we sometimes miss is that we can’t live without forgiveness either. During two summers as a hospital chaplain I saw over and again regret over forgiveness elayed. The irony of forgiveness is that if we forgive others because it is the right thing our heart rarely follows: if we forgive them in Christ well oddly enough, it is we, not them, that come back to life! 

Finally do not bring us to the time of trial – save us from all evil. That takes us to a garden: The Garden of Gethsemane for there Jesus prayed and was tempted yet prevailed. And in so doing broke the chains that bind us and brought the circle of love from creation to life and all the way through death to eternal life.

In the Didache the earliest record of the celebration of the Lord’s Supper the Lord’s Prayer appears. And there in that ancient manuscript we see for the first time the benediction that neither Matthew not Luke mention: “For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory.” Amen. They had learned to pray.

As we process to our Prayer Garden may we remember the seasons of life and the overarching rhythms of our God who so greatly loved us, long sought us and mercifully redeemed us that in his Divine Providence we may have life now and forever. Amen.
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