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Towards the end of his life, in the early 1960s, Karl Barth changed his mind about the center and heart of Christian ethics. Previously he had written that the key term for his "ethics of reconciliation" was "faithfulness."  It is the "one total thing," he wrote, "that is required of man as the Christian life."
 However, as he began to prepare his discussion of ethics for publication, he shifted the focus of what is the fundamental obligation of humanity.  Instead of faithfulness, "invocation" became the controlling theme of the Christian life -- the central duty of ethics.  He writes:

     We thus understand the command, "Call upon me" (Ps. 50:15), to be the basic meaning of every divine command, and we regard invocation according to this command as the basic meaning of all human obedience.  What God permits man, what he expects, wills, and requires of him, is a life of calling upon him.  This life of calling upon God will be a person's Christian life:  his life in freedom, conversion, faith, gratitude and faithfulness.

Thus, invocation is our response to God's grace.  It is a response of joy, gratitude and commitment in the light of God's covenant of grace through Jesus Christ.  While faithfulness remains an important aspect of the Christian life, the over-arching principle is better understood as invocation.


Interestingly, Barth intended to place his reflections on "invocation" between his discussion of baptism and the Lord's Supper.  Baptism is the "foundation of the Christian life" and the Lord's Supper is its "renewal."  The former is the "beginning" of God's history with obedient man, and the latter is the "continuation" of that history through the gracious sustaining of obedient man.  Prayer stands as the ground and substance of both baptism and the Lord's Supper.  "Invocation" is the central, controlling concept of both and the fundamental characterization of the Christian life.
  Between the beginning of our Christian life in baptism and the weekly renewal of that life in the Lord's Supper, our life is a life of prayer, of invocation.  It is a life of calling on God.


Before Barth, Calvin saw the centrality of prayer as the basis and means of sanctification in the Christian life.  At the end of his discussion of justification and sanctification, and prior to his exposition of the doctrine of election, Calvin titles a chapter with these words:  "Prayer, which is the chief exercise of faith, and by which we daily receive God's benefits."
  Prayer is the mode of our Christian existence.  It is the means of our sanctification, and all our obedience must involve invocation - a calling upon God. Through prayer we claim the benefits of Christ; we claim the faithfulness of Christ in our place.  And through prayer we commit ourselves to following him; we commit ourselves to discipleship. Our faithfulness, our obedience, flows from our invocation through the covenant of grace which is grounded on the faithfulness of Christ.


Like many before him,
 including Calvin,
 Barth took the "Lord's Prayer" as the clearest revelation of what that life of invocation involves.  It provides a "framework" for the discussion of the Christian life.
  Here God gives us "point by point the criterion of a life, action, and work that is determined by prayer" as it is prayed by the one who is "representative of all men before God."
  Jesus, as God identified with man, as Immanuel, prays this prayer with us.  He unites us with himself before God, and gives us the model of approach to God.  As a result of this "kindness," as Calvin says, we receive tremendous confidence and consolation in that "we know that we are requesting nothing absurd, nothing strange or unseemly -- in short, nothing unacceptable to him --since we are asking almost in his own words."


It is from this "incomparable text," Barth writes, that "we learn not only that we should pray, but also what we should pray and how we should pray."
  This prayer, then, reflects a theology of prayer.  This prayer, as the center focus of Christian life, reflects what is the essence of theology for the Christian life. This prayer says something about who God is, who we are, what we need and what we are to be.  It is, as Bonhoeffer observed, the "quintessence of prayer."


Yet, at the same time, prayer is worship.  Unlike the other major symbols of Christianity's catechisms, like the Apostles' Creed and the Ten Commandments, this catechetical symbol is specifically worship; it is liturgical.
  It is prayer.  The Lord's Prayer, therefore, also says something about worship.  Here theology and worship intersect.  "What takes place in worship," Lochman writes, "is not something solemn but theologically unrewarding and irrelevant."
  On the contrary, worship must be theologically rooted.  Though it transcends conceptual thought, worship cannot take place without the most elemental of theological reflection.  The unity of the two, worship and theology, is expressed in the Lord's Prayer.  Evagrois summarized the point in this way:  "If you are a theologian you truly pray.  If you truly pray you are a theologian."

THE INVOCATION

"Our Father, who is in heaven."


The boldness of the invocation escapes us because it is so familiar.  The Roman Mass attempts to retain the awesome nature of this address when it says audemus dicere, "we boldly say, Our Father."  The familiarity, intimacy and fellowship of this address must never be relativized or dissolved into mere symbolism.  God invites us to call upon him as "Father."


The invocation addresses both the proximity and the transcendence of God.  It signals his relationship with and yet his difference from his creatures.  He is "Father," but he is "in heaven."  This single phrase embraces both the immanence and transcendence of God, that is, divine relationalability and divine sovereignty.  It affirms that the Creator God who sovereignly rules from heaven is willing to enter into familial relationship with his creatures.  Jesus Christ as Immanuel, God who became man, is the focal point and the center of that intersection between God's sovereignty and his parental accessibility.  He is the mediator between God and man which makes it possible to cry "Abba, Father."


The fatherhood of God might be viewed from two standpoints. One perspective, characteristic of a social interpretation of the Lord's Prayer,
 is to understand God's fatherhood in terms of creation and the identification of Jesus with humanity in general. Walter Rauschenbusch, for example, sees it as an expression of Jesus' "consciousness of human solidarity" where "we are one with fellow-men in all our needs."
  Another perspective is to understand God's fatherhood redemptively.  The fatherhood of God reflects our oneness with Christ where he shares our humanity and we share his sonship.  God is our father because Christ is his son.


Fatherhood in the Sermon on the Mount seems to reflect the redemptive understanding.  Kingdom people have God as their father. They are the people who do the will of the Father (7:21), who seek to be perfect as the Father is perfect (5:48), who love their enemies (5:44-45), whose light shines in the darkness (5:16), and who are the peacemakers (5:9).  The emphasis on "fatherhood" in the Sermon is redemptive sonship.  God is Father because he has acted in Christ to redeem.  We are sons because we have claimed Christ's faithfulness as our own.
  We address God as Father because God has entered into fellowship with us through his Son.  To pray "Our Father" is to express God's total involvement in our world for us just as a parent acts for his children.


The invocation, therefore, expresses two things:  our prayer is addressed to a "loving parent" and yet he is "beyond the sphere of our control."
  God is not aloof, but neither is he comprehended.  God is present, and he is in control.  The presupposition of prayer is fundamentally this:  God cares like a parent cares, and he rules like a king.  We pray to, we worship, a Father who not only loves, but who is also able to act as the Sovereign God.  We pray to our Father who is heaven.

HEAVENLY TRANSCENDENCE

"May your name be sanctified; 


May your kingdom come; 






May your will be done on earth as it is heaven."  


These lines are both petitions and confessions.  They are petitions in that they call upon God to act.  They are confessions in that they signal our allegiance to the cause of God.  


The petitions are a cry that the heavenly reality will break into the earthly course of existence.  It is a prayer for the consummation and the work of God in the world that leads up to the consummation.  It is a yearning for the full manifestation of God's glory before all the earth.  It is our prayer that God's name will be sanctified by all the people of the earth; that God's kingdom will be revealed to all the earth; and that God's will will be obeyed in all the earth.  We must await the consummation for the fullness of this glory, but we also eagerly seek it's revelation in the present.  We cry as children to the sovereign God; we ask him to act while we patiently wait.


We pray that the earth may have a "zeal for God's honor."
  We pray that the name of God will be revered, exalted and worshipped. We pray that God's rule would be fully revealed in our world.  We pray for an end to injustice, oppression and tragedy.  We pray that the will of God will be fully implemented.  We pray for an end to sin, evil and wickedness.  The petitions "invoke a vision of God's final triumph over his rebellious creation."
  It is a vision of faith.  A confession that unequivocally affirms "I believe."  It is the liturgical cry, "Maranatha, Come, O Lord" (1 Cor. 16:22).


We must resist the tendency to view these petitions as "a veiled form of moral instruction" or a "disguised moral injunction."
  They fundamentally appeal for God to act.  The focus is on the gracious activity of God rather than on human works.  He must sanctify his name; he must unveil the kingdom; he must accomplish his will on earth.  It is our petition that God act so that we can know and experience the fullness of his presence, his kingdom and his will.  The consummation is not a "grandiose project of ours;"  it is "the sovereign action of God to restore his creation finally to his rule."


However, the petitions are an identification of our will with God's will.  It is our investment in the cause of God.  It is our declaration that God's designs, his purposes, and his goals are our own.  The prayer presupposes that the one who prays knows what the kingdom entails, what the will of God is, and is committed to its in-breaking.  It is the submission of our desires and priorities to that of God's.  The heavenly city, the new Jerusalem, becomes for us a "paradigm for our earthly cities."


While the in-breaking of the heavenly realm is not the result of our own ideals or moral powers, we are the instruments of God's actions in this present evil age.  The kingdom breaks into the world through the salt and light of God's people.  As the Sermon on the Mount reflects, the name of the Father is glorified through their good works (5:16); they reflect the righteousness of the Father's kingdom (5:20); and they do the will of Father (7:21). Our vertical invocation of God in this prayer for God's healing of creation, his "normalizing of human existence," implies a horizontal attitude of human obedience to the will of God.  It calls upon us to honor God, seek his kingdom and obey his will.
 Our vertical prayer implies our horizontal commitment to be God's instruments in this world.  

FATHERLY PROXIMITY

"Give us this day our daily bread;


"Forgive us our debts as we forgive those who areindebted to us;



"Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the Evil One."


These petitions should not be disconnected from the previous ones.  While the first three petitions are our investment, our allegiance, to the cause of God, the final three petitions reflect God's commitment, even allegiance in Jesus Christ, to our cause, our needs.  "Because in Jesus Christ God has united our cause (the major and the minor problems of our life) to his cause, we are permitted, nay commanded, to appeal now with simplicity on our behalf."
  God's cause is united to our cause, and our cause is united to his in Jesus Christ.  The first three petitions proclaim our identification with God's purposes.  The final three petitions presuppose God's identification with our needs.  It is Jesus who links God and man; God's purposes and man's needs.  We boldly approach God about our needs only because God has drawn us to himself in Jesus Christ.


As we approach these final petitions, it is important to remember the priority of the first three.  Rauschenbusch appropriately notes that:
 

the desire for the Kingdom of God precedes and outranks everything else in religion, and forms the tacit presupposition of all our wishes for ourselves.  In fact, no one has a clear right to ask for bread for his body or strength for his soul, unless he has identified his will with this all-embracing purpose of God, and intends to use the vitality of body and soul in the attainment of that end.

This is consonant with the saying of Jesus in Matthew 6:33:  "Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness" (the first three petitions) "and all these things will be added to you" (the final three petitions).  The fundamental goal of man is not self-exaltation, or self-promotion, but the glory of God.  "What is the chief end of man?" asks the Westminster Shorter Catechism in its first question.  Answer:  "Man's chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy Him forever."  Prayer first glorifies God and then seeks God's faithfulness to his witness to us in Christ.  In his faithfulness, God responds to our needs.


Our needs, as expressed by the final three petitions, are bread, forgiveness and deliverance.  These needs, if they are not met, are hindrances to our commitment to the cause of God.  The need for bread, the need for food, shelter and clothing, creates worry and uncertainty in our hearts.  It threatens to overpower our trust in God and undermine our confidence in his care.  "O you of little faith," Jesus says, "your heavenly Father knows that you need them" (Mt 6:30,32).  The need for forgiveness, the need for the assurance of God's grace, creates a sense of guilt that is debilitating and crippling to our best efforts for happiness.  The need for deliverance, the need for spiritual power in overcoming Satan's advances, creates a sense of helplessness and futility that undermines our resolve and commitment to God's cause.  


The final three petitions, then, are a prayer of defense.  It is a cry for help.  It expresses our utter dependency upon God. It is a hurting and helpless child's appeal to his Father.  We are too fragile to defeat Satan; too impotent to redeem ourselves or even to feed ourselves.  Our petition is for God to act to remove these potential barriers to our commitment.  Prayer, therefore, addresses God about human needs, and this exemplifies the place of prayer.  "Its context is our need or necessity before God."
  


Yet, this prayer concerning our needs is not like the prayers of the pagans who rant and rave in order to insure that they will be heard.  We do not have to manipulate our God into caring about us.  He does not have to be badgered into meeting our needs.  On the contrary, our Father knows what we need before we ask him (Mt 6:8).  Just as the Father loves his creation, and feeds his birds and clothes his lilies, so the children of the Father are confident about his care for them and are assured that the Father will feed and clothe them (Mt. 6:25-32).  We know that God will give good gifts to those who ask him (Mt 7:11).


The presupposition of these final petitions is the involvement of God in our present world.  It assumes that God does give food to the needy.  It assumes that God moves to forgive.  It assumes that God delivers his children from the Tempter.  When we ask, God responds (Mt. 7:7-8).  When God responds, God acts in this world to answer our prayer.  He feeds his children just as he feeds the birds of the air (Mt 6:26).  He forgives his children just as he teaches us to forgive others (Mt 6:14-15).  He delivers us from the present evil of the day (Mt 6:34).  Prayer assumes the sustaining and providential work of God in his world.


More than that, it assumes an intimacy with the lives of his children.  God is deeply aware of and sensitive to our spiritual struggles.  He is able to keep us from being overpowered by evil; he can deliver us from the Evil One himself.  In language perhaps based upon the Lord's Prayer, 2 Peter 2:9 assures us that God knows how to deliver the godly from trials.  We have the confidence that God knows our limitations (cf. 1 Cor. 10:13) and that he is both willing and able to supply us with the power and strength we need to overcome the Evil One.  


We need food to sustain our bodily existence; we need forgiveness to remain in fellowship with God; and we need power to overcome the One who is intent on defeating us.  The Lord's Prayer recognizes these needs; it commands that we petition God for them; and it assumes the gracious attitude of a heavenly Father who is both willing and able to supply them.

CONCLUSION


In 1952 Albert Einstein was asked a question by a Princeton doctoral student that perhaps many of you have thought about from time to time.  He asked:  "What is left in the world for original dissertation research?"  Einstein's response is insightful.  He said, "Find out about prayer!  Somebody must find out about prayer."


The secularist in our post-modern and post-Christian society struggles with the concept of prayer, and in this regard, many in our congregations have become secularists.  Prayer for many is simply a means of self-actualization.  It is self-induced therapy; a psychological couch which emboldens us to seek change in the world.  Secularized prayer is simply a method of self-motivation and self-comfort.  It does not, as Coleman writes, "intend to move [God] to intervene or to change [an] external circumstance.  The [secularist] prays for justice, healing, comfort, peace, thinking that these things will be accomplished if he does them."
 Secularized prayer looks to the human achiever rather than the divine giver; it redeems by works rather than grace.


The Lord's Prayer is rooted in the grace of a heavenly Father, and in the sovereign power of that heavenly Father.
  Christian prayer, as Lochman writes, "is more than an instrument and expression of the pious (or, in secular terms, the meditative) self-understanding."
  It is an expression of the life of faith, "the chief exercise of faith," as Calvin put it.  It is trusting in the redeeming love and sovereign power of the heavenly Father who has made our cause his cause.  This trust is objectively expressed in baptism and the Lord' Supper.  There we are assured and we faithfully believe in the reality of God's redemptive love for us in Jesus Christ.


The Lord's Prayer expresses our yearning for the coming of God and our need for God's involvement in our life in the here and now. As we see the pain and the suffering, the hurt and the sin of the world around us, we groan for the consummation of God's kingdom when all pain and sorrow will be abolished.   It is a cry of trust, "I believe."  As we see our own sinful and powerless souls, we groan for the healing and forgiving power of God's love in our hearts.  We sense within ourselves the struggle with the flesh and the worry of materialism.  It is a cry of weakness, "Help my unbelief."  In the Lord's Prayer, we commit ourselves to God's cause, to his kingdom and his righteousness, knowing that he has already committed himself to our cause in Jesus Christ.  The Lord's Prayer, therefore, affirms God as our gracious Father and confesses our utter dependence upon him as his children so that we receive all things as from his hand.


The Lord's Prayer, then, underlines the truth of that beautiful refrain of one of our old hymns, "Its me, Its me, Its me, O Lord, standing in the need of prayer."


In an almost anticlimactic way, I want to link theology and worship with praxis by offering two suggestions.  Both of these suggestions are grounded in Jesus' presentation of this prayer as a model for his disciples.  The first suggestion is to center our personal, private prayers around this controlling model.  Our own prayers can self-consciously follow this pattern of God's glory and human needs.  Invested with theological maturity, the Lord's Prayer has a depth that will satisfy all our prayer needs.  Yet, in its simplicity, it is available to all believers of whatever age or maturity.


My second suggestion is to incorporate this prayer into the public life of the church.  The prayer is liturgical in nature. It can be used to focus our worship and the corporate prayers of the church.  Its use in repsonive readings or unison prayer can yield both a sense of corporate solidarity and transcendence in worship that is badly needed in our increasingly secularized assemblies.


As a final word, let me leave you with Simone Weil's conclusion to her reflections on the Lord's Prayer.
  It is a word that I have found true in my own personal devotions using the Lord's Prayer.

   The Our Father contains all possible petitions; we cannot conceive of any prayer 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, infinitesimal perhaps but real, taking place in the soul.
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