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There once was a little boy who asked his Sunday School teacher a question. “Why do we call God Harold?” he asked. The teacher was a bit stunned and she said to the child, “when do we call God Harold?” The boy said, “Every Sunday when we pray, Our Father who art in heaven, Harold be thy name.” Today is week two of our sermon series on the Lord’s Prayer. Last week we considered the notion that the Lord’s Prayer is not a ritual prayer, but is a way of life that Jesus modeled. “Pray then in this way,” Jesus said, “Our Father who art in heaven.”  We discussed that this prayer’s intimate address to God recognizes God as one who has come close to us with compassion and justice and one whom we are free to approach without means or mediators. We also wondered about the word “heaven” in the prayer. This part of the prayer reminds us that the God of the heavens not only dwells in a realm where there is no division between people and no one is ever alone again, but also dwells among us. And we lastly affirmed that this God to whom we pray is “Our” God. When we pray this prayer we place ourselves smack in the middle of the whole human family. It’s not my prayer, or your prayer. It’s not my God or your God. It’s our God and we all belong to this same God.  

Jesus said, “Pray then in this way: Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.” It is “hallowed” by the way - not “Harold.“ Hallowed is a strange word. We don’t use it in regular conversation, but our first thought may be that it’s a word of praise to a God who is great and awesome - that’s pretty close. The word “hallowed” has been the preferred translation from the Greek going all the way back to the 1300’s when John Wycliffe completed the first translation of the Bible into English. The word “hallowed’ comes from the Greek word “hagiazo” meaning holy. And so, when something is hallowed it is special, revered, set apart, or treasured. In the Latin version of the Bible the word used is “sanctify” and so some translate this phrase “sanctify your name.” “Our Father who art in heaven, sanctify your name.” That translation offers a unique perspective. When we say “hallowed be thy name,” it’s not that we are doing a great thing by hallowing God’s name. Beginning with the early church leaders in the first few centuries of Christianity, people like Cyprian, Tertullian, and Gregory of Nyssa, there was consensus that God’s name is already by nature sanctified and God is the only one that can sanctify the name. If that is the case, then when we pray this prayer we are not only praising God, but also asking God to sanctify God’s name - through us. When we pray “hallowed be thy name” we are praying that God’s name will become holy in us as we are made holy by God. Protestant Reformer Martin Luther said, we can’t by ourselves “hallow” or sanctify God’s name. Only by grace can God’s name be hallowed in us. God does the “hallowing” through us as our lives are transformed, made new in Christ, and as we forge new pathways of faith. God’s name is hallowed as God is at work in us leading us to march to a different tune - the tune of mercy, justice, forgiveness, generosity, and grace. It’s helpful to know also that in Jesus’ culture, one’s name stood for the person’s whole character and nature. So we might say, “May your character and nature O God, be made holy in us.” God’s name is hallowed/sanctified as God is at work in us leading us to model Jesus’ way of compassion especially for those on the fringes of society and those seeking to find their way to God. One Christian writer has said that this is one part of the Lord’s Prayer that keeps us from a saccharine, syrupy “me and Jesus” theology. In this prayer as we pray for God‘s name to be sanctified by all creation, we are praying for the transformation of the world. When our hope is for the wholeness, peace, and healing of the world; when our hope is for all creation to treasure the name of God, the result for us will be getting calluses, sore backs, tired minds, heavy hearts, and dirty hands as we live the prayer. This prayer is not just about piety and inner spirituality. To pray for God’s name to be hallowed involves our belief and our actions.

“Our Father who art in heaven, sanctify thy name, - thy kingdom come.” These phrases fit together like hands in a glove. If our prayer is for God to transform us so that the name is sanctified in us, then this prayer states our longing for all creation to be transformed and the kingdom of God to fully be made known! Thy kingdom come. When we say that, we are verbalizing our longing for the will and way of God to come to full fruition. “Thy kingdom come!” Now we all likely wonder now and then, what does the kingdom look like? The more honest question may be - do we really want that! Let’s clarify what it means to say these words. Remember, this language would have been familiar to Jesus’ audience. Jesus’ prayer for the kingdom was not new. It was very similar to the 2nd petition of the Kaddish spoken at the conclusion of a synagogue service in Jesus’ day. The prayer was “May God establish his kingdom in your lifetime and in your days and in all the ages of the whole house of Israel soon and in the near future.” God’s people in Jesus day were praying for the kingdom to come, but Jesus believed it was happening right in front of them. Remember, this is not a geographical term like the kingdom of England, or Saudi Arabia. A better way to think about the word kingdom is to think about kingship, rule, or the reign of God. Thus, when God’s will and way are done then the kingdom is happening and for our tradition, we see the kingdom happening in Jesus. He did say to the disciples that the kingdom was in the midst of them. In Jesus' self-giving way of doing God’s will - caring for the poor, the hungry, and helping those who were thirsty for God, he mirrored the kingdom. “Thy kingdom come.”

Now there’s a personal issue for us with this word too. We North Americans cherish democracy and independence. We don’t really like anyone to be our king. Someone once said if we really were to pray this prayer honestly we would pray, “My kingdom come, My will be done.” If we are honest, we all have desires and goals and we want to be on the throne of our lives. But if we pray this prayer with the intent of believing what it means, then we are saying we want God to be on the throne of our lives. We want the kingdom that we see in Jesus to come on earth - “thy“ kingdom not “my“ kingdom. One Christian writer has suggested that the word antistructure describes this well. This prayer is for the antistructure of God to replace the structures of the world. God’s antistructure is shown in the text from Isaiah that Jesus read one day in the synagogue. It the one that says God’s good news is to the poor and includes release of captives, and setting prisoners free. When God comes the blind see, the lepers are healed, and that which is broken gets mended. We know those things are not happening fully in the world. Yes, we have made some progress in our world regarding freedom and justice, but we still have dictatorships in North Korea, Venezuela, and Myanmar. We do see incredible human compassion following natural disasters, and most recently the compassion of the medical community during the COVID 19 pandemic. Yet we still have many places in the world who need vaccines, who are battling Malaria and Tuberculosis, and there are fundamentalist militant groups bent on making the world into their image. I guess we could say it seems that the kingdom is coming, and isn’t coming. It’s now in Christ, and it’s not yet. And so we pray – thy kingdom come. In Christ the kingdom has broken through and it’s like yeast in the dough - like a tiny mustard seed that grows into a large bush. The big question is can we really pray this and mean it. It’s been said that if we’re on the mountaintop we may not want to see the mountains made low and the valleys lifted up. It’s the poor, the ignored, and the broken who deeply pray for the kingdom to come! We may want it a little, but we want it - later. Maybe the least we can do is care enough for the poor and the disenfranchised to pray this prayer on their behalf and begin sharing our lives and the love of Christ with them until the kingdom comes. 

“Hallowed be thy name, thy kingdom come…” What was Jesus saying by asking his disciples to pray this prayer and why do we still do it? It’s a way of life prayer. Hallowed be thy name means… Sanctify your name, in me. Transform my life and make your name holy in me. Thy kingdom come means.... Make such a difference in my life, O God, that you will continue to work in me and in all your people in this world so that the poor have shelter and medicine, the hungry are fed, and the sick and broken are mended. Help me, O God, to act out your antistructure in the midst of the structures of this world. No matter how uncomfortable it may make me. Help me to be a sign of your kingdom, I pray. Can we pray that? Lets say this first part together...our father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name thy kingdom come.    


