“Breaking the Rote Habit”
Luke 11:1-4
If you grew up in the church, then you probably don’t remember learning the Lord’s Prayer.  For years, you probably sat in the pew by your parents listening to them recite the words.  Gradually, you began saying the words too, until, finally, you knew them by heart.  If you came to the church as an adult, then you probably struggled with the words for a few years.  That’s why we print the words of the Lord’s Prayer in the bulletin.  Maybe you still need to refer to the bulletin, or maybe you now know the words by heart as well.
Of course, this repetitive method of learning the Lord’s Prayer has a pro and a con.  The benefit of learning by this repetitive method is the prayer gets deeply in our bones.  That’s why we say the Lord’s Prayer at funerals and weddings and other significant life events.  Proclaiming these words together in worship instantly transforms the atmosphere into a deeper spiritual realm because the words of the Lord’s Prayer are rooted deeply in our bones.  On the other hand, our repetitive method of learning the Lord’s Prayer has a danger as well.  Sometimes when we do something over and over and over, we stop thinking about what we are doing or what we are saying.  Here’s an example of what I mean.

In my last installed position as a pastor, I served in Kingsport, Tennessee for 12 years.  Every morning on my way to the church, I would drive from my Ridgefields neighborhood and get on Center Street, the main street through downtown Kingsport.  When I got to the post office at Revere Street, I would take a left to get to the church.
This routine continued for several years, until my daughter, Merritt, started middle school.  Most mornings, I would take her to school on my way to the church.  But to take her to middle school, I needed to stay straight on Center Street, rather than turning left at the Post Office.  To get to the school, I needed to keep driving on Center Street all the way through downtown, past the Krispy Kreme, and take a left on Oak Street, just before the Minute Market.  But some mornings, if I wasn’t thinking about what I was doing, my car would automatically turn left on Revere at the post office.  And Merritt would say, “Daddy, you’re not going to the church, you’re taking me to school.”
It’s easy to stop thinking about what we are doing or saying when we do something or say something over and over and over.  Eventually, we begin doing or saying things by rote.  We go through the motions, without emotion.  Sadly, this is often the way we say The Lord’s Prayer.  Our brain signals our mouth and vocal cords to make the sounds, but our brain never reflects on what we’re saying.  We talk to our heavenly father, but sometimes we don’t appreciate the privilege or understand what we’re saying.  So, first, let’s talk about what we are saying.
In our scripture reading, Jesus is approached by one of his disciples who asked, “Lord, teach us to pray.”  And Jesus began by stressing the importance of praise.  “Hallowed be thy name.”  What’s in a name?  Well, a lot.  In Jesus’ day, a person’s name went a long way toward describing the character and quality of a person, who they were, and what they stood for.  And in the Lord’s Prayer, we proclaim that the name of our God is hallowed, holy.  In our prayer, we acknowledge the vast difference between God and humanity.  Our God is sacred, separate, totally other, pure, divine, and fully deserving of our awe, our worship, and our devotion.  In an Old Testament knee-knocking sense of reverence, we are humbled, to say the least, in the presence of our God.  More accurately, like Moses, we should fall on our hands and knees in the recognition of our insignificance in the presence of our hallowed God.
Yet, Jesus teaches us to address this hallowed God as “Father.”  Now for those of you who have had a bad relationship with your earthly father, you have my heart-felt sympathy, and, if it helps, please know you can also pray to God your heavenly mother.  Whether father or mother, please open your heart to your heavenly parent, for our hallowed, sacred, transcendent God is also a loving, caring, involved parent who proclaimed deep pride in his son when Jesus was baptized.  She provided good advice and sound counsel when Jesus prayed before choosing disciples.  This motherly God provided rest and spiritual replenishment to her son when Jesus was tired.  This fatherly God empowered his son’s ministry when Jesus prayed before feeding the 5,000.  This hallowed God is also a loving, involved, supportive, and proud parent.  And now, we can pray to God as our parent too.
Jesus also teaches us to pray “Thy Kingdom come.”  We pray for the day when humanity will recognize and honor the reality that all the earth and the whole universe belong to God, and God alone is head of this universal household, and humanity will live in peace, harmony, unity, and justice only when we all recognize and submit to God’s rule.

Now, in the second part of this prayer, Jesus stresses the importance of petition.  This part of the prayer reinforces our understanding of our total dependence on God.  “Give us each day our daily bread.”  In the Old Testament, Israel lived and traveled in the desert for forty years, and God provided just enough manna each day for Israel’s survival.  That way, in the desert, Israel understood their total dependence on God.  “Give us each day, O God, our basic necessities of life.”  Our hallowed God, who is our heavenly parent, provides for our very survival—food, shelter, clothing, security, oxygen, sunlight, rain.  Without God, we wouldn’t exist.
And then we are told to pray: “Forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.”  In our petitions to God, we recognize that our total dependence on God goes even further than our basic necessities of life.  Here’s what I mean.  In another part of the Bible, we are told to forgive each other, as the Lord has forgiven us.  The only reason we can forgive is because God has forgiven us.  All the weight, all the stress, all the anxiety of our anger and our hatred and our desire for vengeance are rooted in our unforgiveness.  When we remember and claim that we are forgiven, we are freed from that weight.  We are freed to forgive as we have been forgiven.
Finally, “Do not lead us into the time of trial.”  Jesus tells us to pray to God not to let the trials and tribulations of life overwhelm us.  The night before his own execution, Jesus prayed to God, “If it is possible, remove this cup from me,” the cup of the blood of his cross.  It’s okay to pray to God for relief from the trials and tribulations of life that sometimes threaten our very faith in God.  For you see, through that prayer, we are reminded that God is with us, even on our cross.  And knowing that God is with us, we are reminded that the cross always leads to resurrection, and resting in the assurance of the resurrection we can then pray, “yet, not my will, but thy will be done.”
So, now that we have talked about what we are saying in the Lord’s prayer, now let’s talk about the privilege we have to pray to our heavenly parent.
My love for football began in the mid-1970s, an unfortunate time for a Tennessee fan.  We weren’t very good in the 70s, particularly against Alabama.  Coach Paul ‘Bear’ Bryant had Alabama on a roll, as in ‘Roll Tide,’ right over Tennessee.  But I always respected Bear Bryant as a coach.  He was the face of SEC Football for many years, and when I thought about this sermon, I remembered a commercial Bear Bryant once made.

It was a commercial for South Central Bell motivating the T.V. audience to make more long-distance calls.  In the commercial, Bear Bryant said he always encouraged his football players to make long-distance calls home, particularly to their mothers.  And at the end of the commercial, Bear Bryant looked deeply into the camera, into the eyes of the television audience, and with his deep base voice, he said, “Have you called your momma today?  I sure wish I could call mine!”

I am fortunate to have had a very loving mother, but in the last years of her life, she lost the ability to carry on a conversation, and she died a little over 2 years ago.  It’s been a long time since I could call home and talk with her, and I sure do miss that.  My father was also very loving, but he died almost 19 years ago, and I sure wish I could call him too.
When my mom and dad were alive and well, more often than not, I spoke with my mom on the phone, and she would fill me in on what was going on with the Cagle family.  Sometimes, my Dad would answer the phone, and we would talk for a while about Tennessee football or what was going on in my church.  Those were our common interests.  But mom was always the conversationalist, so eventually, my dad would say, “Okay, let me put your mother on the phone.”  I wish I had talked more with him about important things.  There is so much I wish I had said.  And I sure wish I could call my mom, but that’s no longer possible. Sometimes we don’t appreciate a privilege until we lose it.

My point is I hope you appreciate what a privilege you have to pray to your heavenly parent, and I hope you value this privilege and take the opportunity.  And I hope you will really think about what you are saying and reflect upon the reality of what you proclaim each time you say the Lord’s Prayer, recognizing your total dependence upon your hallowed parent, acknowledging the world’s deep need to submit to God’s reign.  For you see, my friends, it’s time, time to break the rote habit of prayer.  So, I hope you will praise God with passion, appreciating the privilege you have to pray to your heavenly hallowed parent, which leads me to ask:
Have you prayed to your heavenly father today?  I sure am glad I can pray to mine!

Let us pray:

Thank, you O Lord, for the privilege of calling you our father, our mother, our heavenly hallowed parent.  Thank you for the gift of life and for providing all the necessities we need.  Thank you for the opportunity to wipe the slate clean and begin again.  Thank you, O Lord, for being our hallowed God and loving parent.  May your Kingdom come, and your will be done, now and forever.  Amen.
David A. Cagle
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