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I wonder how many of us here today began their school days 

every morning with the Lord’s Prayer. It was once common 

and regular, but I think it may happen rarely now, or perhaps 

not at all. Churches, especially in England, had the Lord’s 

Prayer painted at the front, sometimes with the Ten 

Commandments and the Apostles’ Creed as well. 

 

I well recall the Strath of Appin School, and Mr Downie, our 

teacher, concerned about our pronunciation, perhaps more 

than he was about our piety. I remember him calling ‘stop’ as 

we said the prayer, and then say, The word is debtors. 

 

Saying the Lord’s Prayer in church is quite recent, and 

churches even in the central belt regarded the saying of it 

together as comparable to carrying the collection forward to 

the front of the church. They were both seen as ‘not very 

Presbyterian’, or even what Dr Archie Craig said that people 



held against him that he had met the Pope, that they were 

‘the thin edge of the scarlet woman.’ 

The prayer as we know it ends with a sort of Gloria – for 

thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever, 

words which were not in the original, but were added later. 

In the Book of Common Prayer of the Church of England, the 

three main services of Morning Prayer, Evening Prayer, and 

Holy Communion, each has the Lord’s Prayer twice, once 

without the addition, and the other  is with it. Generally, 

however, the Lord’s Prayer is spoken in the Anglican world as 

it is here among us. Catholics use the shorter form. 

 

When Pope Benedict visited Westminster Abbey a small 

group of Anglicans and Catholics was called to say the Lord’s  

Prayer. The Anglicans did not speak the whole as they knew 

it, but left out the Gloria in deference to their Catholic guests. 

There was then silence, broken by a gentle voice saying the 

words the Anglicans – and we – would normally use. The 

voice was that of the Pope, who spoke them out of courtesy 

to the Anglicans, who found the gesture deeply moving, as 

we would too. 

 

The reciting of words which you know off by heart can be 

mixed with deep conviction or in parrot fashion, or 

something in between.  I am glad I was encouraged at an 



early age to learn poetry and other things b y heart; and I was 

pleased when sitting Higher English in 1959 that the three 

optional questions I could answer by quoting three poems 

which I knew largely off by heart. Milton’s On His Blindness –

When I consider how my light is spent, 

Ere half my days, in this dark world and wide, 

And that one talent which is death to hide 

Lodged with me useless. 

Keats’ Ode to Autumn: 

Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness! 

Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun; 

Conspiring with him how to load and bless 

With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eaves run. 

And Gray’s Elegy: 

 

The curfew tolls the knell of parting day, 

The lowing herd winds slowly o-er the lea, 

The ploughman homeward plods his weary way, 

And leaves the world to darkness and to me. 

 

That first line reminds me of the Scottish boy who didn’t 

know what a curfew was, and was scornfully rebuked by the 



teacher saying Have you never seen a whaup?  - the word for 

curlew. 

 

I don’t defend parrot repetition, except by parrots, and I 

know that detailed recollection of words is not the same as 

deep understanding of the meaning. But I’m glad I 

remembered much in youth, and even keep some of it in  

mind now. 

The importance of the Lord’s Prayer is beautifully expressed 

by that remarkable writer Evelyn Underhill in her great work, 

Worship, published in 1936. 

 

She wrote, ‘The true character, elements, and balance of the 

life of worship were summed up b y Jesus in the sevenfold 

formula of the Lord’s Prayer; and this at once became, and 

has ever remained, the classic standard of devotion for 

Christians of every type. It is, indeed, a complete direction for 

the Godward life of the soul. It lights up the human situation, 

with its limited but real opportunities and responsibilities; its 

duty of adoration, and possession of filial dependence. Each 

of the seven clauses implies a distinct relation with God, a 

strand in the total life of worship. Beginning on the summits 

of our experience, with the most sublime invocation of 

Reality possible to man, they end with the creaturely 



confession of our utter dependence, and need of rescue and 

guidance.’ 

 

But we read more today. The plea of Abraham to save Sodom 

is unusual, since nowhere else does a Hebrew prophet or 

patriarch seek to save a people who are not themselves 

Hebrew. Abraham was a symbol of faith, and stands for trust 

and faithfulness, though his plea failed, and Sodom was 

destroyed, with the exception of Lot and his family. 

 

In the Gospel Luke shares the parable of the friend at 

midnight, and goes on to urge the disciples to seek help from 

God. When Luke’s Jesus says ‘ If ye, then, being evil, know 

how to give good gifts unto your children, how much more 

shall your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to them that 

ask him?’  is he describing a factual situation or using a 

metaphor?  If it is a metaphor, then modification is required. 

Seeking help from God, metaphorical or factual, cannot be a 

smash-and-grab interaction manipulated by the disciple to 

suit his purpose or wish. The gifts of God must, surely, fit in 

with God’s will towards all people as well as to us, and also 

accord with the character  of God we see in Jesus. 

If we try to reach beyond the picture language of seeking 

help and benefit and even specific forms of assistance, I 

wonder if one way of thinking of that is in an attitude of 



response to gift, seeing our lives as filled with gifts, grace 

every day, and not a matter of our deserving anything. 

If we wish to pass beyond the picture-language of asking God  

for this or that, a bit like asking for butter in a shop,and  

adopt instead an attitude of response to grace and gift made 

available to us every day, I have found help in understanding 

that in the concluding paragraph of David Daiches’ Gifford 

Lectures, God and the Poets. He tells of his Edinburgh rabbi 

father invoking a blessing on a boy at his bar mitzvah, using 

the blessing we all know, The Lord bless thee and keep thee. 

Daiches says ‘it invokes God with total confidence and 

authority. Its incantatory rhythms create a sense of 

communicating assurance of well-being and peace. The 

power and beauty of these benedictory words transcend any 

question of belief in a personal God. The cadence of the 

repetitions, the incantatory effect, the sense of transmitting 

a force for good through an intermediary, the simple finality 

of that resting on the last word, shalom, peace – this is 

poetry, spoken poetry, that goes behind and beyond 

questions of belief to express the universal yearning for 

reassurance and for some kind of personal relationship with 

the giver of that reassurance.’ 

 

 

 


