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ful hearts and lives, we reach out to all who have done us wrong, 
and we do our best to treat them the way God treats, forgives, and 
loves us!   
In the spring of 1981, Mehmet Ali Agca tried to assassinate Pope 
John Paul II in St. Peter’s Square.  Shot him four times, and the 
Pope nearly bled to death.  By Christmas of 1983, the Pope was 
much better and decided to pay his would-be assassin a visit in 
prison.  “Two men sit close together, knees almost touching, on 
molded plastic chairs, one in a white cassock, white cape, white 
skull cap, the other in a blue crew neck sweater, jeans, and old run-
ning shoes.  For 21 minutes the Pope held Agca’s hands.  The two 
spoke softly.  They laughed.  The Pope forgave Agca for the shoot-
ing, and Agca kissed the Pope’s ring.  As the Pope left the prison 
cell, someone asked what they talked about.  The Pope said, “That 
will have to remain a secret between him and me.  I spoke to him 
as a brother whom I have pardoned, and who has my complete 
trust” (Bill Carl, Ibid, p.  64). 
 
I cannot think of 3 more powerful words than “I forgive you.”  It is 
one thing to hear of the Pope offering forgiveness, but what about 
regular folk? 
I want to tell you about Nadine Collier.  When white supremacist 
Dylann Roof appeared in court after being arrested for killing 9 in-
nocent African American Christians at the Emmanuel AME Church 
in Charleston, SC in 2015, survivor Nadine Collier, looked at Roof 
directly and said publicly, “I forgive you.”  She is the daughter of 70 
year old Ethel Lance, one of the women who died. “I forgive you.  
You took something very precious from me. I will never talk to her 
again. I will never, ever hold her again. But I forgive you.  And have 
mercy on your soul.” 
 
In a quiet moment, I ask you to search for God’s grace deep within 
you.  God forgives you of your sin.  I also ask you to be so grateful 
for God that you will extend that grace, that mercy, that love to 
someone who needs it.  When we pray, we have powerful words to 
heal a hurting world. 
 
To God be the glory.  Amen. 
 
Karl Barth, “To clasp hands in prayer is the beginning of an uprising 
against the disorder in the world.” 



the Father with this prayer, expecting God to remit our debts and 
overlook sins.  Is this not gospel?  This is the true Christian prayer, 
and the water pitcher or bucket with which blessed grace is 
drawn out of the fountain of grace of Jesus Christ and poured 
into the heart”  (p. 309). 
 
In our lifelong walk with God, we are not conscientiously to seek 
God’s friendship where we have not honestly sought our wound-
ed brother’s or sister’s.  This is the expression of honest faith.   
 
Jesus wants us to have a real, honest faith and prayer life.  When 
you and I pray, are we just mumbling some empty words or are 
we sincerely giving our lives over to God?   
 
In a study guide he writes about the Lord’s Prayer, PCUSA Pastor, 
Rev. Bill Carl reminds us that the prayer begins “Our Father” for a 
reason.  This prayer is a communal one where God gathers all of 
us in.  No matter how much we struggle forgiving someone in 
our lives it never takes away the fact that God gathers us in.  Our 
action or inaction does not change God’s grace for us in Jesus 
Christ.  
 
What our action or inaction towards others does do is change 
how we see God’s love and how freely or selfishly we offer it to 
others.  Part of the good news of Jesus is we can pray for God “to 
forgive our debts” because God has already erased the memory 
banks on our debts and we don’t owe anything anymore! 
 
I love the story of a wealthy English businessman who lived on 
the Continent and was driving a Rolls Royce he had owned for 
years.  Going down a bumpy road, he hit a deep pot hole and 
broke an axle. When he shipped it to England, it came right back 
repaired, with no bill for the work.  He knew the warranty had run 
out, so he asked why there was no charge.  A company repre-
sentative said, “We have thoroughly searched our files and find 
no record of a Rolls Royce axle ever breaking.  Thus you owe 
nothing.”   
 
The front and rear axles of our lives are breaking all the time, but 
because of Jesus Christ the record of it keeps getting erased from 
God’s memory banks, and God keeps fixing us up.  We wait for 
the bill, but we owe God nothing.  (Bill Carl, The Lord’s Prayer for 
Today, p. 61-62).   
 
For Jesus, the only thing we owe is gratitude to God.  With grate-
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“When We Pray” 
Matthew 6:7-21 The Message Translation (by Eugene Peterson) 
 
 
7-13 “The world is full of so-called prayer warriors who are prayer-
ignorant. They’re full of formulas and programs and advice, ped-
dling techniques for getting what you want from God. Don’t fall for 
that nonsense. This is your Father you are dealing with, and he 
knows better than you what you need. With a God like this loving 
you, you can pray very simply. Like this: 
Our Father in heaven, 
Reveal who you are. 
Set the world right; 
Do what’s best—as above, so below. 
Keep us alive with three square meals. 
Keep us forgiven with you and forgiving others. 
Keep us safe from ourselves and the Devil. 
You’re in charge! 
You can do anything you want! 
You’re ablaze in beauty! 
    Yes. Yes. Yes. 
14-15 “In prayer there is a connection between what God does and 
what you do. You can’t get forgiveness from God, for instance, 
without also forgiving others. If you refuse to do your part, you cut 
yourself off from God’s part. 
16-18 “When you practice some appetite-denying discipline to better 
concentrate on God, don’t make a production out of it. It might 
turn you into a small-time celebrity but it won’t make you a saint. If 
you ‘go into training’ inwardly, act normal outwardly. Shampoo and 
comb your hair, brush your teeth, wash your face. God doesn’t re-
quire attention-getting devices. He won’t overlook what you are 
doing; he’ll reward you well. 
19-21 “Don’t hoard treasure down here where it gets eaten by moths 
and corroded by rust or—worse!—stolen by burglars. Stockpile 
treasure in heaven, where it’s safe from moth and rust and bur-
glars. It’s obvious, isn’t it? The place where your treasure is, is the 
place you will most want to be, and end up being. 

 
 

The Word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God. 



Someone once said, “A day hemmed in prayer is less likely to 
come unraveled.  Prayer is the key to the morning and the bolt to 
the evening.  Prayer is a mighty instrument, not for getting our 
will done in heaven, but for getting God’s will done on 
earth” (Preacher’s Sourcebook, p. 622).  
 
Dr. Brene Brown, researcher, storyteller, and author says: “I be-
lieve that you have to walk through vulnerability to get to cour-
age, therefore . . . embrace the suck. I try to be grateful every day 
and my motto right now is “Courage over comfort.” I do NOT be-
lieve that cussing and praying are mutually exclu-
sive” (www.brenebrown.com). 
 
Author Ann Lamotte says there are really three prayers that we 
pray: “Help.  Thanks.  Wow!”   
 
“Prayer is not about saying, 'Oh, I think I'm going to pray now.' 
Or, 'Oh, I see I've made a notation here to pray at 2:15.' It's about 
getting outside of your own self and hooking into something 
greater than that very, very limited part of our experience here — 
the ticker tape of thoughts and solutions, and trying to figure out 
who to blame. It's sort of like blinking your eyes open, like seeing 
the Wizard of Oz—when Dorothy lands in Oz and the movie goes 
from black and white to color, and it's like having a new pair of 
glasses, and you say, 'Wow!' " (https://
www.npr.org/2012/11/19/164814269/anne-lamott-distills-prayer-
into-help-thanks-wow) 
 
When do you pray?  We used to pray with our children every 
night when they were little.  We loved praying the third verse of 
the hymn “Away in a Manger,” “Be near me Lord, Jesus, I ask thee 
to stay, close by me forever and love me I pray.  Bless all the dear 
children in thy tender care, and fit us for heaven to live with thee 
there.”   
 
“Now I Lay Me” is a good prayer: “Now I lay me down to sleep.  I 
pray the Lord, my soul to keep.  If I should die before I wake.  I’ll 
run up to heaven and eat chocolate cake!”   
 
“The Lord’s Prayer” is a prayer from Jesus to us, to be prayed any-
time and often, a prayer for children and adults.  It sticks with you 
all your life, lifts you up when you are down, and carries you to 
places you’ve never been before.  It stands the test of time. (Bill 
Carl III, The Lord’s Prayer for Today p.4).   
 
In case you have ever wondered why we pray, prayer is a mark of 

our discipleship.  It is what we are supposed to do as followers of 
Jesus.  Jesus modeled a faithful prayer life, and when the disciples 
ask Jesus to teach them how to pray, Jesus graces them with his 
prayer—not a lecture—a prayer, a pattern to lead us closer to 
God and to one another. 
 
Notice that Jesus gives the prayer with the beginning, “When you 
pray….”  He doesn’t say, “If you pray.”  He says “When.”  “When” 
implies that praying is something we are definitely going to do, 
and Jesus frees us to pray any old time!  Praying for Jesus is less 
about the time of day and more about the intention behind the 
prayer.  If we will take a close look at the parts of the Lord’s Pray-
er, we just might discover that praying the way Jesus teaches 
never tells God to get on track with us.  Instead, the prayer mod-
els how we are to get on track with God.  Our prayers are to be 
sincere, not showy.  There is humility, elegance, and great faith in 
simplicity. 
 
I could spend many sermons going through the Lord’s Prayer but 
will resist such an enticing temptation today and instead high-
light one part of this prayer, the one that may be the most chal-
lenging.  The Lord’s Prayer opens up with our attention directly 
focused on God, “Our Father, in heaven, hallowed, or holy is your 
name.”  Then we ask for God’s kingdom to be done, God’s will to 
become the reality of earth as it is in heaven, that the life we ex-
perience now would become a clearer, purer reflection of God’s 
intentions and purposes.   
 
We then ask God for daily bread, food enough to sustain us to-
day.  We pray for our debts and sins to be forgiven as we forgive 
others.  We ask God not to lead us into temptation but to deliver 
us from evil or the evil one or Satan/the trickster.  We end the 
prayer with a statement of praise: thine is the kingdom, and the 
power, and the glory forever.  Amen—let it be so! 
 
Care to guess which part is the challenging portion I want us to 
sit with today?  I think the part that has to do with our needing to 
forgive other people of their sins as an activity that is inseparably 
connected to our own forgiveness.  As Eugene Peterson says it, 
“Keep us forgiven with You and forgiving others.”  Ouch Jesus!  
That one stings and makes us squirm in our pews.   
 
As I wrestle with this expectation of Jesus, I turn to Matthew 
scholar Dale Brunner whose extensive research is so enlightening.  
He writes, “There is an abundance of grace in Matthew’s Jesus.  
This is a remarkable petition because Jesus teaches us to come to 
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