
SCRIPTURE: 
Luke 11:1-4

Teach Us To Pray 

S
ome of you asked, “Does prayer work?” 
That’s a hard question to answer. But if 
you have ever prayed about something 
that matters to you, it is the unavoidable 
question, isn’t it?  

Sometimes we wonder: What am I supposed to 
pray for? Am I in this by myself? Do I pray before 
a test or a big meeting? What do I pray when the 
doctor says there’s nothing more we can do? What 
do I pray about relationships that are great or 
relationships that are strained or relationships I 
hunger to have? All these questions make prayer a 
playground for doubt. 

For something so common, prayer is mysteri-
ous. I know a lot of people who pray, but I don’t 
know many who say they do it well. Sometimes 
we feel a bit like Whoopi Goldberg in “Sister Act.” 
She’s plays a lounge singer who is placed in wit-
ness protection in a convent. On her first day, this 
non-sister sister is asked to offer the prayer at 
mealtime; it goes like this:  

“Bless us, O Lord, for these our gifts which we 
are about to receive. And yeah, though I walk 
through the valley of the shadow of no food, I will 
fear no hunger. We want you to give us this day 
our daily bread, and to the republic for which it 
stands, and by the power invested in me, I pro-
nounce us ready to eat. Amen.” 

Well, you are probably better than that, but if 
you want to know how to pray, you are not alone. 
The disciples had the same concerns. They asked 
Jesus, “Lord, teach us to pray.” 

Jesus responded, “Say this: Our Father who art 
in heaven…”

He doesn’t give them a theory on prayer or a 
theological justification; he gives them a prayer to 

1 Ted Wardlaw, Presbyterian pastor and president of Austin Presbyterian Theological Seminary in Austin, Texas. I 
learned this prayer from him; I do not know it if is original with him or from another.

pray. As if to say: If you want to learn how to pray, 
then pray. 

I’m helped by paying attention to how Jesus 
prayed. He prayed in the temple and he prayed 
on the mountain top. He prayed with the children 
and he prayed by himself. He prayed in the syna-
gogue and he prayed from the cross. He prayed at 
mealtime. He took bread and he broke it, but first 
he blessed it, he gave thanks. It’s possible that he 
prayed the same prayer every time. 

Many Jews will offer this prayer over bread: 
“Blessed are You, LORD, our God, King of the uni-
verse, Who brings forth bread from the earth.”  

My grandfather offered the same prayer at each 
meal: “God, we thank thee for the bounty of this 
table and for all our many blessings.” 

My friend Ted1 often prays: 
“Back of the loaf, 
the snowy flour,
Back of the flour, 
the mill,
Back of the mill, 
the wind and the shower, 
the sun and the Creator’s will.”
I have studied in two seminaries, but I learned 

more about prayer from a layperson named Char-
lie Benson. While in seminary, back in the Mid-
dle Ages, I did an internship in the mountains of 
western Virginia. My first week, the pastor, Steve, 
asked me to visit Charlie in the hospital. It was my 
first hospital visit and I was nervous. The bad art 
screwed to the walls and all those beeping noises 
can be a little unnerving. In the bed, I saw an older 
woman who had outlived her eyesight and most 
of her teeth. I said, “I’m sorry; I was looking for 
Charlie Benson.” She said, “You found her.” I had 
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no idea Charlie was a woman. “I’m Tom, from the 
church.” “Oh, good,” she said. “I’ve been wanting 
to visit with you.” You have? 

She was sick. She said it was a weak heart. As we 
visited, she told me what it was like to live in those 
mountains. She sprinkled her conversation with 
citations from scripture, revealing to me that she 
had memorized more than I had read. As I got up 
to leave, she said, “Tom, pray for me.” I said, “Yes 
ma’am.” She furrowed her brow and I realized she 
wanted me to do it right then. She was dying. What 
was I supposed to pray? 

No wonder the disciples asked: Lord, teach us to 
pray. Jesus says the best way to learn how to pray 
is to pray: “Say, Our father, who art in heaven.”

On a trip to New York, our family was walking 
through Central Park. If you have been, you know 
Central Park is part park, part athletic gym, part 
flea market and part circus. There I watched a 
Dad teaching his son to ride a bike. He would run 
alongside his son, hand on the back of the seat. 
Dad running. Son peddling. Then he lets go. The 
son does great, until he notices Dad has dropped 
away. Crash! They do it again… until that moment 
the fragile balance is gained and Dad is left just to 
clap and say, “You are doing great, keep peddling, 
keep peddling, you are doing great!”

I think these daily prayers are like the hands on 
the bike, helping us find our balance. We all have 
them: “Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord 
my soul to keep.” Do you know that one? Or this 
one? “God is great, God is good. Let us thank him 
for our food.” 

Little prayers we memorize and sprinkle through 
our lives are like hands on the bike, helping us find 
our balance. I think the Lord’s Prayer is much the 
same. Let me make a few observations about this 
prayer. “Our father.” Father is a good word for God. 
In some places, Jesus uses the word ‘Abba,’ which is 
more like ‘Dad.’ It’s not the only word, and thanks 
to the contributions of feminist theology, we have 
recognized limitations to this word.  

In seminary, I was sitting in professor James 
Mays’ class on the prophets. We were reading a 
handful of verses from Hosea: 

2 Allan Hugh Cole, The Life of Prayer (2009) p. 15.

When Israel was a child I loved him.
It was I who taught you to walk.
I took them in my arms.
I bent down to them and fed them.

I was taking notes and Dr. Mays began to talk 
about God, “God leans down to her infant child, 
she lifts her child. Her child wraps his fingers 
around her pinky, one staggering step… then 
another, she taught Israel to walk. She feeds her 
child.” Dr. Mays was speaking of God as mother 
because the images in the text are maternal imag-
es. The Bible was describing God as mother. It just 
erased my board. I had always thought of God as 
father. Can we think of God as mother? Of course, 
we can and we should. 

The importance of this parental metaphor is not 
about gender—God is not a boy! It’s not a state-
ment of gender; it’s a statement of relationship. 
But I know this language, like all our language, is 
inadequate. The truth is: All of our words crumble 
under the weight of the full truth to which they 
point. Jesus says that prayer begins by recognizing 
our relationships.

“Our father, our mother.” Prayer begins in rec-
ognizing we belong to God. Some ancient man-
uscripts include not just ‘father’ but ‘our father.’ 
Prayer also begins by recognizing we belong to 
one another. The first—and maybe greatest gift of 
prayer—is to recognize that no matter what, you 
are not alone. You belong. 

But the one to whom we belong, does not be-
long to us.2 Our father, our mother, is in heaven. 

George Buttrick was a preacher in the 1950s 
until he became a seminary professor. He noticed 
that ‘heaven’ brackets these next few lines.

Who art in heaven
Hallowed be thy name
Thy will be done
Thy kingdom come on earth 
as it is in heaven

Buttrick says “as it is in heaven” could apply to 
each of these phrases.

Hallowed be thy name,
     on earth as it is in heaven
Thy will be done,
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     on earth as it is in heaven. 
Thy kingdom come, 
     on earth as it is in heaven.3 

The central teaching of the prayer is that our focus 
should be on the ways of God—not on our own 
ways. That has to be prayed because our normal 
inclination would be to focus on our own desires, 
our own thoughts, our own ways. But the gift of 
prayer is the gift of a greater perspective, a greater 
view, a loftier way: “thy way, thy will, thy life.”

The prayer ends, as Jesus teaches it, with pleas 
that we be our best self: Lead us not into tempta-
tion, or time of testing, and deliver us from evil. 
Help us to be the people you have created us to be. 
This prayer is like a hand on the bicycle seat. We 
pray it until we find our balance or our words. 

Do you have prayers like that? Do you have 
prayers you say at mealtime? If not, try it this 
week. Do you begin your day with a prayer? It can 
be the same few words; just express whatever it 
is you would say to remind yourself of your rela-
tionships. When we remember that we belong, our 
other issues are less. 

I learned this from Charlie. The doctors told 

3 George Buttrick, Prayer (1942) p. 34-35.

Charlie that her heart was weak. My testimony 
is that was anything but true. Still, she died that 
summer of my seminary internship. She was my 
first funeral service. A few weeks before, she said, 
“Tom, would you pray for me?”

“Mrs. Charlie, I don’t know what to say.” “That’s 
alright, son. Just stay here with me for a while 
and let’s not talk. Just remind yourself amidst the 
tubes and the beeping machines and the fading 
sunlight that God has been right here this whole 
time and God is still here listening to us. When 
you have remembered that we are not alone here, 
just say whatever you want to say, and when you 
do, it will be fine and it will be a help to me.” 

Do you want to learn to pray? Then pray. Don’t 
make it hard. Just say: “God is great, God is good. 
Let us thank him for our food.” When you wish 
to pray, don’t make it too hard; just pray: “Now I 
lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to 
keep.” It will help you find your balance. 

Say whatever words you wish that remind you 
that you are not alone. Pray: “Our Father, who art 
in heaven.” Just say that, and when you do, it will 
be fine and it will be a help. 
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