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"ON EARTH AS IT IS IN HEAVEN"

TEXTs Matthew 7s21 "Not everyone who says to me 'Lord, Lord,1 shall
enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my
Father who is in heaven."

During this past week, I was speaking to one of our church members
who was out of town last Sunday and consequently missed last Sunday's
sermon. We s£oke about a number of things, but eventually our conver
sation turned to this morning's sermon, "Let's see," he said, "this
Sunday you're preaching on 'Hallowed be Thy Name,5 right?" "No," I
answered, "that was last Sunday. This week I'm preaching on 'On Earth
As It Is in Heaven.'" Then came his somewhat startled reply, "You mean
you're going to preach twenty-five minutes on that?"

Well, yes and no. No, I'm not going to preach twenty-five minutes.
I don't think I ever do. But yes, I am going to preach on that. I hope
that you—and he—will think it worth the effort.

The first thing that comes to my mind when I think of this phrase
is that we often rob it of so much meaning by the very way we say it.
I suspect for most of us, that stems from the way we learned this prayer
in the first place. I can picture most of us lying in bed at night with
mother or father standing nearby to hear us say our prayers before we
go to sleep. Perhaps as very young children we learned to pray, "Now I
lay me down to sleep. I pray the Lord, my soul to keep." But now, as
we are growing older, our parents think us ready to learn the Lord's
Prayer. "You say it after me," they tell us. And then they begin.
"Our Father," they say and we eagerly repeat, "Our Father," pleased at
the confidence they are showing in us by teaching us a "grown-up prayer."
And so we learn it, phrase by phrase, until eventually we have it all
memorized.

By that time, however, the damage has been done. For the rest of
our lives, we pray those words just as we learned them, most of us bliss
fully unaware that the way we say them makes little or no sense. So,
this morning, and every Sunday morning, we dutifully pray, "Thy Kingdom
come." (Pause) "Thy will be done." (Pause) "On earth as it is in
heaven." Now "Thy Kingdom come" certainly means something all by itself.
And so does "Thy will be done." But what in the world does "On earth as
it is in heaven" mean? No wonder my good friend asked incredulously,
"You mean you're going to preach twenty-five minutes on that?"

What this prayer clearly means, and what I suspect we ought to say
if we are praying for meaning and not just by rote, is "Thy Kingdom come.
Thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven." Yet, so strong are our
childhood habits that almost no one says it that way. When I led my
churches in Hutchinson and in Storrs in saying this prayer, I prayed for
meaning and almost forced them to say it my way. But I know that when I
wasn't there, they reverted to the old familiar pattern. And, were I a
betting man, I would bet almost anything that this morning both churches
are saying "Thy will be done" (Breath) "On earth as it is in heaven."
Well, however you say it, you should be aware that the sense of Jesus'
prayer is that God's will be done on earth and that in our praying, we
are actively to seek that end.






