
                             
 
 

   
 

Every Friday morning at 7:15 am, a small group of people gathers outside the Broadview Detention Center, not 
too far from here, and joins in prayer.1 The group prays for immigrants in detention, most of whom have been 
arrested because they are undocumented. They pray for the families who are anxious about their loved ones. 
They pray for ICE workers and others who are responsible for those in detention. They pray for the political 
reform of our immigration system. Finally, they pray for the individuals who, later that morning, will be taken 
to O’Hare Airport to be deported. The leaders of the vigil have a good enough relationship with the ICE officials 
at Broadview that they are permitted to go onto the bus before it leaves for O’Hare and pray in person with those 
about to be deported. They say the Lord’s Prayer together. 
  
Ever since I learned about this from a couple of fellow sociologists, I have wondered how the Lord’s Prayer feels, 
sounds – what it says – in the context of immediate deportation, a context so different from the one in which I 
normally utter this prayer. I imagine that at some level, this must be a very different prayer in that situation. 
Wondering about that has sent me on a spiritual journey to think more deeply about the Lord’s Prayer and what 
it means for us as followers of Jesus. I’m still working on this. I continue to ask myself: What are we really 
praying for when we say this prayer that we know so well?  
  
In the ten to fifteen minutes I have this morning, I’m not going to say everything that needs to be said or could 
be said about this prayer, so let me cut to the chase: this is a prayer about the kingdom of God, the focus of Jesus’ 
ministry and message.  
  
Jesus talks a lot about the kingdom of God, especially in the first three gospels. The establishment of the 
kingdom is central to his message. John the Baptist preaches repentance and imminent judgment. In sharp 
contrast, Jesus preaches the coming of the kingdom, and he invites us to recognize it, to participate in it, and to 
follow him.2 But he never exactly tells us what the kingdom is. Instead he uses metaphors, parables, and other 
roundabout ways to talk about it. 
  
He also gives us this prayer which, in my mind, gives some shape to Jesus’ understanding of the kingdom. 
  
When we met a few weeks ago, the Worship, Music, and Arts committee spent some time talking about this 
prayer and the petition, “Thy kingdom come.” Several people said that the following petition, “Thy will be done 
on earth, as it is in heaven,” defines what kingdom means for them. The kingdom is being able to do God’s will – 
it’s being able, first of all, to discern God’s will, which is not always easy and then doing, as best we can, what we 
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discern to be faithful. Jesus models this for us, at both the beginning of his ministry, in the desert, when he is 
tempted, and at the end of his ministry, in Gethsemene, when he bows to what he understands to be God’s will.  
  
“Thy will be done.” As I listened to the committee members talk, I realized that the Lord’s Prayer encourages 
humility because it reminds us that everything’s not about us getting our own way.  
  
A few years ago, I read a moving essay about humility. In it, the author, Peter Wehner, asserts that humility is a 
core Christian virtue, grounded in Jesus himself who did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but, 
instead, emptied himself and took the form of a servant (Phil 2). Wehner goes on to discuss humility as a quality 
that encourages us to understand our shortcomings, reminds us of the limits of our knowledge and expertise, 
and encourages us to work collaboratively toward common wisdom and a common good.3 
  
When we pray, “Thy will be done,” we join Jesus in the garden of Gethsemene, where he prayed the same prayer – 
“not my will, but thine.” If we take that prayer seriously, we join Jesus also by learning humility, a kingdom 
virtue.  
  
This is not an easy lesson for human beings to learn. Perhaps that is why we ask to be protected from temptation 
as the prayer closes; we are constantly tempted to think of our needs as primary, and to mistake our own 
longings for expressions of God’s will. Humility is, as Peter Wehner notes, “elusive, a perpetual goal, almost 
always a little bit out of reach.”4 
  
The prayer suggests that the kingdom is about more than humility. If we keep praying, we discover other 
dimensions of God’s kingdom. “Give us each day our daily bread. Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.”  
  
We could work on these two petitions for a lifetime. Let me just note a few things. The first is that these 
petitions, like the whole prayer, are prayed with plural nouns and verbs. We ask these things not just for 
ourselves, and not just for the Christian family, but for the whole world, all of creation. 
  
God’s intentions for the kingdom do not put America first. God’s will for the kingdom is global in scope, and it 
includes every last one of us, no matter where we live or what God we worship. God’s understanding of the 
kingdom includes the earth and its atmosphere, every speck of soil, each molecule of air. It embraces who we are 
and where we are, right now. 
  
And God’s will for the kingdom not only includes us, it also calls us to mutual responsibility. In particular, it 
calls us to share our resources rather than hoard them, and to shape communities with a spirit of forgiveness 
and reconciliation. 
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Give us each day our daily bread. It is God’s will that no one goes hungry. The world has enough food.5 What we 
lack is the political will and the generous heart to ensure that all God’s children get daily bread. We have work to 
do on many fronts. 
  
When we do that work, the kingdom bursts through the world’s callousness. The Oak Park River Forest Food 
Pantry, for example, the recipient of today’s 4th Sunday offering, is a living example of the kingdom made flesh. 
Housed here at First United, the OPRF Food Pantry distributes food 2 times a week, 52 weeks a year. In 2017, 
the Pantry distributed over a million pounds of food.6 The pantry does amazing work, kingdom work. 
  
It is God’s intention for the kingdom that people have their daily needs met. It is also God’s intention that we 
live together in a spirit of forgiveness, sharing, and reconciliation. That has many dimensions. 
  
One of the most frequently discussed words in this prayer is the one that is translated “debts,” “trespasses,” or, in 
some instances, “sins.” The problem is that the three different versions of the Lord’s Prayer that we have from the 
first century use different language in this petition. In some the language is more economic – some sources use 
the language of “debt.” Other sources use the more general word for “sins.”  
  
So, what is Jesus really saying about the kingdom when he talks about forgiveness of debts? We don’t know, but I 
suspect that he is talking about all these things: money, relationships, sin. We should probably pray this petition 
both literally and figuratively.7 That may make us uncomfortable, but maybe it should. Maybe it should get 
under our skin a little bit when we pray to have people’s economic debts forgiven, or when we offer to 
redistribute our wealth a bit. But that is not the limit of our discomfort. When we ask God for forgiveness of our 
debts, our own sinfulness, our own role in the disruption of human community should get under our skin a bit, 
too.  
  
Forgiveness is a hard ask. What is harder for us than forgiving each other? What is harder for us than letting go 
of our woundedness, and the anger it incites, and the good feelings that accompany imaginations of revenge? 
Holding on to a wrong can be so self-satisfying. As you can see, I speak from personal experience. Forgiveness is 
tough. Is there anything more difficult for us?  
  
Is there anything more difficult than constructing a world in which we all get along, or at least figure out how to 
live together without recrimination, or blame, or walls, or armies, or cyber-shields?  
  
Thy kingdom come. 
  
The group of people that gathers on Friday mornings at the Broadview Detention Center prays for the coming of 
the kingdom. They pray for the reconciliation of families broken by political machinations. They pray for ICE 
officials and workers, who implement laws that the protesters believe are unjust. They pray for the United 
States, for some resolution to the conflict between those who want to open the borders and those who are more 
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xenophobic. They pray for a world in which all are welcome, and in which everybody has an opportunity to 
flourish. That’s the kingdom for which we pray. 
  
Today is Christ the King Sunday on the liturgical calendar. Jesus’ prayer, I think, teaches us how he understands 
his role as king. This king is humble. He seeks and does God’s will. He uses his power so that all people can 
flourish. He shares bread. He offers forgiveness. He teaches us to pray, that we might do the same.  
Amen. 
 


