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Introduction

The Mystery and Power of the Lord’s Prayer

Two Central Points of View

The Lord’s Prayer (LP) is the most important prayer in the history of Christianity. Early authors down to the sixth century argued that the LP was full of mystery and power, a treasure of immeasurable wealth, and a pearl of great price. As a result, any thorough examination of how Jesus’ prayer was actually prayed, used, and understood in the history of the early church is daunting because of the numerous and diverse types of sources with which a scholar must contend. 

Nevertheless, an in-depth survey of these texts is able to provide valuable insights into various aspects of the life, practices, beliefs, and exegetical concerns of early Christian churches. This book examines all the major sources of the LP in the early church through the fifth century from two central points of view, namely, historical and theological. It does so, however, by applying these scholarly disciplines in a variety of ways. First of all, it reads theological texts—biblical commentaries, sermons, and the like—with historical eyes in order to discover the development of early church attitudes and practices regarding the LP; at the same time, it also closely examines these texts in a more straightforward, traditional way, that is, by carefully analyz-ing the religious and intellectual implications of these early works. It also carefully sifts through the historical contexts of the early sources in order to discover theological insights. By considering the theological texts historically and the historical events theologically, an interesting picture of the first five centuries of Christianity emerges. Sometimes these historical and theological vantage points affirm other scholarship on the LP about this era; at times they help to bring previous
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scholarly views into clearer light, and still at other times they confuse matters even further, often requiring new interpretations of old texts and contexts concerning the LP. Nevertheless, generally speaking, an examination of the historical events and theological views encompassing the pious practices and theological attitudes toward the LP in the early church reveals a picture of early Christianity that is more complicated and richly diversified than has often been imagined. 

Chapter 1 elucidates how an overarching reverential attitude of mystery and power concerning the LP during the earliest centuries of Christianity profoundly affected both its use and interpretation. 

Chapter 2 analyzes the wondrous origins of the LP down to the third century. Since source material is scarce from this time, this chapter further develops the themes of mystery and power, as well as sets up the major issues that surround the life, ritual, and teachings of the LP

throughout the period of the early church. Chapter 3 discusses the historical and theological use of the LP in the early church during the fourth and fifth centuries, looking specifically at how it developed in poetry, baptismal catechesis, theological education, polemics, and monastic theology. What results is an examination of a group of churches and people who struggled with the great questions of life and what it meant to be faithful followers of God and compassionate people in a world full of trouble and change. The historical and theological methods clarify insights into the life, practices, and beliefs of early Christians, especially with regard to the most distinctly Christian activity of the time, praying the LP. 

CHAPTER 1

The Pearl of Great Price

Ambrose,therenownedfourth-centurybishopofMilan,passionately loved the church and what he considered to be its immeasurable treasures. The great wealth of the church for Ambrose, of course, did not reside in the tangible possession of magnificent buildings, gold-plated crosses, and other ornaments of the worship space, but in Jesus and his priceless words. 

The heart of Jesus’ teaching, for Ambrose, as it was for many early authors, was the LP. Ambrose even likened the LP to a “pearl” of great value. After all, the gospels (Matthew 6 and Luke 11) suggest that the mystery and power of the LP were in part due to the fact that the prayer came directly out of Jesus’ divine heart and mind, flowing forth from his holy mouth and eventually passing straight into the ears of his loyal disciples. They in turn faithfully handed it over to their spiritual descendents, the people of the church. In this manner, the LP developed into the most widely known, identifiable, and precious prayer in Christianity. No other text from the Christian scriptures was as cherished or even as jealously guarded as this gem of Christian worship, doctrine, education, and daily devotional practice. 

Early Christians around the fourth and fifth centuries were so enamored of this fine jewel that they even safeguarded the LP with a notable affection. Ambrose, like many before him, refused to teach the LP to anyone who had not been baptized. This was largely due to his understanding of Matthew 7:6: “Do not give what is holy to dogs; and do not throw your pearls before swine, or they will trample them under their feet, and turn and maul you.”1 Ambrose considered the mysteries of the church (e.g., baptism, the Eucharist, the Apostles’

Creed, and the LP) to be precious pearls that were the sole property
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of the faithful. Only believers who had been properly adopted as true children of God through the rite of baptism, argued Ambrose, had the right to call upon the Creator of the universe with the lovingly intimate address of the opening words of the LP, “Our Father.” In other words, only the baptized had the proper inheritance, and therefore, the honor or even the ability to experience the true mystery and power of these remarkable words.2

Those outside the church, the unbaptized, around the fourth century were not allowed to learn, read, or hear this most holy of all prayers until they had been fully incorporated into the body of Christ through their watery initiations. Those inside the church cherished their Savior’s prayer, their pearl of great price, as if it were a valuable heirloom to be carefully guarded by the family from any who might falsely or accidentally seek to lay claim to it by either thieving intent or ignorance. Ambrose and others believed that if an uninitiated person prayed the LP, it would somehow become besmirched with the dirty fingerprints of unworthy hands. The address “Our Father” was a wondrously mysterious, self-limiting declaration for the bishop of Milan. If the people speaking the words “Our Father” were not truly adopted children of God, their declaration made them usurpers of a relationship that they were unworthy of or without the power to claim. 

They were like slaves claiming to be princes or princesses. The LP was only for those who possessed baptized ears and mouths, even if they intended to join the church but had not done so yet.3

The Awe-Inspiring Lord’s Prayer

Early Christian writers who turned their attention to the LP

approached it with a deep sense of awe, and they likewise tried to instill this feeling in other believers, particularly in recently baptized converts. The amount of praise that early Christian authors showered upon the mystery and power of the LP is indeed at times something that strikes the modern reader as unexpected. Peter Chrysologus, a fifth-century bishop of Ravenna, exemplifies this early reverence toward the LP. On the occasion of teaching the LP to some converts, Peter preached:

Dearly beloved, you have received the faith by hearing; now listen to the formula of the Lord’s Prayer  . . . . The angels stand in awe at what you are going to hear today. Heaven marvels, earth trembles, flesh does
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not bear it, hearing does not grasp it, the mind does not penetrate it, all creation cannot sustain it. I do not dare to utter it, yet I cannot remain silent. May God enable you to hear and me to speak  . . . . It is indeed more awesome that the earth is transformed into a heaven, that a person is changed by a deification, and that those whose lot is slavery get the rights of domination  . . . . For, He who has changed from a judge into a Father [in baptism and in the words of the “Our Father”]

has wished to be loved, not feared.4

Bishop Chrysologus’ moving comments on the LP and his respect for a great mystery of the faith clearly point out that the LP is instrumental in revealing a central reality of Christianity, namely, God has retired from a fearsome occupation as heavenly Judge and chosen instead to take on the remarkably intimate title of Father in relation to baptized humanity. For Chrysologus, a truly mysterious transformation occurred in baptized believers, who were born again as children of God, even though they were nothing better than slaves to sin. They now not only had the right but also the power and ability to utter those wondrous words, “Our Father.” 

Likewise, Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335–394) bowed before the nobil-ity of the LP’s wisdom in a slightly different but no less awe-inspiring and respectful manner:

 . . .  the Lord said to His disciples, “When you pray, say, ‘Our Father, who art in heaven.’ ” “Who will give me wings like a dove,” said the great David somewhere in the Psalms [54:7]. This I, too, would say, boldly using the same words. Who will give me those wings that my mind may wing its way up to the heights of these noble words? Then I would leave behind the earth altogether and traverse all the middle air; I would reach the beautiful ether, come to the stars and behold all their orderly array. But not even at these would I stop short, but, passing beyond them, would become a stranger to all that moves and changes and apprehend the stable Nature, the immovable Power which exists in its own right, guiding and keeping in being all things, for all depend on the ineffable will of the Divine Wisdom. So first my mind must become detached from anything subject to flux and change and tranquilly rest in motionless spiritual repose, so as to be rendered akin to Him who is perfectly unchangeable; and then it may address Him by this most familiar name and say, “Father.”5

The veneration of the early church given to the celestial mystery and power of the LP helped to promote it as “the” most
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frequently discussed text of the Christian scriptures down through the Reformation.6 Almost every Christian scholar of the early and medieval church believed that the LP was worthy of special place among the scriptures, not only because of its divine origins, but also because it was nothing less than a perfect “summary of the entire gospel.”7

A Perfect Summary of the Gospel

Tertullian, in the early third century, boldly declared that all the writings of the prophets, evangelists, and apostles as well as all of Jesus’

sermons, parables, examples, and precepts are “touched on in the brief compass of a few little words,” namely, the LP. He then mused, “Yet, why be surprised? God alone could teach us how he would have us pray. The homage of prayer, then, as arranged by Him and animated by His Spirit at the very moment it went forth from His divine lips, because of the prerogative granted to Him, ascends to heaven, recommending to the Father what the Son has taught.”8 For Tertullian, the LP’s divine origin, brevity, and ability to aid its petitioners all point to the depth of the mystery of the prayer. The power of the LP, argued Tertullian, lies in the animating force of the Holy Spirit, who empowers those who pray it to have direct access to the very presence of God. 

The LP has the awesome ability to aid those who pray it in attaining what they seek; namely, they might keep God’s name holy; might seek God’s kingdom; and will receive daily bread, be forgiven, and ultimately be freed of temptation and evil. Indeed, Tertullian suggests that the LP not only helps Christians understand what they ought to focus their lives upon, that is, God and honorable Christian lives, but it also assists in the impartation of every good gift worthy of God’s granting. 

Cyprian, the great bishop of Carthage, in his commentary entitled simply  On the Lord’s Prayer (written ca. 252) concurred with Tertullian. Though brief in words, said Cyprian, the LP abounds “spiritually in power,9 so that nothing at all is omitted which is not included in our petitions and in our prayers in a compendium of heavenly doctrine!”10 Even much later, Paschasius Radbertus (ca. 790–865), a Benedictine monk during the Carolingian era, quoted these words of Cyprian and added that Christ offered this prayer in order to bring salvation “to every sex and age.”11 Another earlier monastic writer, 
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Cassian (ca. 365–435), in his  Conferences, called the LP “the fullness of perfection”12 and “an example and a rule” for all prayer.13

Early Christian authors assumed that the LP was both a summary of the essence of gospel teaching, which includes essential Christian doctrines, and a worthy summation of ethical and virtuous behavior. Gregory of Nyssa in the fourth century, for example, called the LP a “guide to the blessed life,” by which he meant a life dedicated to God through virtuous deeds.14 The individual petitions of the LP

urge worthy practices, such as keeping God’s name holy, doing God’s will, seeking God’s kingdom, and forgiving others as God had forgiven them. Thus, though short, this prayer encompasses all that one needs to know and do concerning God and a noble Christian life. 

Cyprian fascinatingly notes that Christ put forth in the LP a “great compendium of His precepts, so that the memory of the learners might not be burdened in heavenly training, but might learn quickly what was necessary to a simple faith.”15 The mystery and power of the LP are in part revealed for Cyprian in its simple succinctness, which is able to communicate great wisdom in such an intelligibly abridged manner that even the simplest souls are able to memorize easily the LP

and grasp the profound complexity of the faith. 

The prophet Isaiah, Cyprian continued, even prophesied about the holy brevity of the LP when he said, “[God’s will] completes and abbreviates His word in justice, since God will offer an abbreviated word in the whole earth.”16 The “abbreviated word” Cyprian equated with the LP, which was an important part of God’s grand plan to offer divine loving-kindness to a woefully needy world.17

Tertullian and two Greek authors, namely, his contemporary Origen (ca. 185–254) and the later Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 330–390), understood the brevity of the LP to be a way of guarding against the sin of the “heaping on of empty phrases”18 in prayer. Tertullian declared that people ought to avoid drawing near God with an “army of words” 

because “brevity rests upon the foundation of a great and fruitful interpretation, and in proportion as it is restrained in wording, so is it copious in meaning.”19

Origen and Gregory of Nyssa accused both Jews and Gentiles of multiplying the words of their prayers in the hopes that God might more readily be willing to grant their petitions. In this manner, these early fathers accused Jews and Gentiles of seeking what God forbids them: earthly wealth as opposed to heavenly treasure, of the kind
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that is in the LP. Gregory of Nyssa, however, noted that in contrast to these phrase heapers, the faithful ought to gradually learn from their experience of praying the shorter petitions of the LP. God more willingly hears succinct supplications, and as a result, those who pray aright “may rise to the desire for the higher gifts which are more worthy of God.”20 The small number of words in the LP communicated for early authors a mysterious depth of meaning and power that helped petitioners to obtain the spiritual riches that God desired to bestow. 

A Heavenly Prayer

Tertullian noted in his commentary  On Prayer  that “[e]verything which belongs to the Lord Christ is heavenly, as is also this training in prayer.”21 He explained that the heavenly prayer of Jesus stood in sharp contrast to John the Baptist’s prayer (Luke 11:1). Tertullian believed John’s prayer was good, but it was not to be considered a heavenly, eternal prayer. He argued that the Baptist’s “earthly” prayer has been lost and has passed away into oblivion: if it had been heavenly, it would still remain and last forever within the prayer life of the church. 

God alone, however, is able to teach the faithful how they ought to pray. That is why Jesus taught his disciples the mysteriously powerful, and heavenly, LP in the first place. When children of the heavenly Father pray the LP, it swiftly returns to the One from whom it came, God.22 The LP offers God’s baptismal children a mysteriously direct, effective, and prompt access to the power of God. Also, God readily desires to grant the fulfillment of all the petitions of the LP to everyone who prays it, in part because God is indeed the loving Father who is addressed in the prayer. Therefore, as a divine parent, God wishes to meet the needs of those faithful children who pray the LP in a proper manner. 

The mystery and power of the LP also led some early commentators on it to emphasize its eschatological tone.23 Raymond Brown has noted that the eschatological emphasis of the LP arose out of its place within early liturgies. The juxtaposition of the LP and the Eucharist led Cyril of Jerusalem (d. 386) to include the LP as a part of his commentary on the Eucharistic liturgy.24 Early churches often prayed the LP immediately before the Eucharist, a practice that remains intact even today in many denominations, for example, in Roman Catholic and mainline Protestant churches. Early and present-day theologians
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often interpret the Eucharist as a foretaste of the great heavenly feast yet to come. Therefore, the LP as the prayer that prepares the faithful for the feast also naturally takes on eschatological overtones, because it prepares the faithful for the eschatological meal. 

Brown, commenting on the early church Eucharistic connection, concludes, “The prayer given them by Jesus was an expression of their yearning for His return and for the ultimate fulfillment of the things He had promised.”25 The desire of early Christians for the end times, virtuous lives, and salvation thus was seen to be an essential part of the message of the LP from the earliest days of the church. 

The Lord’s Prayer and the Future of the Church A work attributed to the German missionary Boniface (d. 754), which probably dates close to his day, admonished Christians to memorize the LP because “in it in brief form is contained every need of the present and the future life.” The author argued that not only ought Christians to pray this prayer regularly, but they must also be ready to hand it over faithfully to future generations, because the prayer anticipates life in heaven itself.26

The very future of the church, therefore, in some ways depended upon the LP being handed over, in order that it might be properly practiced and taught. The power and mystery of the LP made it an invaluable text for the life of early Christian community. As a result, the LP, the pearl of great price in early Christianity, came to influence every aspect of the Christian faith, from communal worship to private piety down to the present day. A close examination of how the LP

was specifically used and interpreted in the early church reveals that of particular interest is how the LP developed in the poetry, baptismal catechesis, theological education, polemics, and monastic theology of the early church. However, before we can explore these aspects of the LP, we must first look at how early Christians delighted in the wondrous origins of the LP, and how they incorporated it into the very fabric of every aspect of Christian living in the first three centuries of the church. 
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CHAPTER 2

The Wondrous Origins of the Lord’s

Prayer

The Lord’s Prayer in the First Three Centuries Christian authors throughout the early and medieval church delighted in the wondrous origins of the LP despite some obvious difficulties with what the original wording of the LP actually was. A close examination of the only two biblical passages that record the entire LP

(Matthew 6 and Luke 11) reveals that the Bible preserves two slightly different versions of Jesus’ prayer. Shortly thereafter, even more diverse versions of the prayer appeared. While modern scholars have pored over this problem rather extensively, early authors ignored, simply dismissed, or even explained away the differences in rather straightforward ways. Modern scholars essentially have concluded that the two renditions of the LP developed within two different cultural, geographic, and literary contexts, whereas almost all ancient authors simply considered the two to be versions of the same prayer given to the disciples by Jesus. Here we will focus on the historical issues and largely leave the modern debate over the origins of the LP in other capable, scholarly hands, even though we do need to make a few brief remarks in this regard. With respect to the earlier writers, however, every aspect of the LP, including its origins, was wrapped in wondrous mystery. 

12

●

The Lord’s Prayer in the Early Church

Two Biblical Versions of the Lord’s Prayer: A Brief Comment on the Views of Modern Scholars

Luke 11:1–4 recounts how the disciples asked Jesus, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John [the Baptist] taught his disciples.” Jesus responded simply by giving them a five-petition prayer in the context of what some scholars have called the Sermon on the Plain. Matthew 6:9–13, on the other hand, placed Jesus’ presentation of a seven-petition LP in the midst of the Sermon on the Mount and a broader discussion concerning prayer among an apparently sympathetic crowd of followers, which happened to include the 12 apostles. A brief look at the texts of Matthew 6:9–13 and Luke 11:1–4 reveals their differences: Table 2.1

The Lord’s Prayer in Matthew and Luke

 Matthew 6:9–13:

Introduction/Address

Our Father in heaven, 

First Petition

Holy be your name. 

Second Petition

Your kingdom come. 

Third Petition

Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 

Fourth Petition

Give us this day our daily (or supersubstantial) bread. 

Fifth Petition

And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. 

Sixth Petition

And do not bring us to the time of trial (or into temptation). 

Seventh Petition1

But rescue (or deliver) us from (the) evil (one).2

 Luke 11:1–4:

Introduction

Father, 

First Petition

Holy be your name. 

Second Petition

Your kingdom come. 

Third Petition

(Not in Luke)

Fourth Petition

Give us each day our daily bread. 

Fifth Petition

And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us. 

Sixth Petition

And do not bring us to the time of trial (or into temptation).3

Seventh Petition

(Not in Luke)

Recent scholars have tried to explain the differences between the two versions by suggesting that they developed in two separate contexts and were a part of gospel writings that were directed at two
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specific groups of people: Matthew wrote primarily for Jewish converts to Christianity and Luke for Gentile Christians. Ernst Lohmeyer takes this one step further by suggesting that these two texts reflect the two separate geographical locations that the authors of Matthew and Luke were associated with. Lohmeyer suggests that Matthew was connected to Jerusalem, whereas Luke was associated with Galilee.4

Joachim Jeremias argues that the two different audiences and cultural contexts for these gospels also reflect two different catechetical emphases that are associated with the preceding audiences of the two gospels. The LP and the surrounding context of the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew, says Jeremias, indicate a teaching situation in which the audience, who comes out of a context of Jewish traditions, has already learned to pray as children. The problem for the Jewish converts to Christianity was that they were in danger of making their prayers routine and meaningless, suggests Jeremias. The LP and its commentary in Matthew 6 therefore address this problem. In Luke, on the other hand, the LP is directed at Gentile converts, or people who are just learning how to pray, and they need encouragement to persist in their newly adopted religious practice.5

Hans Dieter Betz has affirmed this analysis but has further clarified that the LP has its own unique brand of “Jewish Theology” that underlies the literary and cultural contexts of both versions. Betz states, Therefore, we can conclude in regard to the Lord’s Prayer that the ascription of this prayer to Jesus may indeed be historically correct, but that Jesus created the prayer out of traditional elements by giving it the form and content he wanted. This method must have been the same as that of consciously formed prayers at the time.6

Although modern scholars puzzle over which of these versions is more authentic, ancient authors rarely considered the point worthy of parchment. Jeremias concluded that Matthew’s version has a style and poetic feel characteristic of a liturgical context and tradition. Luke’s shorter version, which Jeremias argues is less developed and rhythmic, is probably the older of the two, because it is difficult to imagine that anyone would dare shorten the LP for whatever reason. On the other hand, it is conceivable, says Jeremias, that someone might slightly alter and expand upon an original version in order to turn it into a more easily remembered and/or spoken text, which could be used in a public worship setting where such things mattered.7
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Betz, however, also notes that liturgical communities often show a remarkable amount of flexibility and willingness to accept new forms of prayers, as long as they “reflect a traditional language and form.”8

James Charlesworth, another modern author, has demonstrated that other early prayers and liturgical texts have abbreviated important documents over time to increase their liturgical and educational appeal.9

Therefore, it is possible that Matthew might be the older and more authentic version of the LP. 

Jeremias himself notes that the some parts of Matthew’s LP are older than the same parts in Luke, but taken as a whole, Luke’s LP offers readers the oldest complete version of the LP. For example, Jeremias states that the fourth petition in Matthew, “Give us  this  day our daily bread,” is actually the shorter version of the petition. Luke instead explains the word “this” by expanding it: “Give us  each  day our daily bread.” Therefore, with regard to which version is the oldest, Jeremias finally decides that “the Lucan version has preserved the oldest form with respect to  length, but the Matthean text is more original with regard to  wording.”10

The moderately different tones of the two early versions of the LP

have led the modern biblical scholar Ulrich Luz to promote a theory that is now commonly held, namely, that the Matthean rendition of the LP has a fuller and more liturgically rich language with a more obvious rhythm than the Lucan version. Matthew’s Greek LP with its clearer poetic rhythm reflects a prayer that lends itself better to a worship context. Poetry is easier for individuals to memorize and for people to recite alone in private devotions or collectively in worship. 

The preceding arguments might lead some to conclude that the less poetic Lucan version is less liturgical or a prayer that was not used in a worship setting. In reality, however, this is an argument by comparison. That is, Luke compared with Matthew appears less liturgical, and therefore Luke is not liturgical. But such thinking does not take into account the poetic cadence of Luke’s wording. Simply because it is less poetic does not mean it is nonpoetic, and indeed, Luke’s LP does share some poetic similarities with Matthew in the original Greek as well. For example, the first two petitions, about hallowing God’s name and seeking God’s will, have a pleasant rhyme and rhythm in both Matthew and Luke. Hence, Luz ultimately argues that both Matthew’s and Luke’s versions of the LP appear to reflect prayers that were used in worship, or at the very least, were liturgically friendly.11
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The original liturgical context of the LP is very significant. Willy Rordorf has concluded that “even if the LP can be prayed in private or in small groups, we must always remember that, by virtue both of its form and even of its very content,  it is a prayer of the church. Its essential  Sitz im Leben  is the  worship  in which the baptized Christians of a local congregation are gathered to honor God, to hear his word and to administer the sacraments.”12 The corporate emphasis reflected in the LP does indeed indicate that the prayer was meant primarily for the church as a body of believers first and foremost, and then sec-ondarily as a means of private devotion. Even when the LP is prayed privately, the emphasis upon “our,” “us,” and “we” in the prayer always reminds individuals of their corporate connections and responsibilities to the church as a whole. In fact, all interpretations of the LP down through the Middle Ages constantly remind those who pray or study its words that the focus of this prayer is primarily upon the community of the church. Rather than a prayer that asks for one’s private needs, it unabashedly always seeks the good of all faithful worshippers. 

In any case, the cultural, geographic, and literary contexts of the LP in both Matthew and Luke strongly support the conclusion that the LP developed early on within a variety of early worshipful and educational contexts.13 Prayers do not simply provide words that the faithful as individuals or groups utter with a rote and an unthinking manner to God, but rather, they are theological statements of faith that teach those who pray them how to believe, think, and act—in other words, the basics of Christian doctrine, practice, and morality.14

The LP played an essential role in the lives of the earliest Christians, because it was a crucial part of their liturgical, educational, and private devotional experience of the faith. Before we can elaborate on this point, however, it is important to first look at how the early church viewed the LP as a prayer in and of itself. 

The Lord’s Prayer as Understood by Ancient Scholars Early Christian authors almost always assumed that the two biblical versions of the LP were one and the same prayer. However, Origen, the third-century Greek author, was the only one who took issue with this idea. He argued that the two biblical versions of the LP were offered on two distinct occasions, and therefore must be considered two separate prayers. Origen stated logically: “On the whole, it is better to
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suppose that the prayers are different, even though they have certain parts in common.”15 After coming to this conclusion, he puzzles over the question, why would Jesus hand over two distinct yet similar prayers? Origen noticed that Luke 11 records that Jesus taught the LP to his disciples in a more private setting than the more public setting of Matthew 6. Since they were his students, they didn’t require a detailed explanation of the prayer. Therefore, Luke’s version was short and to the point, with an economy of words. Matthew, on the other hand, recounts the story of Jesus presenting the LP to a multitude of common folk on a mount: the less astute masses required a longer and better-developed LP in order to understand it more fully. The two prayers were certainly similar, but ultimately different because they uniquely reflected their intended audience and the specific occasion when they were handed over. This duplication was not a problem for Origen, but he also was not willing to say the two prayers were one and the same either.16

The North African scholar Augustine of Hippo (ca. 354–430), unlike Origen, believed that Luke simply recorded a more succinct version of the same prayer in Matthew. In this, he reflected the attitude of all other authors in the early church. The third petition, concerning God’s will, was deliberately omitted by Luke, argued Augustine, for the purpose of emphasizing that it merely repeats the ideas of the first two. For a similar reason, the Lucan LP left out the words

“but deliver us from evil” in order to show that Christians have deliverance from evil when they are not led into temptation. After all, Augustine noted, Matthew wrote, “but  deliver” and not “and  deliver” 

to point out that the final petition is expressly connected to the previous one. Augustine simply considered Luke to be the type of author who preferred to avoid repetition. Note that Augustine assumed that the longer Matthean version was the more complete and authoritative, while Luke’s was merely a short version of Matthew’s prayer. Likewise, all early scholars suggested that Matthew’s LP took precedence over Luke’s shorter text, whereas modern scholars have been divided on this issue. Indeed, ancient scholars presumed that Matthew’s LP, being the more complete of the two versions, must be the more authoritative.17

Also, all other early Christian writers, unlike Origen, were unwilling to concede that these two biblical versions of the LP were in fact two different prayers. Since Origen himself came under doctrinal scrutiny later on and his orthodoxy was in question, many were able to dismiss his ideas rather easily. Since Augustine’s theology emerged later and
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was revered as the height of orthodoxy, his views often held sway over later authors. 

Early Christian writers simply assumed, like Augustine, that scripture was its own best interpreter  (scriptura sui ipsius interpres),  and they therefore used the Bible to minimize textual difficulties rather than enhance them, especially if there were two versions of the same text.18

The interpretation of the fourth petition, concerning daily bread, is a case in point. Augustine, like others, reconciled the two prayers by interpreting them in light of each other. The spiritual tone of the word “supersubstantial” in Matthew, noted Augustine, was best understood when viewed in comparison with the more earthly tone of

“daily” in Luke. By combining the “supersubstantial” (i.e., those necessities that are spiritual or “above substantial/earthly matters”) with the

“daily” (or ordinary, everyday bread), Augustine and others interpreted both Matthew and Luke to mean “daily spiritual needs.”19 A hybrid interpretation of the two LP texts developed simply because authors assumed the two versions must both somehow go back to Jesus: therefore, the two versions of the LP were interpreted in light of each other, creating a collaborative explanation of the LP’s meaning. 

The Earliest Commentary on the Lord’s Prayer No comprehensive commentary dealing with the entire LP can be found before the year 200. Nevertheless, some comments on individual petitions of the LP do exist, even if they are short in length and on content. The earliest explanations of parts of the LP actually come from within the Bible itself. For example, the gospels themselves offer some commentary on the introduction, the third petition (on doing God’s will), and the fifth petition (on forgiveness). 

Luke 11:5–13, or the verses immediately following the LP, offers two parables on prayer. The second parable reads, “Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for a fish, will give a snake instead of a fish?  . . .  how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” The introduction of the LP, and especially the word “Father,” is therefore further explained. Children of God need not fear that their heavenly Father will refuse them what they need, but they can trust in a God who will present to them what no one else can give, the Holy Spirit. This earthly and heavenly father/Father contrast would become one of the most important ways of explaining this text in the future. 
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Matthew 6:14–15, immediately following the LP text, directly comments upon the fifth petition: “For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you; but if you do not forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.” The author of Matthew feels it necessary to explain how a petition of the LP actually suggests that God might refuse to forgive one of God’s adopted children should they not obey their Heavenly Father. The blame is not to be placed upon the Father for not answering prayers, but on the unforgiving child. 

Other second-century scholars saw the difficulty of the fifth petition as well. For example, the fifth petition, on forgiveness was a popular text to comment upon; Clement of Rome (ca. 96),20 Ireneaus (ca. 130–200),21  The Epistle of Polycarp to the Philippians (chs. 7 and 8), and Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–215) are cases in point.22

In each mention of this petition, the authors sought to encourage Christians to be more forgiving of others, in part because this is a concept that is not only at the heart of the LP but also the Christian faith itself. Indeed, Christian authors throughout the centuries often focused upon the particular importance of the fifth petition in the LP, making it the central concern of the entire prayer. 

Similarly, other passages in Matthew’s Gospel, outside of the immediate context of the LP, also refer to the prayer. Jesus in Matthew 26:36–46 offers two prayers which further emphasize the nature of God as Father, as well as the third petition. They read, “Father, if it is possible let this cup pass from me; yet not what I want but what you want,” and “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.” Some ancient and modern scholars have argued that these verses are directly related to the introduction of the LP and the third petition, “Your will be done on earth as in heaven.”23 The idea of Father is clarified in this context in relation to actions that seem harsh or inconsistent with a loving God. In this case, the necessity of Jesus’ death on the cross is resolved when the gospel writers show that Jesus borrows from his own prayer and focuses upon doing God’s will as opposed to avoiding the cross. One early extra-biblical reference makes a similar point about martyrs doing God’s will. Facing martyr-dom, Polycarp (ca. 69–155) prayed for strength in order that he might do God’s will: his words clearly hearken back to the third petition of the LP.24 Clement of Alexandria likewise encourages Christians to pray that they might do God’s will on earth as it is in heaven.25
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Elsewhere in the gospels, a few other passages bring to mind the opening address of the LP. In John 17:1–5, Jesus addresses God as Father, and Mark 11:25 speaks of the “Father in heaven.” Both Mark and John do not record the full text of the LP, but the fact that they hint at it is interesting. The concept of God as Father receives the greatest attention in biblical texts that hearken back to the LP, and even texts outside of the gospels see this idea as a central theological concern early on. 

In the Pauline epistles, two verses provide an important clue as to how the LP was used in some early churches: Romans 8:15 and Galatians 4:6 both connect the introduction of the LP with baptism. 

These passages call God “Abba,” which is the same Aramaic word for Father that scholars generally agree is the origin of the word for Father in the LP for both Matthew and Luke. They state that Christians have a right to call God by the name and title of “Father,” because they have received the spirit of adoption in baptism and are true, adopted children of God. They have been freed by this adoption from slavery and therefore are no longer fearful servants but heirs of the most high God. 

This idea is ubiquitous in complete LP commentaries throughout the Middle Ages.26

The preceding point is significant. Throughout the history of the church, and even in its earliest days, the LP has always been closely associated with the rite of baptism. The two Pauline verses suggest that the LP may have been the first prayer of believers as they emerged from the baptismal waters. Rordorf notes that John 3:3ff. and Titus 3:5, which mention that baptism is a second birth, indicate that “[the LP] becomes as it were the first utterance of the stammering infant’s unloosed tongue.”27 These biblical passages show that the earliest layers of LP commentary were particularly concerned with the relationship between God and Christians. The word “Father,” specifically, revealed the radical nature of this new relationship, and therefore early biblical authors were not afraid to emphasize its importance. The situation in which the relationship of a convert to God changed from slave to heir of the Kingdom of God was the act of baptism. The text that most clearly revealed this reality was none other than the LP.28

One other New Testament verse, 2 Timothy 4:18 (“The Lord will rescue me from every evil attack and save me for his heavenly kingdom. To him be the glory forever and ever.”), also deserves mention. 

Note that this verse echoes both the second petition of the LP (about
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the kingdom of God) and the sixth petition, concerning evil. What is equally important here is the reference to a brief doxology, that is, 

“to him be the glory forever and ever.” There is a strong similarity between this doxology and another doxology that is added to the LP

very early on. The late first- or early second-century work entitled the Didache  includes at the end of the LP the phrase, “. . .  for yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever and ever.” Timothy’s verse may well be the source and origin of the later doxology. Since the author of Timothy adds the doxology to texts that are reminiscent of a few petitions of the LP, such a suggestion seems within the realm of possibility. 

Early extra-biblical sources that briefly mention the LP during the late first and second centuries are scarce, but a few brief references to individual petitions of the LP remain. Almost all of the specific or strong allusions to the LP have been mentioned earlier in this chapter. A close look at these references indicates that individual petitions of the LP were quoted from time to time in the context of broader theological arguments. Commentary on the LP specifically, therefore, may be considered to be sparse during the first few centuries, especially since we don’t have a complete commentary on it until about the year 200.29 Even other early church prayers that have survived offer almost no comparisons with the LP in either their form or content.30

Outside the Bible, only two other complete versions of the LP

exist from the first and second centuries, namely, the one found in the  Didache  and another in Tatian’s  Diatessaron.  31 Neither of them, however, is identical to either of the previous biblical versions. During the third century even more unique versions appear, and finally, commentary on the LP as a whole becomes available. 

More Versions of the Lord’s Prayer and the Earliest Commentary on the Prayer

The problem of different forms of the LP was not limited to the two different biblical texts. Early records indicate that every full text of the LP that we possess (with one possible notable exception) from the first through the end of the third century has at least some slight variation in wording or phrasing. Therefore, scholars have a puzzle to solve: why were there so many different versions of the LP from this period of history? 
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The only other complete version of the LP that may date from the first century is in the Greek work entitled the  Didache (aka,  The Teachings of the Twelve Apostles).32 A note of caution: some scholars place the date of this text in the early second century. Either way, this very early version of the LP departs only in a few minor ways from Matthew’s LP. What is most important about this version is that it is the first adaptation to add a doxology at the end: “. . .  for yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen.”33 Why did the  Didache  add a doxology? Both gospel LP versions end without a doxology and with the rather stark word “evil.” Some pastors and congregations may have desired to conclude the prayer on a note of praise to God rather than with the word “evil” as the last word falling off their lips. A doxological ending, such as the one the  Didache  employs, helps to make the prayer more attractive in both worshipful and private devotional settings. The addition of a doxology is not unusual when we remember that liturgical communities had no problem changing prayers for liturgical reasons, so long as the change kept the spirit of the prayer and worship in mind. 

A close look at the entire text of the  Didache  indicates that its version of the LP, like Matthew’s and Luke’s versions, reflects a liturgical context and an educational focus as well. The  Didache  includes three major sections: chapters 1–6 deal with the moral behavior required of catechumens (i.e., converts seeking baptism), chapters 7–10 discuss liturgical and ritual practices, and chapters 11–15 talk about church organization and life. The  Didache  records its version of the LP in Chapter 8, or in the liturgical section of the work. 

The  Didache’s liturgical chapters discuss the liturgical rite of baptism for “pagan” converts, and they reveal how its version of the LP was intimately connected to the ceremony of baptism. Chapter 7 mentions how baptismal candidates  and  those who are going to baptize them are both required to fast before any watery initiation occurs, in order to be properly prepared for this momentous event. The author of the Didache  then reveals those places that are preferable for baptisms (e.g., a baptism in the running water of rivers is better than a baptism in a pool of still water) and in what manner the ceremony ought to be conducted. Chapter 8 instructs the newly baptized on how they ought to fast on Wednesdays and Fridays, a practice that runs counter to the example of those who are called “hypocrites,” and for the  Didache author this refers more specifically to the Jews. Christians are not to
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pray as the hypocrites do, but rather with the words of the LP “three times a day”; the specific times for prayer, however, are not mentioned. 

Paul Bradshaw has noted that “the absence of any specific directions as to when these three prayers were to be offered does not mean, as some have supposed, that no particular hours were intended but rather that the times were traditional and unchanged, and so needed no specific mention.” Bradshaw points to Acts 10:9 and Peter praying at the sixth hour of the day (or noon), which may reflect the middle of the three prayer times. Or, suggests Bradshaw, it may simply signal a literary device of the author of Acts and Luke, who has a tendency to associate important moments in his writings with prayer.34 The  Didache, however, clearly indicates how the LP was closely linked with what was known as “mystagogical” training (i.e., the training of converts shortly after  their baptisms) in a liturgical context. 

Immediately following the  Didache’s LP discussion, chapters 9 and 10 explain the Eucharist and how only the baptized may partake of the heavenly bread and wine. These chapters end with some recitation of early blessings for the Eucharistic cup and bread. Hence, there is even a loose connection between the LP and a central part of the worship ceremony, the Eucharist. The relationship between the LP

and the Eucharist will continue to be important in the future. Today, this connection is still important in Roman Catholic and many mainline denominational liturgies, in which the LP is spoken immediately before the congregation comes forward to partake in the Eucharist. 

The  Didache  supports Rordorf ’s previously mentioned argument that the LP in the earliest texts developed primarily in a liturgical context from the earliest days of the church, especially in the first century. 

When and where the Greek LP was first translated into Latin is unknown.35 Some scholars have suggested that the earliest evidence for a Latin LP may be found in the ruins of Pompeii (ca. 79 AD), where the now famous “magical” square, SATOR AREPO TENET OPERA ROTAS, was discovered in four places. The square looks like this: Table 2.2

The Sator Rotas Square

SATOR

AREPO

TENET

OPERA

ROTAS
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The square can be read from top to bottom, backward bottom to top, from left to right top down, and upside down right to left. Some scholars point out that the letters of the square can be unscrambled as a cryptogram to form the words Pater Noster (or “Our Father,” the first two words of the LP in Latin) twice, with an A and an O left over. 

If one arranges these letters in the Christian symbol of a cross with the N used once in the middle and with the A and the O on either sides of the cross bar, one will have the following image of the Sator Rotas Square Cross:

Table 2.3 The Sator Rotas Square Cross P

A

T

E

R

A PATERNOSTER O

O

S

T

E

R

Some believe that the square and the cryptogram indicate that Christians had a Latin LP in Pompeii during the latter part of the first century. Advocates of this theory also propose that the Latin letters A and O stand for the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, Alpha and Omega, and that they refer to Revelation 1:8, in which Jesus speaks in a vision to John on Patmos: “I am the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, says the Lord God, who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.” This theory holds that early Christians developed the squares in order to hide the words  Pater Noster from unsuspecting eyes; Christians, however, who were in on the game recognized the square as a secret code which revealed that those who scratched the square on their walls were in fact Christian. 

The coincidence is certainly striking. There is evidence that Christians may indeed have been secretive with regard to the LP early on, and as a result, the suggestion that this was some sort of secret code has some appeal. However, Karlfried Froehlich has noted that the main difficulty with the overall Sator Rotas argument is that the Roman church at this time was still Greek, and it is very unlikely that
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the early Roman believers would have had a Latin LP.36 Likewise, it is hard to reconcile the fact that no Latin Patristic or medieval writers I am aware of refer to the square cryptogram in connection with the LP. 

In any case, first and foremost, it must be remembered that only two words of the LP are hidden here. Thus, this square in the end tells us little or nothing about how or when the LP may have come into Latin or how it may have been used in the early church. Perhaps the most that can be said is that the connection between the square and the LP is most likely a modern invention of scholars who have creatively noticed a most striking coincidence. 

After the first century, new versions of the LP continued to appear. 

However, outside the two gospels and the  Didache, there is no other written text of the entire LP in the first century that scholars are aware of.37 During the second century there is only one complete LP reference. Tatian’s  Diatessaron, written ca. 172, attempts to harmonize the discrepancies between the various gospels by synthesizing them into a single paraphrased text. Tatian’s  Diatessaron  essentially follows the structure and content of the Gospel of Matthew, and as a result incorporates an essentially Matthean version of the LP with a slight variation on the fourth petition, which reads, “Give us the bread of the day.”38

Tatian’s version of the LP is worthy of note. Tatian was born (ca. 110–120) in the land of the Assyrians but later on traveled west (to Rome in particular), learning Greek in the process. About the time he wrote the  Diatessaron (ca. 172), Tatian had returned home to the east. 

Whether he wrote it before or after this journey took place is difficult to ascertain. Partial editions of the  Diatessaron  exist in both Greek and Syriac, which makes it the first non-Greek version of the LP. 

The  Diatessaron  was especially popular in the east, where its com-pact size, harmonization of the gospels, minimization of textual problems, and “rigorous interpretation of the Christian faith” were well received by the ascetically minded Eastern church.39 The Syrian linguistic connection has been regarded as significant among modern scholars because of the similarity of Syrian to Jesus’ own language of Aramaic. Carmel McCarthy has noted, “Indeed it has been suggested (by some) that the form of the Lord’s Prayer used in the Syrian churches today cannot be all that different from the word that Jesus himself must have uttered in first-century Galilean Aramaic.”40 While this is a significant point, it must be noted at this juncture that the

The Wondrous Origins of the Lord’s Prayer

●

25

earliest versions of the LP that we possess are in Greek. Also, the issue of the various versions of the LP still remains a quandary. 

The earliest extant Latin version of the LP is a part of the first full commentary on the LP, a work entitled simply  On Prayer,  by Tertullian (ca. 160–225, with the commentary being written ca. 200).41 Before this time, early Latin writings that contained what would later come to be known as the New Testament included the LP in early versions of Matthew and Luke. Copies of these texts have not been discovered as of yet, but are presumed to have existed. The document called the  Acts of the Martyrs of Scilli (the oldest Latin document of Christian Africa, ca. 180) provides evidence for a Latin translation for parts of the New Testament, specifically Paul’s writings.42 Tertullian hints at the existence of a Latin version of the Bible that he used, but unfortunately it has not survived. Nevertheless, we assume that Tertullian’s version of the LP in  On Prayer  at least in part reflects this Bible. Tertullian’s LP

is a hybrid liturgical version of the LP that draws from both Matthew and Luke. Late in his life, Tertullian also refers to another version of the LP that he may have used. The two versions read as follows: Table 2.4

Tertullian’s Version of the Lord’s Prayer

Introduction

Father,43 in heaven, 

First Petition

Holy be your name. 

(NB: Tertullian later in life quotes another version of the first petition, which reads, 

“Holy Spirit, come upon us and cleanse us.”) Third Petition

Your will be done on earth as in heaven, 

(NB: the third petition comes before the second) Second Petition

Your kingdom come. 

Fourth Petition

Give us today our daily bread. 

Fifth Petition

Forgive us our debts, as we also forgive our debtors, 

Sixth Petition

lead us not into temptation, 

Seventh Petition

but take away from us (the) evil (one).44

A quick glance suggests that the uniqueness of Tertullian’s version has five elements. Tertullian’s version lacks the word “Our” at the beginning (which is similar to Luke’s version, but it also adds

“in heaven,” which echoes Matthew); the first petition has a strikingly different reading in a later version of the LP; the second and
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third petitions have been inverted; and the fourth petition uses the more common liturgical “daily”  (quotidianum)  of Luke, rather than the more cumbersome  supersubstantial  of Matthew. Also, Tertullian has the word “take away”  (devehe)  instead of “deliver us”  (libera)  in the final petition. 

The genre of Tertullian’s commentary has been debated. Ernest Evans has argued that the work is a sermon preached during worship.45

Timothy Barnes also feels the work is a sermon, but he suggests that it was presented outside of a worship setting at a communal meeting or gathering.46 William Harmless has argued that Tertullian’s  On Prayer is a sermon and that it, and other works like it, may well have been primarily directed at recently baptized catechumens.47 Some scholars believe that Tertullian did indeed hand over the LP to pre-baptized believers.48 In fact, the document suggests that its audience was primarily mature members of the church, with an occasional emphasis upon recently baptized believers. The text, therefore, was preached or taught to an audience in which both mature and probably newly baptized members would have been present. 

Tertullian offers a verse-by-verse explication on the entire LP, and then he presents some general practical advice on prayer. Should people wash their hands before they pray (chapter 13), raise their hands in prayer (14), take off their coats to pray (15), sit or stand in prayer (16), be subdued in voice while praying (17), withhold the kiss of peace after certain prayers (18), partake in the kiss of peace on fast days (19), dress modestly in church for prayer if a woman (20), be veiled for prayer if a virgin woman (21–22), or kneel while praying (23)? Tertullian concludes with discussions about the appropriate place and time49 of prayer (24–25), the benefit of praying with visitors in one’s home (26), and the fruitful practice of adding the “Alleluia” and psalms to one’s prayers. 

Most of the aforementioned recommendations could easily be applied to anyone within the church, even catechumens preparing for baptism, but chapters 18 and 19 clearly suggest that the sermon was for mature baptized Christians. Tertullian in these chapters disdains a recent trend among some who had begun to refuse the kiss of peace during worship on designated fast days. Tertullian argued that the Bible forbids making a show of any act of piety (fasting included), and so he advocated that these Christians partake in the kiss and not draw attention to their fasting by abstaining from the kiss. From what we know of early church practices, unbaptized catechumens were not
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allowed to offer, or even know about, the kiss of peace until after they had been baptized. Tertullian would not have instructed unbaptized converts in the practice of the kiss of peace, from which they were excluded. Therefore,  On Prayer  was probably written to educate a more established Christian audience in basic Christian prayer practice. 

Tertullian’s  On Prayer  is best understood if it is interpreted as being directed at the newly baptized. The theme of “newness” in this work, for example, hints that part of this sermon may have been specifically directed at recently baptized converts. Tertullian opens  On Prayer  with a discussion of how Jesus, who is Spirit, Word, and Reason, offers to his new disciples (the 12 apostles) a new covenant and a new form of prayer (the LP). This new prayer is like new wine in new wineskins or a new patch on a new garment. The old practice of circumcision has been transformed; a new grace, which has been made available, transforms the lives of baptized believers.50 Later on, Tertullian added that those who confess their faith by praying the words “Our Father, who is in heaven” enter into a new relationship with God. In fact, when Christians pray “Our Father,” they declare that they are really sons and daughters of God, siblings of Christ, and children of their mother, the church.51 The assumption is that this new relationship is one that begins in baptism. Unfortunately, says Tertullian, some have refused the call of the Holy Spirit and these are identified as the Jews. 

More on this later. 

Tertullian’s newness theme clearly refers to baptism and is especially appropriate for those who have been recently baptized, although it applies to all Christians as well. In Christ, the old covenant of circumcision was replaced with the new covenant of baptism, in which catechumens were made new creatures. Indeed, in baptism, Christians have been adopted by God, their heavenly Father; Christ has become their brother and the church their mother. Once this baptismal adoption has taken place, they are truly able to pray the words “Our Father,” because God in fact has become their heavenly Father. Thus, the new prayer (i.e., a new wine and a new patch) is given over to the newly baptized believers (i.e., placed into new wineskins or on new clothing). Ultimately, the power and mystery of the LP for Tertullian was that the prayer itself participated in making believers “candidates of the angels”52 and helped bring them to salvation. 

Even though the LP brings some into a closer relationship with God, it also reveals, for Tertullian, how others are excluded from this relationship. In a dialogue that would make many modern readers
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uncomfortable, Tertullian argues that those who are not baptized do not have the right to call God “Father.” The Jews, Tertullian asserts, were once chosen by God in the past, but they rejected the Father when they refused to accept His Son, Jesus, as the Messiah. Tertullian chides them, saying that they wash every day according to their ritualistic practices but they are never clean—and here comes the difficult part for modern readers—because their hands are stained with the blood of the prophets and Jesus. Tertullian quickly moves from this to the idea that the “wordy” prayers of the Jews, in contrast with the brevity of the LP, also demonstrate how the Jews have forfeited the truth of the gospel. Instead of praying short prayers, like the LP, they heap their prayers with empty phrases. The prayers of the Jews condemn them, says Tertullian. As a result, Tertullian concludes that the prayers of the baptized are a “bulwark of faith,” a defensive and an offensive weapon against the enemy, i.e., the Devil.53

To be fair to Tertullian, he does admit that God heard some of the ancient Jewish prayers in the Old Testament: God, for example, heard the prayers of the Israelites and delivered them from “fire and wild beasts.” Tertullian adds that recently, however, Christ has replaced these prayers with a new kind of succinct way of calling upon God.54 The LP is a new covenant that has superseded the old covenant with the Jews. The divine brevity of the LP has replaced the lengthy prayers of old, the new spiritual sacrifices wipe out the sacrifices of long ago, and the new priests and worshippers of God have established a new order. Tertullian’s commentary, which was very popular and frequently referred to throughout the Middle Ages, thus became one of the first documents with a reasoned argument of the superiority of Christianity. No doubt this contributed to an attitude of anti-Judaism at best and anti-Semitism at worst, if indeed the two concepts can be separated. The inescapable conclusion is that since the LP was so popular in the life and teachings of the church, a corresponding reality emerged, namely, that the use of the words “Our Father” came to be identified with the truth of Christianity and the falsehood of other religious traditions, especially Judaism. Later authors likewise turned to the LP in order to reject various aspects of Judaism. More will be said about this in the section “The Lord’s Prayer in Polemics.” 

The LP, for Tertullian, besides condemning the Jews, also revealed the depravity of heretics. Tertullian in  Against Marcion (written ca. 207–212) refers to yet another version of the LP in order to counter
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Marcion’s view of God.55 The Marcionites apparently replaced the first petition, “Holy be your name,” with a petition that read something like “Holy Spirit, come upon us and cleanse us.”56 Jeremias translates the entire text of the Marcion LP as “Father, Thy Holy Spirit come upon us and cleanse us. Thy kingdom come. Thy bread for the morrow give us day by day. And forgive us our sins, for we also forgive everyone who is indebted to us. And do not allow us to be led into temptation.”57

Modern study on this Holy Spirit petition has led to considerable scholarly debate. Some believe that the Holy Spirit petition is not only authentic, but actually represents the earliest and most original version of the LP.58 Interestingly enough, two later medieval biblical manuscripts include a similar variant in Luke’s version of the LP, while Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 330–395) and Maximus Confessor (ca. 580–662) likewise refer to this petition.59 Gregory points to both versions of the third petition and gives them each equal time in his LP commentary and does not seem to be bothered by the variance. 

He simply notes that the version of Luke included the words “May your Holy Spirit come upon us and purify us” instead of Matthew’s

“Your kingdom come.” It is impossible to say, however, if the Lucan version of Gregory’s Bible may also have been a part of the liturgical version he and others prayed in his area. Nevertheless, the main reason he commented on this version was because he wrote frequently and fervently about the nature of the Trinity. Since the LP was a summary of the gospel for Gregory, and since one of Gregory’s most important writing themes was the Trinity, the Holy Spirit petition enabled Gregory to bring up the topic of the Trinity in his commentary on the LP. Without this Holy Spirit petition, the LP mentions only two of the three persons of the Trinity, but with the Holy Spirit petition the entire Trinity and the nature of God are fully present in the LP—hence the appeal for Gregory.60

Other scholars argue that the Holy Spirit petition was in Marcion, but does not represent the original version of the LP.61 For example, F. C. Burkitt has suggested that the Marcionites prayed the LP as a prayer of consecration and therefore added the Holy Spirit petition as an  epiclesis (or a petition to call down the Holy Spirit to aid and cleanse the one who prays the prayer).62 Jeremias has concluded that this petition originates out of an old baptismal prayer of the Marcionites and that it was added to the LP when it was offered in the baptismal
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ceremony.63 Jeremias concludes, “One may compare the fact that the Marcionite version of the Prayer  . . .  has, in the petition for bread, ‘Thy bread.’ This is probably an allusion to the Lord’s Supper, thus Marcion has both sacraments in view: baptism in this first petition and the Lord’s Supper, which followed baptism, in his phrase ‘Thy bread.’ ”64

Some modern scholars doubt that the Holy Spirit petition was ever in Marcion’s version. Vokes contends that the Spirit emphasis has strong Old Testament connections, and since Marcion disdained the Old Testament, he would not have prayed this way.65

Jeremias, however, has suggested that Tertullian himself may have used the Holy Spirit version of the LP in his own private or public prayer life; after all, Tertullian first mentions this petition later on in life after he had already become a Montanist; this particular sect was known to have had a “special fondness for texts pertaining to the Holy Spirit.” Perhaps Tertullian used this petition himself as a liturgical or communal version of the LP.66 Indeed, Tertullian does not treat the Holy Spirit petition of the Marcionites as a problem: he simply points to the Holy Spirit petition as having an authority in and of itself, which thwarts Marcionite dualistic tendencies. Tertullian attacked Marcion’s notion that the Old Testament had two gods—an evil god, who created the wicked physical world, and a more loving god, who was “just” 

and sent Christ to save it. Tertullian asked quizzically, “To whom can I say, ‘Father?’ To him who had nothing to do with making me, from whom I do not derive my origin? Or to Him, who by making and fashioning me, became my parent? Of whom can I ask for His Holy Spirit? Of him who gives not the mundane spirit; and whose Spirit was it that in the beginning hovered upon the waters?”67 Therefore, the LP

and its central idea of God as Father, for Tertullian, condemned both Jews and heretics like Marcion and his followers. Tertullian may well have used this Holy Spirit petition toward the end of his life, and if so, the petition would have fit well in a worship setting in which an epiclesis  would have been appropriate, quite possibly in a baptismal setting. 

Tertullian’s rearrangement of the second and third petitions also deserves some mention at this point. Marcion’s view of the nature of God moved Tertullian to appeal to the heavenly petitions, albeit with a Holy Spirit version as the first petition, to counter Marcion’s heretical ideas. Tertullian’s reversal of the second and third petitions has the effect of emphasizing the second petition, “Your kingdom come,” by
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placing it last.68 Overall, Tertullian’s LP has a decidedly eschatological tone in which God comes down to Christians by means of the Holy Spirit in order that God’s kingdom might come in the end. 

This theme was consistent with his later Montanist ideology and the anti-Marcionite debate. 

Later Christian authors throughout the Middle Ages continued to use the LP to both include the faithful and exclude the Jews and the heterodox authors and their flocks. Few scholars have explored this element of the interpretation of the LP. The fact that the LP was central to Christian catechesis made it the perfect text to counter heretical ideas as well. The LP for early authors encompassed the essential doctrines and moral teachings of the church; therefore, those who had wandered away from their baptismal heritage, which is reflected in the LP, were called back to the faith by means of the LP. In this way, the LP was the path by which the lost could find their way back into the church. 

In the end, Tertullian’s verse-by-verse explanation of the LP was written for the purpose of educating baptized converts and for the edi-fication of the congregation. The necessity to educate created the need for a full commentary on the LP, so that the faithful might understand the essentials of Christian doctrine and practice. However, beyond this, Tertullian also explained the LP in other writings not only to edify the faithful, but as a means by which to call the unorthodox back to the truth of pure Christian teaching.69

Cyprian, the bishop of Carthage, wrote the second earliest complete commentary on the LP, appropriately entitled  On the Lord’s Prayer ( De Dominica Oratione, ca. 252), and in it we find yet again another version of the LP.70 This LP mostly follows the more common Matthean form (but rather than the Matthean “supersubstantial” bread, he, like Tertullian, used Luke’s word for “daily,” or  quotidianum,  71 bread). 

Cyprian also includes a variant of the sixth petition, which reads, 

“And do not allow us to be led into temptation.”72 Ambrose in the late fourth century likewise preferred a similar “do not allow us” (or ne patiaris), probably because it clarified the ambiguity of the more traditional wording “and lead us not into temptation.” The latter version could be read to mean that God leads people into temptation. 

“Do not allow us,” however, suggests that God “allows” people to be tempted by the Devil or their own desires, but does not actually tempt them directly. Hence, a problematic theological issue is avoided.73
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Cyprian’s commentary borrows heavily from Tertullian, but it is more of a treatise for clergy than a sermon for the baptized congregation. The purpose of Cyprian’s work was to educate pastors, who in turn were to use it in their sermons and in the education of their flocks. Therefore, the end result of both Tertullian’s and Cyprian’s commentaries is similar, namely, the education of recent converts and the faithful. 

Cyprian’s  On the Lord’s Prayer  derives its overarching threefold structure from Tertullian’s work  On Prayer.  Both texts begin with an introduction; however, Cyprian’s is more finely crafted and much longer. Both discuss the LP in a verse-by-verse fashion, but again, Cyprian’s comments are more detailed. Finally, both offer extensive practical advice on how to pray, but Cyprian’s advice differs considerably from Tertullian’s. Cyprian, rather than being concerned about posture and the like, spends most of his time discussing the importance of praying continually (Chapter 29); how prayer unites believers as a community (Chapter 30); how Christians should not be slothful but alert in prayer (Chapter 31); how prayer is good when accompanied by fasting and alms (Chapter 32) and how these good works aid the speedy ascent of prayers to God (Chapter 33); the importance of praying at terce, sext, and none (or at 9 a.m., noon, and 3 p.m., chapters 34–35); and how prayer turns the dark, night-like human existence into day.74 Among these themes, the emphasis upon unity is of particular importance. 

Cyprian probably wrote his commentary after he finished his famous treatise,  On the Unity of the Church ( De Ecclesiae Unitate, ca. 251). The central theme of unity found in Cyprian’s earlier work carries over to his discussion of the LP. Cyprian was deeply concerned with creating a more unified group of believers out of a divided, troubled, and persecuted church.75

Cyprian’s emphasis upon unity and the LP is most clearly laid out at the beginning of his discussion of the words “Our Father.” Cyprian argues that Jesus, “the Teacher of peace and the Master of unity,” does not desire Christians to pray only for themselves or privately. Instead, true Christian prayer ought to be public and in common; believers ought to beseech God with the words “Our” Father and not “My” 

Father. When the faithful speak to the Father in this plural rather than singular way, they pray not for themselves individually, but for the whole people of God. Therefore, they all stand united in a familial
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bond as children of the same heavenly Father. To use the LP in solely a private or individualistic way is to miss the point of the prayer, says Cyprian. This last comment may well indicate that a problem had arisen concerning the LP in the middle of the third century, namely, the LP had come to be used in a more private and personal way, and as a result, Cyprian tried to curb some sort of individualization of the faith. This abuse, believed Cyprian, could only be corrected by returning to the original meaning and intent of the LP as a liturgical and communal prayer. Thus, a central function of the LP was to bind the church together in unity. 

Biblical examples such as Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego; the apostles and the female friends of Jesus; the Virgin Mary; and the whole company of disciples all revealed for Cyprian that these ancient models lifted their voices to God with one mouth and one mind, “. . .  continuing steadfastly in prayer, declaring alike by their constancy and unity in prayer that God, who makes people of one mind to dwell in a home, does not admit into the divine and eternal home any except those who are of one mind in prayer.”76 The LP

handed over by Christ, therefore, helps all Christians to unite their voices, hearts, and wills with that of God’s will. The church needed to be united in God—the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—who is, was, and always shall be One and completely united.77

For Cyprian, the LP reveals that those who are baptized are united into one home and family as adopted sons and daughters of God and siblings of Christ.78 The “mysteries of the LP”  (sacramenta orationis dominicae)  are great, many, and collected into a few words, but they are offered only to whomever is reborn by the grace of God, the true Father.79 Cyprian, therefore, was the first to offer a detailed rationale for why the LP should be kept from the unbaptized. The LP is not to be prayed by converts until after they have been baptized, because unbaptized sinners have no right to call God

“Father.” The newborn children of God have a right to pray the LP

on account of the “birth of spiritual grace”  (nativitas gratiae spiri-tualis),  which declares God to be a loving parent. Therefore, it is completely inappropriate to teach the LP to those who are not yet baptized. Whether or not this is a change in attitude or an affirma-tion of what went on before Cyprian’s day is very difficult to say, but at least there is now a theological argument to support the practice of keeping, and in some cases even hiding, the LP from non-Christians. 
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More on this in the section “The Lord’s Prayer in Baptismal Catechesis.” 

Cyprian also expands upon Tertullian’s argument against the Jews.80

The Hebrew prophets, noted Cyprian, foretold Jesus’ coming, but still the Jews did not recognize him when he came.81 The Jews, by refus-ing to acknowledge Jesus as the Messiah, despised their true heavenly Father, who had given them every opportunity to recognize Jesus once he came. Therefore, the Jews rejected their inheritance and in turn embraced the Devil as their parent, said Cyprian. Christians were and are sanctified in the baptismal font and therefore have the right to pray with confidence to God as Father, notes the bishop of Carthage.82

Cyprian, on the other hand, does not use the LP to counter heretical teachers. 

Cyprian also further developed the idea that the LP helps the children of God to persevere in the faith unto eternal life. Discussing the first petition, Cyprian notes, “. . .  we petition and ask for this (that we be made holy as God is holy), so that we who have been sanctified in baptism may persevere in what we have begun. For we have need of daily sanctification, that we who sin daily may cleanse our sins by continual sanctification.”83 Christians need perseverance for two reasons. 

First, they need to persevere against sin and therefore should pray the fifth petition of the LP every day to find forgiveness for their daily sins. 

Also, the church of Cyprian’s day was under the threat of oppression and as a result needed a good measure of perseverance, which comes from the grace of baptism and the LP, in order to remain faithful. 

Therefore, believers ought to pray for perseverance daily in the words of the LP.84

Cyprian believed that the LP played an important role in the “daily” 

process of sanctification as well. Christians are saved from sin and able to call upon God in the LP as Father all because of their baptismal adoptions, but they similarly are able to seek forgiveness in its words. 

These two acts of sanctification sought in the LP (baptism and forgiveness) are intimately connected for Cyprian. Baptism brings Christians into a right relationship with God and the LP, and the fifth petition keeps them in this promise, because “He who taught us to pray for our debts and our sins promised that mercy and forgiveness would follow.”85

Unfortunately, like Tertullian before him, Cyprian in  On the Lord’s Prayer  does not reveal much about how the LP was actually used in
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catechesis or liturgical practices.86 Cyprian’s comments do, however, clearly connect baptism and the LP, and these references help to clarify the baptismal-catechetic context of the LP in Carthage during his time. Likewise, Cyprian connects the LP to his need to seek unity in the church and his desire to distinguish Christians from Jews. 

We must not forget that Tertullian was also from Carthage, and thus it is significant to note that the two earliest full-length commentaries on the LP were produced in the same city. In the extant written evidence, commentary on the LP was first written down and explained more openly in North Africa around Carthage than it was anywhere else. Tertullian began a trend that continued in the local Christian community and eventually spread to other parts of Africa and the Middle East. The remarkable popularity of Cyprian’s commentary especially encouraged later authors to follow his example and develop their own commentaries on the LP to speak with relevant voices to their own contexts.87

The apocryphal  Acts of Thomas, which scholars date from the early to mid-third century, includes a version of the LP that is basically the same as Matthew’s LP with one variation. The fourth petition of this work has puzzled scholars because it reads, “. . .  give us the constant bread of the day,”88 or some have translated this same phrase as “give us constantly our daily bread.”89 The exact meaning is a bit obscure. 

Nevertheless, the version is recognizable, if slightly different. 

Although the origins of  Acts of Thomas  are difficult to ascertain, scholars generally feel that the work comes from Syriac-speaking lands out of a group whose Christian worldview was considered “Gnostic” 

and as a result would have been heretical in the third century. The text exists in Syriac, probably the original, and in Greek, most likely a later translation of the earlier version. This work is the second version of the LP in Syriac, after Tatian’s  Diatessaron’s LP. Both the  Diatessaron  and the  Acts of Thomas  had Greek versions as well. Again, we see that the LP texts are grouped in similar areas, but this time the language and general location of Syriac-speaking Christians are the focus. The community of the  Acts of Thomas, however, was considered to be beyond the fringes of Christian orthodoxy, and therefore the text was rejected within most Christian circles.90

The LP appears late in the text of the  Acts of Thomas. According to the  Acts of Thomas,  Thomas, aka the apostle Judas Thomas, was the twin of Jesus, and not only looked like Jesus, but also had the same
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“destiny and redeeming work.”91 Following the diaspora of Christians, and especially the disciples, from Jerusalem after Jesus’ death, the  Acts of Thomas  says that its title character traveled to India to spread the gospel. Unfortunately, as was often the case in such stories, he offended a local king with his Christian teachings. The king’s son and some others, however, were sympathetic to Thomas’ message, which in the Acts of Thomas  includes many typical elements of other Gnostic works of the time.92 Confronted by the king, Thomas is told that he will die for his convictions and so in a typical trope of such literature, Thomas preaches a long sermon. In the midst of his declaration of the mysteries of the faith, he recites the LP, adding that he has given it to them because Christ had commanded him to do so. The implication is that as Thomas faces death, this prayer is particularly important and appropriate. Its importance is threefold. First, Thomas perceives the LP to be a central teaching of Christianity. By reciting it, he reveals a great mystery, or secret wisdom, to his audience. Second, the recitation near his death also ensures some grace or power for Thomas in his time of need. Third, the LP has a profound effect upon those who hear it, namely, the son of the king and others who are converted to Thomas’

view of the truth. Outraged by the conversions, the king has Thomas martyred. 

What is unusual in this case about the presentation of the LP is that Thomas appears to have no qualms about praying, or at least reciting, the LP before unbaptized Asian Indians. The only other text that has no such difficulty is the Gospel of Matthew, which relates how Jesus teaches the LP to the multitude on the mount. In both instances, the LP presumably enlightens and encourages the conversion of those listening. All the other texts we have from the first to third centuries indicate the LP is for those who have already converted to the faith, or at least are in the process of coming to baptism. The  Didache, Cyprian, and Tertullian clearly suggest that the LP is meant only for baptized ears. During the fourth century in the Latin-speaking world, however, the LP became a text exclusively for baptized converts. 

Whether or not the  Acts of Thomas  is historical in part or as a whole does not matter in the end. The text reveals that at least its author, and probably the author’s religious community, believed the text could be used in this way. Was this perhaps a reason why those who considered themselves to be more orthodox Christians rejected it? Were they offended by the fact that the LP was given out publicly? We have no
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record of anyone saying so and as a result, this idea is pure speculation. What can be said is that orthodox Christianity rejected the Acts of Thomas, and hence it had little influence in more traditional circles. 

The last third-century work that included a full text of the LP is Origen’s Greek treatise,  On Prayer. Origen wrote this lengthy, and apparently hurried, exposition for his friends Ambrose and Tatian (ca. 233). In general, it is a philosophically sophisticated analysis of prayer that includes a fascinating section on the LP. Origen mentions Tatian and even criticizes what he calls Tatian’s imperfect translation of the LP in one place.93 Some believe that Origen may have been familiar with Tertullian’s commentary on prayer as well. 

It was noted earlier in this book that there was one exception to the rule that all versions of the LP down through the third century were different in wording: Origen is that exception. As a biblical exegete, Origen simply discussed without variation the Greek biblical versions of the LP found most commonly in Matthew and Luke, and therefore his discussion of the LP is the only early text that does not reveal a new variant of the LP. Given his scholarly concerns, however, this makes sense. 

We do not know which version Origen may have prayed, however, or even if he favored one over the other. He clearly gave both versions equal weight with regard to authority, and he readily commented on both, even though his commentary focuses more on Matthew’s version due to its length. As has been noted, Origen argued that these two texts were actually two separate and distinct prayers that had been offered by Jesus on two different and unique occasions; Origen is the only one to make this argument in the early church.94

Origen’s commentary is very sophisticated and interesting on a number of levels. Philosophically speaking, Origen deals with topics that none before and few after him were interested in. This is in part due to the fact that he desired to answer the intricate questions of his friends, who asked him to write the treatise. An example of his philosophical concern comes when Origen discusses the objection that prayer is superfluous because God has foreknowledge and knows what believers will pray even before they ask. Origen’s response is a sophisticated answer that concludes that foreknowledge is not to be equated with foreordaining, and that people still have free will and the need to pray even if God knows what people will pray before they
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open their lips. It would not be until the later part of the fourth century that these more Origen-like questions would be taken up again.95

Another question Origen tries to answer is, “To whom is prayer properly addressed?” His answer, that all prayer should be directed toward God the Father because Jesus prayed to the Father, led to much debate. Some felt that Origen’s emphasis upon the Father in this and other instances lent itself to the idea that Christ, and perhaps even the Holy Spirit, were subordinate to the Father.96 Origen’s Christology, therefore, came under suspicion, along with a few of his other ideas. 

The Fifth Ecumenical Council of Constantinople in 553 challenged the orthodoxy of some of Origen’s writings; it condemned some of his ideas and this had the effect of reducing his popularity after this time, even though he still continued to be read up until the thirteenth century in Latin translations in the West.97

The tone of the treatise is decidedly didactic. Even though Origen at times mentions baptismal adoption and the Eucharist as being important to his discussion, for the most part his words focus less on liturgical matters than other contemporary works do. Nevertheless, Origen still hints at the important connection of the LP to worship and early theological training of mature Christians and converts. 

Compared with other early texts, however, Origen spends very little time discussing these matters. His concern is to address his friends’

questions, so he provides them with reasoned argumentation on why, where, how, and what believers ought to pray. The LP fit into a broader discussion he was engaged in, but his main point was to present some clear teaching on prayer in general.98

Origen concluded that prayer helped those who pray to access true knowledge, or wisdom concerning God in the person of Christ Jesus. 

While absolute wisdom is unattainable in this life, said Origen, God’s grace can impart and reveal aspects of true wisdom nonetheless. God created the world by wisdom and God continues to create wisdom in those who seek Jesus, who is God’s wisdom. The righteousness, sanctification, and redemption of the faithful come through Christ and the wisdom he imparts. Truth nourishes and empowers humans and even angels, both of which engage in prayerful contemplation. Without this wisdom, believers are not only unable to pray, but are without reve-lation and incapable of true understanding. God’s sovereignty reigns
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over all creation, even reason. Therefore, when people pray for “daily bread” in the fourth petition of the LP, they actually pray for what Origen called soul bread, wisdom, or eternal truth.99

The unique flavor of Origen’s commentary on the LP suggests that the LP in the early days of the church proved to be a flexible and resilient text: early Christians had no qualms about constantly adapting the words of the LP to a variety of worship, educational, devotional, and now even philosophical contexts. Hence, the wording of the LP was in a constant state of flux, even if the basic ideas of the prayer remained intact. The fact that there were two varying biblical versions of the LP may have contributed to this phenomenon. 

Without a definitive text in the scripture that was more authoritative, neither the wording of Matthew nor of Luke took ultimate precedence over the other. As a result, early Christians felt free to create hybrid versions of the two LP texts in Matthew and Luke for the purpose of worship and education. Only Origen, a gifted biblical exegete, commented on the texts as he found them in their scriptural contexts as unique prayers. The slight variations in the two gospels and later LP

texts didn’t bother scholars or congregations. Origen did express some frustration with Tatian’s version of the LP, but his comments reflect the quibble of one scholar berating another for having made a mistake in translation. In general, the LP was always perceived to be the prayer of Jesus and a precious possession of the church. It was always one prayer despite its many versions, or at the very least, two prayers, both offered by Jesus for the benefit of the church. As such, the LP was the Truth and the very wisdom of the Creator. 

One Prayer in Two Parts

With the exception of Origen, early scholars assumed that the LP was simply one prayer from the mouth of Jesus, even if it existed in two biblical versions and a host of variations. Still, most were quick to point out that the LP itself could be divided into two convenient parts, or what they liked to call the heavenly or eternal petitions (1–3) and the earthly or temporal petitions (4–7). Tertullian was the first to make this distinction. In his discussion of the fourth petition, Tertullian writes, “How gracefully has divine wisdom drawn up the order of the prayer, that after heavenly things, that is after God’s name, God’s
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will, and God’s kingdom, it should make place for petitions for earthly necessities too.”100 Augustine later on summed up this view: Accordingly, in the Evangelist Matthew the LP seems to embrace seven petitions, three of which ask for eternal blessings, and the remaining four for temporal; these latter, however, being necessary antecedents to the attainment of the eternal. For when we say, “Hallowed be Thy name: Thy Kingdom come: Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven:  . . . ” we ask for blessings that are to be enjoyed forever; which are indeed begun in this world, and grow in us as we grow in grace, but in their perfect state, which is to be looked for in another life, shall be a possession forevermore. But when we say, “Give us this day our daily bread: and forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors: and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil,” who does not see that we ask for blessings that have reference to the wants of this present life?101

Augustine adds that like bread, which requires breaking and chewing, the scripture feeds the soul on earth only after the biblical texts have been opened and discussed. Drink, on the other hand, can be taken into the body directly, without chewing. Augustine concludes, “Thus in the present time truth is bread  . . . ; but then it will be drink when there will be no need of laborious discussions and disputations—as it were, breaking and chewing—but only of drinking the clear, limpid waters of truth.”102 When the last day finally arrives, then God will teach Christians directly, but until then, says Augustine, the faithful are to pray all the petitions of the LP, “so that we may reach that life; and here let us beg, in order not to be cut off from it.”103 The LP

for the early church was a scriptural text worth chewing on: its words nothing less than nourishment for the church not only in this life, but also as eternal truth, the draft of salvation. 

Conclusions: The Versatile Lord’s Prayer

The LP during the first three centuries of the church was a remarkably adaptable prayer, and as a result it existed in a splendid variety of versions in various places and times. As the prayer filtered through a variety of languages and locales, slight changes occurred. The LP

spread from the East (Jerusalem, Palestine, Syria, etc.) toward the West (North Africa, Greece, Rome, etc.) as Christianity spread. However, there was no uniform manner of praying the LP among Christian
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communities, just as there was no single standard version of the LP early on. Rather, local traditions developed around variations in liturgical and private prayer practices that involved the LP and according to what authoritative texts were available to them. The fact that Matthew and Luke had two versions of the LP contributed to uncer-tainty about one authoritative text, and therefore a number of slightly different versions of the LP existed from very early on. The fact that there were local variations to its wording nearly everywhere did not bother early Christian authors, believers, or communities. They merely took for granted the idea that the LP had been handed over by Jesus directly to his disciples and that the text had been given over by them to the church. No matter which version they used, the LP remained not only recognizable, but true to a basic content and form. 

A look at the modern English use of the LP in the United States, as an example, suggests similar continued development of the LP even today. For example, the Evangelical Lutheran Churches in America (ELCA) printed various versions of the LP in both their Lutheran Book of Worship (Minneapolis, 1977) and the Evangelical Lutheran Worship Book (Minneapolis, 2008) at the same time. Sometimes two versions exist side by side. Neither prayer is identical to the Matthew or the Luke texts. All the versions are hybrid liturgical versions that draw on Matthew for the most part, but they also use some of Luke and they add the  Didache’s  doxology. One version has a more traditional older English language feel (it still uses phrases like “Thy will be done”), and the second is more contemporary in its wording (“Your will be done”). 

The contemporary version of the sixth petition, “. . .  save us from the time of trial,” avoids the problem of blaming God (not unlike the sixth petition found in Cyprian and Ambrose), which is a hazard of the more traditional wording, “. . .  lead us not into temptation.” 

The ELCA offers various prayers for their congregations, but congregations are free to pray whichever version they like. Some congregations even alternate versions. No one that I am aware of has ever suggested that the denomination should be more biblical and pray either Matthew’s or Luke’s version. Rather, the liturgical LPs of the ELCA are perceived as two versions of one prayer handed over by Jesus. Roman Catholics sometimes use the doxology and sometimes they do not, but generally, like Lutherans, they have a variety of liturgical versions of the LP that they draw upon in worship. 
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Some congregations maintain a more archaic wording out of loyalty to tradition and the past and may even see the new versions of the LP as a part of the eroding of tradition within a particular church or denomination. Others feel freer to adapt to more contemporary language, while still others switch back and forth as a concession to both sides that may exist in one congregation. Why one congregation uses one version and another uses a second, even in the same town and denomination, occurs for a variety of reasons, not least of which has to do with pastoral preference, lay leadership, congregational sensitivities, views concerning tradition, and a host of other concerns, some of which are more obvious than others. 

At present, other denominations (e.g., some Baptists and Pentecostals) adhere to more traditional versions of the LP because of a strong loyalty to what they consider to be the most authoritative version of the Bible. Some of the earlier English versions of the LP, which echo the style of the King James Version of the Bible from 1611, are still used quite commonly in modern churches, even though some of the words are archaic and strange to modern youth. Some denominations and congregations consider the first major English translation of the Bible to be authoritative and therefore prefer a version of the LP

that reflects this sensitivity, even if the version of the prayer they are using is not identical to either of the biblical versions of the LP. This phenomenon is true in other languages as well. Therefore, sometimes the wording of the LP adapts as the language changes over time, and at other times congregations cling to older, more traditional versions as a form of protest against change. A similar sensitivity to language and a liturgical desire for poetry and ease of recitation allow for either a traditional adherence to earlier versions of the LP or a desire to make the wording more contemporary; the evidence suggests that such concerns were at play in the early church as well. 

The different versions of the LP that exist from the first centuries of the church reflect early biblical variants of Matthew, Luke, and different liturgical contexts. A desire for a more standardized LP emerged as the church grew in popularity and as authorities in the church were able to enforce, or at least strongly encourage, one version over and against another. For the sake of Christian unity, churches in the West and the East eventually moved toward more standardized prayers as they at the same time adopted more standardized liturgies. Still, as time went on, the LP adapted when language changed and developed
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new nuances. A similar concern is at play in the ELCA. While the denomination as a whole wanted to provide some consistency in the versions of the LP they included in their Lutheran Book of Worship and Evangelical Lutheran Worship Book, it at the same time desired to be sensitive to both traditionalists and to those wanting a more contemporary version of the LP. When the Lutheran Book of Worship was first put into congregational pews in the late 1970s, lay people debated over much of the liturgy, but the one area perhaps least commented upon was the new version of the LP, because the traditional version remained in the text. If congregations moved to a more contemporary version of the LP, they often did not do so lightly. Those that stayed with the older version did so consciously, deliberately, and perhaps even dogmatically, even if few noticed any change at all. 

Some early versions of the LP in the Gospel of Matthew have variants, which were either intentionally or unintentionally altered by replacing the word “supersubstantial” with the more common liturgical version of Luke’s “daily.”104 The manuscript variations probably occurred due to the copier’s familiarity with the liturgical versions of the LP. Either they changed the texts deliberately to reflect liturgical sensitivities, or they did it accidentally by copy-ing from memory, rather than from the text in front of them. The earliest commentators on the LP, like Tertullian, Cyprian, and later Ambrose, even preferred to comment on the liturgical versions of the LP in their commentaries. This makes some logical sense. After all, their churches used a liturgical LP rather than the biblical LPs of Matthew or Luke. Many later authors did the same. Only writers through the third century, who specifically wrote biblical commentaries quoting directly from Matthew or Luke (like Origen), did otherwise. 

By the end of the fourth century in North Africa and Italy, a hybrid Latin version of the LP developed which essentially became a type of standard LP for the much of the rest of the Middle Ages. Since Matthew’s LP was perceived to be more complete than Luke’s and since it was the gospel most often used for the lessons in the liturgy in the West, this may account for why Matthew’s longer version became standard, except for the word “daily” from Luke and the doxology that was sometimes added.105

The earliest churches lifted up the LP as a model of prayer in both communal (i.e., worship)106 and private (i.e., perhaps three times
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a day107) practice. The LP was especially associated with the baptismal rite and the new relationship that converts had with God as

“Father.” A few versions (Matthew and the  Acts of Thomas, for example) present the LP in a context in which non-Christians heard the prayer. In the case of Thomas, the written context suggests that the prayer was important in helping convert some to Christianity. Other texts (e.g., the  Didache, Tertullian, and Cyprian) discussed the LP in the context of the education of neophytes (i.e., those who had been recently baptized). These suggest that the LP was kept from the uninitiated. Once baptized and completely within the church, believers said the LP regularly within the context of worship and in particular as a preparation for the Eucharist. Some early Christians made additions to the LP, like the doxology (e.g., the community of the  Didache), in worship settings in an effort to improve its liturgical tone and perhaps its communal and private appeal.108 The LP became not only one of the central elements of worship, but it was also an important text used in the theological education of the mature faithful (e.g., Cyprian and Origen). Early writers pointed to the LP as the most excellent model of prayer, which was superior to other prayers, especially those uttered by the Jews and Gentiles. Perhaps most importantly, however, was that idea that these churches and authors always stood in awe of the LP, a prayer which was considered to encompass Christian truth and wisdom in a way no other prayer or short text could. These were the wondrous words of Jesus, the pearl of great price, and a treasure worth polishing and contemplating daily. As a result, any sort of analysis or actual praying of the LP had a tendency to take on an air of mystery and awe. 

In the end, the LP continued to be a precious primary text of the church in the coming centuries, but its significance as it settled into an even more standardized form continued to increase. In the centuries that followed, churches discovered even more uses for the marvelous LP that helped it permeate every aspect of Christianity. 

CHAPTER 3

The Flowering of the Lord’s Prayer

Tradition

The Lord’s Prayer in the Fourth

and Fifth Centuries

Some churches during the fourth century slowly surrounded the LP

with a comfortable, yet firm, desire to be cautious with their precious pearl, which is to say that they sought to keep the LP from outsiders and to expand its importance throughout the life of the church. 

A furtive attitude toward the prayer may have already existed for some time in places like Tertullian’s and Cyprian’s Carthage in North Africa, as has been shown earlier. However, by the end of the fourth century, some notable authors developed what some scholars have called a discipline of the secret ( disciplina arcani). The fourth century came to an end with some strong bishops, such as Ambrose of Milan, promoting a definite secrecy with regard to the LP. This teaching held that, along with other sacred mysteries of the church, like the Eucharist and the Creed, the LP was to be known by Christians alone and hidden from non-Christian outsiders, even those seeking to be baptized. The pearl of great price in any case was to be carefully handled and reverently cherished. 

For some, there emerged a special concern for offering appropriate esteem to the Lord’s Prayer; they kept the LP pure by seeking to house it completely within the life and theology of the church. The teachings of Ambrose of Milan represented a high-water mark for such respect, which manifested itself in an unsurpassed concern for preserving the
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LP within Christian circles. The majority of commentary upon the LP from the late second until the early sixth century dealt primarily with the education of adult converts. The customs of teaching the LP

to neophytes in a mystagogical context included a tension between offering it to either the already baptized or to those still awaiting their baptisms.1 Converts were given the Latin names of  competentes, 

“those who seek”;  electi, “those who have been chosen”; or  illuminandi, which the Greeks referred to as  photisomenoi, “those who are to be enlightened.”2 Slowly, whatever  disciplina arcani  attitudes that existed surrounding the LP became less rigid, and a period of transition can be observed in Christian literature in certain places with regard to the LP. During the fifth century, there was a more widespread move away from secretive attitudes concerning the LP to allowing catechumens to learn it before baptism for practical reasons; this shift in some areas required a clear theological defense. Augustine of Hippo, for example, reflected this transitional, new attitude regarding the use of the LP in baptismal catechetic training. 

Augustine wrote more about the LP than any author before him and almost every author after him down to the time of the Reformation. In fact, it can be argued that the LP was one of Augustine’s favorite scriptural texts by virtue of the fact that he was so fond of quoting it throughout every phase of his life and teachings.3

Augustine’s attitude of awe toward the prayer developed out of his view that the LP was a sacrament, or what some have called a sacramental. 

Still, the fourth century did not necessarily start out being entirely guarded about the LP. Juvencus, the great fourth-century poet, wrote the first poetic paraphrase of the LP, which made its ideas available to a wide audience, even the uninitiated. The LP, nevertheless, continued to be the primary prayer of the church during the fourth and fifth centuries. The LP became a central part of the lives of Christians, because it was used in worship, daily devotional practices, baptismal-catechetic training, and the theology of the church in general. Likewise, it also became a key text in polemical arguments and in monastic theology. Because of a perceived intrinsic aesthetic beauty, the LP even came to be a part of literary works, where it was transformed into poetic meter for the benefit of telling epic stories. 

The Flowering of the Lord’s Prayer Tradition

●

47

The Lord’s Prayer as Poetry

An innovative kind of LP exposition appeared at the beginning of the fourth century when Caius Vettius Aquilinus Juvencus, a priest and Christian poet of noble birth from Spain, wrote a Latin hexameter versification and harmonization of the gospels, entitled  The Four Books of the Gospels ( Evangeliorum Libri IV, aka  The Evangelical History,  Evangelica Historica, ca. 330). Of Juvenus’ life we know little, but Jerome believed him to be a significant enough writer to warrant mention in his work  On Famous Men.4  The Four Books of the Gospels  is both uniquely innovative in form and firmly grounded in the historical traditional content of LP interpretations. Juvencus either borrows from or echoes Tertullian and Cyprian in his poetic explanation of the LP, yet his means of presenting the LP as poetry was a wholly new, innovative, and creative way of explaining the LP to Christians and non-Christians alike. 

For the most part,  The Four Books of the Gospels  follows the order and content of the Gospel of Matthew. In the midst of this gospel harmonization, Juvencus includes a poetic versification of the LP within the section “On the Sermon on the Mount” (Matthew 5–7), which of course is where the LP is presented in Matthew’s Gospel (Matthew 6). 

The Roman literary world of Juvencus’ day was full of wondrous stories and glorious epic poetry about the gods and goddesses, heroines and heroes. However, the Spanish poet considered what he believed to be the truth concerning the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus to be superior to fictitious Roman mythology. Thus, in a simple and unadorned style reminiscent of the great Latin poet Virgil, Juvencus hoped to expose the inferior nature of the mythological narratives of old by offering a new and more compelling view of life based on the life and teachings of Jesus.5

Why did Juvencus offer a versified version of the gospels, and the LP in particular, to readers who might include both Christians and nonbelievers alike? While it is impossible to say, a close examination of Juvencus’ LP demonstrates that Juvencus explained some of the basic teachings associated with this prayer without actually disclosing the specific wording of the text. By placing the LP into a poetic form that paraphrases the LP, the text itself remains essentially hidden to anyone who doesn’t already know the prayer. A look at the poetic prayer itself, which puts in bold the words of the LP, makes this point:
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Table 3.1

Juvencus’ Poetic Version of the Lord’s Prayer Juvencus’ Latin Poetic Pater

English Translation

Sidereo Genitor residens

O Creator, who dwells among

in vertice coeli, 

the stars in the highest heaven, 

Nominis, oramus, veneratio

O Most High Father, we pray

sanctificetur

that our veneration of your

in nobis, Pater alte, tui

name may be made holy in us:

tranquillaque mundo

may the peaceful and bountiful

Adveniat, regnique tui lux

light of your kingdom come

alma patescat. 

and shine forth in the world. 

Sic, coelo ut, terris

May your manifest will be

tua fiat clara voluntas, 

done on earth as in heaven. 

Vitalisque hodie sancti

May the sustenance of holy

substantia panis

life-giving bread

Proveniat nobis, 

be provided for us today

tua mox largitio solvat

and may your forgiving largess

Innumera indulgens erroris

release us soon from the

debita pravi; 

innumerable debts of our evil

misdeeds. 

Et nos haud aliter concedere

It is right for us likewise

fenera fas est. 

to forgive the debts of others. 

Tertri saeva procul tentatio

Remove far away from us the

daemonis absit, 

fierce temptation of the vile demon, 

Deque malis tua nos in lucem

and may your right hand lift us

dextera tollat.6

up into the light away from all evil. 

Certainly, anyone who did not already know the LP would not have been able to reconstruct it from this poem, because Juvencus only used key words and phrases of the LP intermittently, at times even in a scrambled order. Juvencus was more concerned with presenting the teachings of the LP rather than preserving the actual text of the LP. 

Perhaps he did this intentionally in order to keep the actual wording of the LP from non-Christians. Who knows? Still, Christians who knew the LP would have readily recognized how the prayer had been integrated into the poem. In other words, for Juvencus, the wisdom of the LP could be made known and available to outsiders, while the prayer itself lay hidden within the poem. Insiders also would have benefited from the paraphrase, which acts as a lyrical commentary on the famous prayer. 

Juvencus probably believed that the teaching of the LP, along with the rest of the gospel story, might aid in the conversion of non-Christians from Roman myths to Christian truth. This fits with two
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earlier documents, namely, the Gospel of Matthew and the  Acts of Thomas, which placed the presentation of the LP in the context of educating non-Christians about the faith for the sake of teaching them the truth about Christianity. 

Juvencus introduced the paraphrased section of the LP by reiterat-ing the same concerns preceding the LP in Matthew’s Gospel: people ought not to pray with an abundance of words or pompous public fanfare. Prayer to God is to be done in secret and without longwinded effort. Juvencus’ paraphrase of the LP offers his readers an example of how this might be done. Clearly, the tone of the paraphrase suggests that it might be a prayer in and of itself. It is addressed specifically to God the Creator and Father, and it asks in a pleading tone that the various petitions might be granted. Nevertheless, in the end, his primary concern is to convince people of the greatness and truth of the gospel, even if he offers them a specific and unique way of praying the LP.7

What motivated Juvencus to paraphrase the LP? First of all, the prayer is in Matthew’s Gospel and he is simply following his plan to present the prayer in its paraphrased biblical context. He may also have felt free to do so because there were a variety of biblical versions of the LP already available, as has been mentioned earlier in this book. Perhaps he felt the freedom to paraphrase this most holy prayer because so many other versions of the LP were a part of the Christian tradition and because there was an openness with regard to the actual wording of the prayer. 

Juvencus also used paraphrase to eliminate some of the more troubling aspects of the LP. For example, the first petition, “Holy be your name,” is rephrased by Juvencus in a way that removes ambiguity. 

Tertullian and Cyprian had already recognized that some might have a problem with this petition because it could be read to imply that God’s name is not holy or that it is lacking in some way and therefore needs prayers to make it so. But both Carthaginian authors cautioned against such a reading and argued that those who pray this petition are really asking that God’s name might be made holy in them. God’s name, after all, is indeed holy in and of itself. Juvencus makes the same point. Given this similarity, and a few others, it seems very likely that Juvencus knew the teachings of either or both Tertullian and Cyprian. 

The originality of Juvencus regarding the content of the LP comes in his interpretation of the sixth and seventh petitions, “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.” In his version, the Spanish priest avoided the difficult wording of the LP, which could be read to
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imply that God leads people into temptation. He did this by changing the words to “Remove far away from us the fierce temptation of the vile demon.” Juvencus clarifies beyond any shadow of a doubt from whom temptation originates, namely, the Devil. The paraphrase of the final petition, “And may your right hand lift us up and into the light away from evil,” further indicates that Juvencus believed that God does not tempt people and that God seeks instead to rescue humanity from all evil. 

The primary significance of Juvencus’ commentary rests on two issues. First, his work was the first time any extant Latin written commentary on the LP appeared outside of North Africa. It is also important to note, however, that of extant writings, little else comes down to us on the LP in Spanish lands for some time to come. Second, his poetic treatment is the oldest extant versification or paraphrase of the LP. Juvencus’ rephrasing of the LP inspired many later authors to produce similar poetic versions of the prayer. 

One of the most prominent authors who followed Juvencus’ example was Coelius Sedulius (ca. fifth century). Coelius Sedulius8 (not to be confused with the ninth-century writer Sedulius Scotus) wrote his poetic interpretation of the LP in the fifth century. Juvencus inspired many others as well; a few of these include Proba’s  Cento (ca. 360–380) and Prudentius’ (late fourth or beginning of the fifth century) hymn Cathemerinon, both of which are poetic versions of the life of Jesus. 

In a similar manner, Paulinus of Nola (ca. 353–431) wrote about the birth and ministry of John the Baptist; the sixth century Italian poet Arator produced a poetic work called  On the Acts of the Apostles; and Cyprian the Poet (aka Cyprian of Gaul, ca. 360–430) and Avitus of Vienna (d. 518) produced biblical epics out of some of the books of the Old Testament. Others, like Jerome, Fortunatus, Isidore of Seville, Theodolphus of Orleans, and Rabanus Maurus, had a great deal of admiration for Juvencus’ poetry.9 Despite the fact that all of these works were inspired by Juvencus, none, save one, mention the LP. 

Coelius Sedulius was perhaps the author most influenced by Juvencus, and as a result, Sedulius relied heavily upon  The Book of the Four Gospels  when he paraphrased the LP in his writings. 

About the life of Sedulius we know little other than that he probably converted to Christianity and was baptized by a Greek presbyter named Macedonius after having spent his earlier life in the secular study of philosophy and poetry ( grammaticus).10 Some believe he was
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a priest who wrote during the reigns of Theodosius II and Valentinian II (425–450). He probably lived in both Italy and Greece at some time in his life.11

Sedulius’ own hexameter epic poem on the life of Christ is similar to Juvencus’  The Book of the Four Gospels, but it is also more detailed and thematically consistent. The five books of Sedulius’ work the  Paschal Song 12 (probably written before 431) recounts the life, and especially the miracles, of Jesus. Unlike Juvencus’ writings, the first book of the Paschal Song  serves as an introduction that refers back to Old Testament materials. Like Juvencus, Sedulius put forth the story of the four gospels by essentially following the order of events in the Gospel of Matthew. Both Juvencus and Sedulius placed their poetic paraphrase of the LP after the call of the 12 disciples and before some miracle stories. 

The intended audience of Sedulius’ and Juvencus’ poetry was essentially the same. Sedulius presumed that part of his audience had some detailed knowledge of the scriptures. As a result, Sedulius often explained biblical episodes with veiled allusions that only educated Christians would grasp. For example, it is difficult to imagine that a non-Christian would understand Sedulius’ comparison of the flood of Noah’s day to baptism (an allusion to 1 Peter 3:20–22).13 Juvencus also used a similar method at times. 

In other passages, Sedulius appealed to the learned nonbeliever, as his preface makes clear. Sedulius actually compared himself to the Apostle Paul and portrayed himself as a latter-day apostle to the Gentiles;14 for example, Sedulius encouraged the “Athenians” (i.e., non-Christians, cf. Acts 17:16–34) to exchange the “barren wasteland” 

of their philosophies for the “green fields of paradise” (i.e., Christian truth).15

Juvencus’ retelling of the gospel stories eventually came to be used as a text in Christian education. Sedulius himself composed the  Paschal Song  with the hope that his work might also be used in a similar way. 

Sedulius revealed this when he mentioned in his prefatory letter to the Paschal Song  that part of his audience was a group of ascetic Christians who associated themselves with Macedonius.16 Sedulius’ work did in fact become a popular textbook. 

The historical context of Sedulius was slightly different from the days of Juvencus. First of all, Christianity had become much more popular in parts of the Roman West, and the  disciplina arcani  that
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surrounded the LP in parts of the Christian world had nearly disappeared by his time. Sedulius appears much freer to speak openly about the LP than Juvencus had been. 

Juvencus made no mention of baptism within the context of his LP

paraphrase, but Sedulius connected them in his introductory section on the LP. In a manner reminiscent of Cyprian and Augustine, however, Sedulius stated that God desires to confer salvation upon all those who pray with few words and in an attitude of forgiveness toward others. Then he said, “Thus [Jesus] says we may pray to the Father, we on account of our baptism, and he on account of his own right.”17

This phrase suggests a Christian audience. Sedulius returned to this idea again in his explanation of the words “Our Father”; he explained that Christians are called brothers and sisters of Christ because of their baptismal adoption. However, in the rest of his discussion on the LP, the baptism theme is absent. 

Sedulius’  Paschal Song  though indebted to Juvencus, is much longer; he offered more of his own commentary and provided a more coherent overarching theme. Juvencus streamlined the stories in order to focus on the life of Christ, while Sedulius was more interested in specifically talking about Christ’s miracles. For Sedulius, the miracles of Christ displayed the heroic nature of the Messiah; thus, the emphasis on the miracle-worker Jesus helped to create the epic atmosphere Sedulius wanted. 

Like Juvencus, Sedulius distinguished Christ’s work from that of the heroes of pagan epics by avoiding stories of battles, erotic love, great feats, and heroic people. In his introduction, Sedulius warned his readers of this difference and noted that he was simply offering “vegetables on common earthenware” in comparison to the more flamboyant luxurious diningware of earlier epics.18

Carl Springer has noted that one of the main differences between the authors of Greek and Roman classical epics and the authors of Christian epics has to do with the relationship of Christian authors to their sacred subject matter.19 Whereas classical authors realized their stories were flights of fantasy that conveyed truth, Christian authors strongly believed in the truth of their message and in the power of that message to change lives and offer salvation. No doubt this was the reason both of these poets included the LP; they believed in the power and mystery of its words to help transform people into children of God. 
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Sedulius also appears to have borrowed from earlier commentaries on the LP and he also felt free to add his own particular emphases. 

Juvencus preserved a concise and reverential tone when discussing the LP and added a unique theme of light imagery in the second and seventh petitions. Sedulius, on the other hand, chose to explain the LP

with a more detailed interpretive emphasis. A comparison of the interpretation of the first petition by both Juvencus and Sedulius will help to make the preceding point. Juvencus’ paraphrase of the first petition simply reads, “O Most High Father, we pray that our veneration of your name may be made holy in us.”20 Sedulius, by contrast, noted, 

“Where is the Lord, the one who makes all things holy by creating them, made holy? Where, indeed, unless in the loving or the spotless heart? In order that we might be made holy with our worship of him, he himself first grants and likewise commands that we bless him, the one by whom we all are blessed.”21

Sedulius in his explanation of the first petition essentially followed the argument of Tertullian, Cyprian, and Augustine; but the wording and structure of his version is strikingly different than his poetic mentor’s poem. Sedulius puzzled over the odd wording of this petition, but then concluded that God is holy when God is made holy in believers who worship God correctly. However, Sedulius omitted any mention of God’s “name” being made holy, perhaps because he felt that God’s name was always holy in and of itself. Thus, although he borrowed Juvencus’ ideas, he often did so with very different wording. 

The poetic imagery that Sedulius included in the section on the LP at times was completely unique; for example, when speaking of God’s kingdom, he noted that in heaven there is no rest or sleep in death; no time, no night, but only a place of continuous day.22 He called original sin the tomb of ancient evil (2.40) and he declared that good and evil are as far apart “as the stars are from the earth, fire from water, light from darkness, harmony from war, and life from the tomb” 

(2. 290–293). 

Sedulius also appealed to the central overarching themes of his Paschal Song  in order to explain the LP. Sedulius often referred to evil as a snake: the snake is Satan in the Garden of Eden (2.1–6), Satan tempting Jesus in the wilderness (2.185–188), the enemy of humanity in the third petition of the LP (2.259), and in numerous other places (4.94–97, 4. 145–9, 5.226, 5.217ff., 5. 283–4, 5.332–3). The serpent is not only Satan, but anything connected with him, such as false
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doctrine, lies, or any danger that threatens the sheep of the shepherd, Christ. Anything that seeks to destroy Christianity is also a threat to the teachings of the LP, which embodies the truth. 

In contrast to Satan the snake (or the wolf, as Sedulius was also fond of calling him), the source of all good for Sedulius was the good shepherd, Christ. Carl Springer has pointed out that Sedulius made the good shepherd theme central to the work by placing it at the very center of the  Paschal Song (book 3.158–175, and specifically line 3.167). For Sedulius, Christ’s greatest miracle, and therefore his most heroic act, was to rescue humanity though his death on the cross, in the same way that shepherds rescue their sheep when they are willing to lay down their lives for their sheep who are in danger.23

The climactic line of his poetic analysis of the LP also referred to Christ, the good shepherd. It reads, “Therefore this is the sole will and good liberty of God for his sheep and lambs, to escape the fierce mouth of the bloody wolf and to enjoy life in the pastures of Christ.”24

The work of the LP, which brings about salvation more quickly than any other prayer (2.231–236), is one way that the good shepherd saves his sheep. 

Another significant recurring image that Sedulius used in his poem was that of the Christian life as a “narrow path” that is seldom trod and full of danger (2.80ff., 2.293–297, and 3.330–333). Perhaps the most telling of these path passages is Sedulius’ explanation of how the Magi went home by another way because they were warned by the angel not to return to King Herod; in so doing, they followed the narrow path to salvation and avoided doing evil.25 In his comments on the sixth petition, dealing with temptation, Sedulius encouraged his readers to follow “the narrow path which leads through the narrow gate to the celestial kingdom.”26

Sedulius’ theme of Christ as the “bread of life” fits perfectly with the fourth petition. Like most commentators before him, Sedulius equated Christ with the daily bread. Christ feeds and nourishes the faithful not only with the bread of his own body but with the bread of doctrine, which is sweeter than honey in the mouths of those who eat it.27 This theme occurs throughout the  Paschal Song: Christ is the bread of the fourth petition, the manna in the wilderness in the story of the Exodus (1.159), the bread of the Eucharist meal (5.401–404), and even in the bread at the feeding of the four thousand (3.257–272). 

The Flowering of the Lord’s Prayer Tradition

●

55

These examples demonstrate that Sedulius deliberately integrated some of the main themes of his work into his interpretation of the LP. 

By doing this, the poet revealed how the LP embodied the essential truths of the Christian faith. Whereas Juvencus was satisfied to expand the LP with only a brevity of words and poverty of imagery, Sedulius interpreted this prayer in light of the central ideas of the  Paschal Song and what he considers to be the great truths of the faith. 

Sedulius rarely dealt with any of the sayings of Christ in his  Paschal Song. Rather, he spent most of his time on the deeds and miracles of Jesus. Why then does he go into such detail in his description of the words of the LP? Sedulius makes an exception of the LP because he believed it to be central to his understanding of Christianity and the life of the church. 

Carl Springer, who has also puzzled over Sedulius’ uncharacteristic explanation of the words of the LP, has suggested that Sedulius may believe that the LP is a miracle; Springer’s insightful point suggests then that the LP materials would be a logical extension of Sedulius’

overall thematic emphasis on the work of Jesus.28 Springer, however, does not mention how central the LP is for Sedulius on a thematic level. Since the LP includes the most important themes of the  Paschal Song, it must also be considered to be a summary of Sedulius’ doctrinal teachings, or a compendium of the faith. The LP is both a miracle and the wondrous word of Christ—both of which deserve comment. As a miracle, it comes from Christ’s mouth to offer faith and salvation; as a word, it embodies the essence of truth. The LP is then for Sedulius nothing less than a miraculous word. 

The  Paschal Song  also needs to be compared with Sedulius’ prose writing, the  Paschal Work ( Paschale opus). Some scholars have speculated that after the  Paschal Song  became popular, Sedulius’ friend Macedonius encouraged him to write another work in order to offer more doctrinal clarity and detail to his poetic treatment of the gospels. 

Macedonius indeed made such a request in a letter to Sedulius, but the exact motive for doing so is unknown. The date is also uncertain, but it probably was written some time after 431.29

The practice of turning poetic works into prose was common in Sedulius’ day.30 The  Paschal Work  is much longer than the  Paschal Song, but it follows the same structure and order of the original epic very closely (it too has five books) without any significant changes
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of the central themes.31 The content is clarified in places and slightly expanded upon in other spots. The section on the LP is a case in point. 

The section on the LP in the  Paschal Work  once again appears after the calling of the 12 disciples at the conclusion of book 2. In the Paschal Song, a brief discussion on how those who have been baptized may call God “Father” comes after the LP discussion. The same discussion occurs in the  Paschal Work; however, rather than mentioning baptism explicitly, the  Paschal Work  states that it is on account of

“grace”32 that believers are able to call God “Father.” No doubt, baptism should be inferred in the notion of grace as it is used here, but the fact remains that the word “baptism” is not a part of the  Paschal Work version. Sedulius was satisfied with simply assuming that his audience would know what he meant. Perhaps this provided theological clarity for Macedonius, but if so, it is hard to see how this was accomplished. 

Only a more theologically sophisticated audience would be able to make this connection, whereas in the  Paschal Song  the reference is clearer for the educated non-Christian. Thus, educated Christians best understood the prose of the Paschal Work. 

Sedulius then launched into a fairly lengthy explanation of the words, “Our Father, who is in heaven.” Sedulius marked off the various petitions of the LP by setting forth the exact words of each petition in his text. Both Juvencus and Sedulius refused to offer the exact words of the LP in their poetic treatments, perhaps because they were partially directed toward a non-Christian audience. But Sedulius showed no such hesitation in his prose work setting out a version of the LP. This strategy may have been borrowed from other earlier LP commentators such as have already been discussed. In any event, this is further evidence that the intended audience was mature believers. 

Sedulius clearly wanted his  Paschal Work  to clarify certain doctrinal issues for Macedonius, and, by extension, for other Christian readers. 


In the  Paschal Song’s description of God as “Our” Father, Sedulius noted that the LP indicates that Christians are brothers and sisters of Christ and the adopted children of God. In the  Paschal Work, however, Sedulius added Jesus’ words from John 20:17, “I go to my father and your father” to this discussion in order to indicate how God is “our” 

(or the believers’) Father by an adoptive grace, but Jesus is a son by his nature. Although the explanation of the  Paschal Work  does not change the meaning of the  Paschal Song  version, it does provide a more refined theological statement that is backed by more frequent biblical
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references. Also, this explanation closely echoes Augustine, and thus, he may also have sought clarity by referring to the teachings of the great church father.33

A similar use of scripture may be discerned throughout the  Paschal Work. In the explanation of the first petition, Sedulius once again quoted from the Gospel of John (10:17) to support his belief that God is glorified when the faithful properly worship God. God is honored in his disciples and makes them holy, while God continues to remain holy. Sedulius also appealed to the biblical story of Shadrach, Meshach, andAbednego, who did not burn in the fiery furnace because of their honorable worship of God. Cyprian also referred to this trio in his commentary.34

Sedulius actually clarified his reason for appealing to scripture more often in the  Paschal Work  in the midst of his discussion of the LP. 

Sedulius specifically noted, like others before him, that the scripture has a threefold meaning: literal, moral, and spiritual.35 The actual context in which Sedulius brought up the threefold meaning of scripture was in the discussion of the fourth petition. Sedulius argued, like Cyprian and Augustine, that the spiritual meaning of bread is more important than the literal meaning. Daily bread means “divine bread”—that is, Christ, who offers salvation to those who eat this bread. For Sedulius, this was more nutritious than bread eaten simply for daily, bodily sustenance.36

Besides being longer, the  Paschal Work  is also much more difficult to read. In the  Paschal Song, the poetic form moves the interpretation of the LP (and various stories) along, but in the  Paschal Work, the text at times becomes ponderous and difficult to follow. Sedulius may be attempting to demonstrate a sense of profundity with this style, but an analysis of his LP section does not readily imply that he succeeded in making his explanation any easier to read or understand. 

The influence of Sedulius may be judged by the fact that the authors in the second half of the fifth century already spoke of him with respect, such as Paulinus of Perigueux, Avitus, Dracontius and Ennodius, among others.37 Around the year 494, Turcius Rufius Apronianus Asterius, the consul of Rome, edited editions of the works of both Virgil and Sedulius. This perhaps suggests that Asterius considered the two authors to be of equal stature with the finest examples of pagan and Christian poetry. The  Paschal Song  had become a classic in a very short time.38 Other later authors such as Cassiodorus
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(ca. 485–580), Fortunatus (ca. 600), Isidore of Seville (ca. 560–636), Ildephonsus of Toledo (ca. 667), Gregory of Tours (d. 594), and Bede (d. 735) all speak of Sedulius with respect. Sedulius was also enormously popular among Carolingian authors such as Alcuin (d. 804), Theodulphus of Orleans (d. 821), Smaragdus (d. after 825), Jonas of Orleans (d. 843), Rabanus Maurus (d. 856), Notker Balbulus of St. Gall (ca. 840–912), Eulogius of Cordoba (ca. 810–859), Paschasius Radbertus (ca. 785–860), Gottschalk of Orbais (ca. 803–

869), Hincmar of Reims (845–882), and Remigius of Auxerre (ca. 

840–908), who even wrote a commentary upon the  Paschal Song.39

Remigius’ commentary, though interesting in and of itself, does not add new detail to the  Paschal Song, but merely offers explanations of troubling words and phrases.40 Thus, the  Paschal Song  eventually proved itself to be one of medieval Europe’s most popular and influential poems. This was due in part to the fact that it became required reading in the schools and was widely circulated among monastic libraries in particular. Sedulius himself became known as a curricu-lum author.41 Sedulius was honored as a true father of the church by Dante, the Renaissance (a period where Sedulius encountered his first critics), and the Reformation (Luther called Sedulius the most Christian poet— christanissimus poeta).42 And thus Sedulius’ influence was tremendous, and by extension, his interpretation of the LP became widely known and one of the most popular ways of reading the LP

throughout the Middle Ages. 

Sedulius’ works indicate how he was freer to talk openly about the LP to a non-Christian audience than Juvencus was. Sedulius also had another advantage. By the mid-fifth century, the  disciplina arcani  had softened considerably: it was a time when the LP could be taught to catechumens before baptism. Even so, he did not reveal the actual wording of the LP, except to the Christian audience in the  Paschal Work. In both works, he demonstrated a tremendous respect for the LP, considering it to be a miraculous word that not only summarized biblical truths, but that also had the power to lead the faithful down the narrow path away from the serpent Satan to Christ, the good shepherd. The medium of poetry and paraphrase proved to be an enormously popular method of interpretation of the LP, and many later authors emulated Sedulius’ example. Out of the poetic context in particular, the LP became widely known in and outside of the church. A few other notable examples of later poets who were
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influenced by Juvencus and Coelius Sedulius, and who also refer to the LP, are the anonymous author of the alliterative gospel poem called the  Heliand (ninth century),43 Francis of Assisi (1182–1226),44 David of Augsburg (OFM, 1200–1272),45 Dante Alighieri (1265–1321),46

Ludolf of Saxony (Carthusian, d. 1378),47 and still others.48

The Lord’s Prayer in Baptismal Catechesis Two of the most important bishops in the world during the mid-to-latter part of the fourth century were Cyril of Jerusalem (ca. 315–386) in the East and Ambrose of Milan (ca. 339–397) in the West.49 Theirs and other writings from the period reveal that early Christian communities benefited greatly from the remarkable leadership of these strong bishops. Many fourth-century churches were able, due to the vision of talented clergy, to become more fully defined doctrinally and liturgically. Churches became more organized and institutionally focused as a result of the leadership of strong, creative bishops and the direction of councils, despite the numerous divisions that plagued the early church. Slowly, more regularized forms of worship and theology began to spread and define these churches. 

What is also true of the fourth century is that bishops and the churches at times became more furtive about the mysteries of the church. In other words, at the same time congregations became more organized and defined, they also became more secretive about their most precious teachings and religious practices. Ambrose, for example, eagerly promoted the instruction of the LP but was careful to keep it from the unbaptized. For Ambrose, the prayer of Jesus should be kept from the ears and even the eyes of all non-Christians, and this included catechumens involved in Lenten training, who had not yet received baptism. This careful attitude toward the LP can be traced back to the Bible itself and may have been a part of the worlds of Tertullian and Cyprian as well. However, the forceful admonitions of Ambrose and the complicity by his churches to carry out such practices reflect a tone and an attitude that are unique in the history of the church prior to this point. 

Ambrose of Milan in his  On the Sacraments  argued that unbaptized catechumens should not even dare to turn their faces toward heaven in order to seek God’s favor: they are sinners and not true children of God. However, if their sins are forgiven through the waters of baptism, 
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then they are changed from slaves into truly adopted sons and daughters of God. Begotten in the grace of baptism, notes Ambrose, they may indeed lift their eyes to God in devotion, not out of some prideful desire for earthly gain, but because they are honestly children of God, who indeed is their “Father,” as the LP teaches.50 Those who might pray the LP before their baptisms would be arrogantly presumptuous; for Ambrose, they usurp the title of heirs of God, when in fact they are only unworthy paupers trying to steal noble names. 

Ambrose only briefly mentioned the LP in a few places; nevertheless, he represents the culmination of the  disciplina arcani  tradition with regard to the LP. His comments offer the clearest and most forceful justifications for applying a rule of secrecy to the mysteries of the church that may be found in the early church. 

Ambrose specifically stated that the LP was to be taught in a mystagogical manner to the newly baptized on the Friday following the Easter of their baptismal initiation. This placement of the instruction of the LP following the Lenten season and Easter once again demonstrates how the interpretation and use of the LP was often intimately connected to baptism.51 It must be remembered that the mature members of the Milanese church would also have heard these teachings along with the neophytes within a liturgical setting. Cyril likewise offered his explanation of the LP in his fifth sermon on  Mystagogic Catechesis. If these sermons were offered one at a time each day after Easter, as some have suggested, then Cyril’s instruction on the LP, like Ambrose’s teaching, would also have occurred on the first Friday after Easter as well.52 Alexis Doval has noted that the  Mystagogic Catecheses have for some time been believed to be the earliest source in the East for the LP being a part of the Eucharist.53 What is not clear in Cyril’s work is whether or not he held the same sort of concerns as Ambrose with regard to being secretive about handing over the LP before the initiates were baptized. What is clearer is that he did appear to preach about the LP after they had been washed in baptism. 

During the season of Lent, Ambrose handed over the Apostles’

Creed (aka, the  symbolum) to those preparing for baptism on the Sunday before Easter (sometimes called Palm or Passion Sunday). 

Converts needed to know this one mystery of the church before their baptisms because the Creed was used as an integral part of the baptismal ceremony, which required that those seeking initiation into the Christian faith repeat the text as they were baptized.54
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In Cyril’s case, we do not have specific evidence in his works that tell when he presented the Creed to those seeking baptism. Cyril himself considered catechumens during Lent to be in a special category known as the “faithful” or “enlightened ones.” Nevertheless, a work commonly attributed to a pilgrim nun, Egeria, says that it was the regular practice in Jerusalem at this time to hand over the Creed during the fifth week of Lent, or two weeks before Palm Sunday (Egeria describes a Lent of eight weeks). Cyril admonished the faithful, when he gave them the Creed, with the following words: “I want you to memorize [the Creed] word for word, and to recite it very carefully among yourselves. Do not write it down on paper, but inscribe it in your memories and in your hearts.”55 These words may indicate that Cyril appears to be careful with the Creed because he doesn’t even want copies of it lying around that might accidentally fall into the hands of non-baptized folk. 

Later on, Peter Chrysologus in Ravenna (d. 450) also believed that learning and memorizing the Creed and LP were essential for converts so that they might gain an understanding of the basic elements of the Christian faith. Chrysologus similarly cautioned those who were learning the Creed that they were not to put it down in writing, even to facilitate the memorization process.56 Peter’s concern, however, may not have been the same as Cyril’s. For Peter, the physical paper and actual written letters might be deterrents to the faith, because they can remind those seeking baptism of earthly objects to be cared for, and thus detract from the grace of Christ. Quoting Romans 10:10, Chrysologus said that it is only through the heart and mouth that profession of the faith should be made.57 Whether such a restriction was applied to the LP is not mentioned by Chrysologus, but if it in fact existed, then in this one instance Peter kept a remnant of the  disciplina arcani,  albeit for different reasons. For Peter, the emphasis was not upon keeping the LP, or the Creed, from unworthy eyes, but upon the concern that the physical paper might lead the youthful catechumen astray. In fact, as we will see in the next chapter, Peter Chrysologus did teach the LP to unbaptized converts in order to prepare them for their baptismal initiations. The question here, however, is what attitude did Cyril take toward the Creed, and perhaps the LP? Why did he not want the Creed to be written down? In the end, it is impossible to say. 

The two options represented by Ambrose and Peter appear to be the main options available to scholarly analysis of these comments. Cyril
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may have had the same concerns as Peter, but he unfortunately did not leave us any written record to clarify his position. 

A monk known as Didymus the Blind (ca. 313–398 from Alexandria in North Africa), in his work entitled  On the Trinity, states specifically that the LP was to be kept from non-Christians and was only to be prayed by and given to the baptized.58 Given Didymus’ and Cyril’s cautionary comments, it may well be that early educators presented their comments on the LP to recent converts and to the faithful in worship almost exclusively in an oral fashion. This might explain why some scholars have wondered about the relatively few written commentaries on the LP, especially during the fourth century. Some works from the East and West clearly indicate a desire and practice that presents the mysteries in an oral fashion during Lent. Therefore, much of what might have been known about views of the LP simply has not come down to the modern day.59

Ambrose, like Didymus, argued more forcefully for a  disciplina arcani  when he said, “A vow or a prayer is commendable to the extent that its substance is not divulged. We should keep intact the hidden mysteries just as Abraham did when he caused loaves to be baked under the ashes.”60 This rather strange allusion refers to an ancient practice of baking bread within warm ashes. Ambrose suggested that to the untutored eye, all seems to be ash and dust; to the trained students, however, the hidden bread of life appears from amidst the cinders. 

This was especially true of the two great prayers of the church, and so Ambrose warned, “Beware lest you carelessly disclose the mystery of the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer.”61

For Ambrose, Cyril, and Didymus, the cautious handing over of the Creed and perhaps the LP grew out of four concerns. First, as has been noted in the opening chapter, Ambrose’s notion of secrecy was based on his understanding of Matthew 7:6: “Give not that which is holy to dogs; neither cast your pearls before swine, lest perhaps they trample them under their feet, and turning upon you, they tear you.” Thus, Ambrose desired to keep the LP from those who might not reverence it in an appropriate manner, or even worse, might abuse it in some way. An example of abusing the LP would be to call God “Father” 

before God was indeed a Father through baptism.62 For Ambrose, the LP was the pearl of great price, which required protection, lest it be spirited away by unworthy thieves. The LP was full of power and mystery, despite its brevity, and the words of Christ were not to be
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taken lightly. Didymus agreed with the notion of keeping the mysteries from unworthy hands. How far these authors went beyond this is hard to say. 

Second, Ambrose wanted to hand over an appropriate text (the LP) to the suitable people (the baptized): the LP needed to be presented in the proper context (after baptism and in a liturgical setting) and place (in the church).63 This notion of appropriateness helps to clarify a problem that some modern scholars have puzzled over—that is, the difference and similarity between Ambrose’s works  On the Mysteries  and  On the Sacraments (both written ca. 390–39264). Ambrose composed both writings for the purpose of catechesis. Although very similar in content and form, one of the key differences between them is that  On the Mysteries  has no explanation of the LP, while  On the Sacraments  does. Internal evidence suggests that Ambrose intended  On the Mysteries  to be read by a broader audience, and as a result, it is a more polished treatise and avoids talking about the LP.  On the Sacraments, on the other hand, is a collection of sermons probably written down by a stenographer ( a notarius) at a time when only the baptized were present in a liturgical setting. Srawley argues that  On the Mysteries  was intended for a catechetical audience that included unbaptized catechumens, and therefore Ambrose did not include the LP section, because it was an inappropriate audience for the teaching of the LP. 

Srawley’s thesis holds if one simply looks at the use of the LP in this text.65 However, a closer examination of  On the Mysteries  reveals that Ambrose also discusses the Eucharist at some length, and this mystery would not have been appropriate for the unbaptized catechumens in Ambrose’s view. Perhaps Ambrose did not include the LP in  On the Mysteries  because it could be used both in and outside of a liturgical setting. Since it was not specifically focused toward the newly baptized, it does not include the LP.  On the Sacraments, however, may have been sermons that instructed newly baptized Christians. The issue, then, may be one of appropriate message for appropriate context. Even though Ambrose could have easily included the explanation of the LP in  On the Mysteries, he chose not to: the reason appears to be that the text was not directed at the right context and audience for the LP. In other words, Ambrose didn’t want the LP presented to neophytes except during the Easter season.66

Ambrose’s caution concerning the LP may even have kept him from including a discussion of the LP in his commentary on Luke. 

64

●

The Lord’s Prayer in the Early Church

First, it must be noted that Ambrose left out a few other important Lucan passages in his commentary, so he did not single out the LP per se. Some think that stenographers copied Ambrose’s sermons on the subject over a period of 12 to 15 years (finishing them before 390), and therefore, the absences may simply be a matter of chance.67 But given Ambrose’s hesitance in writing down commentary on the LP, it may also have been done intentionally, because the sermon commentary may have been heard, or perhaps even read, by an audience that included catechumens who had not yet been baptized. 

Third, the attitudes and actions of Ambrose and others concerning the LP and other mysteries of the church surely aroused a certain curiosity and awe among catechumens and outsiders, whether intentionally or unintentionally, through the preservation of secrecy regarding certain texts and teachings. With regard to Cyril, Edward Yarnold beautifully describes how awe may have been incited in parishioners, especially those seeking baptism, during the Easter Vigil service in Jerusalem. Says Yarnold, 

Cyril seems to have striven to create a dramatic effect on the candidates like that of the pagan mysteries  . . .  he used the same terms to express religious awe as they did, and he practiced the same techniques. 

There have been preliminary mysterious hints, the effects of protracted fasts and sleeplessness, daily moral exhortations and exorcisms, constant prompting by the godparents, all of which have conspired to raise the candidates to a pitch of expectation. Finally, at the Easter Vigil after prolonged prayers, they are lead into a corner, where a voice comes out of the darkness commanding them one by one to turn on the devil, point at him, and reject him to his face, then to turn to Christ and swear allegiance to him; they remain only half comprehending as they find themselves stripped, anointed from head to toe, pushed three times under the water; then, after fragrant oil has been poured on their heads, they are dressed in white and led to the tomb of the risen Lord, then into the Martyrium, the church which is the witness to the Passion, where they are greeted with joy and for the first time take part in the secret rites of the Mass, and receive for the first time the bread and wine  . . .  68

Egeria states that the bishop of Jerusalem explained the mysteries of the faith to the neophytes and they responded by applauding so loudly that the noise could be heard outside the church.69 Since the mysteries required explanation, converts were generally eager to learn about the faith they had been initiated into, as the previous example illustrates. 
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The secrecy had the effect of creating curiosity in those who were unaware of what the mysteries were or meant. At about the same time, John Chrysostom actively promoted this interest by calling baptism, 

“the holy and awesome rite of initiation.”70 An emphasis upon involvement in the secret practices encouraged unbelievers to become active members of the church. Because Christianity was in part defined by participation in baptism, in eating bread and drinking wine at the altar during the Eucharist, listening to preaching and teaching, and praying the Creed or the LP, believers remained faithful to God through active involvement in worship. Also, since a sense of mystery was a familiar element in the Hellenistic mystery religions, some converts may even have expected a similar type of secrecy in Christianity.71

Fourth, an initiation process, which handed over the great mysteries of the church, created solidarity within the community of the faithful, who alone were privy to the wonders of God. This especially was true of the LP, whose words suggested that whoever was allowed to pray it became a daughter or son of God, sibling of Christ, and fellow member of the body of Christ.72

The concern for secrecy surrounding the LP reached its peak in the late fourth century, and this is clearly seen in Ambrose and Didymus, perhaps in Cyril. After Ambrose, however, whatever  disciplina arcani  existed surrounding the LP loosened, and the LP slowly became a more public document, even if it was still primarily a prayer solely for the church.73 During the day of Ambrose, however, the LP was a precious treasure of the church, a carefully guarded heirloom, and a pearl of great price. 

The turn of the fifth century proved to be a time of transition away from such secretive treatments of the LP. The evidence for this transition comes in the writings of John Chrysostom, Theodore of Mopsuestia, Cyril of Jerusalem, Augustine, Chromatius of Aquileia, and Peter Chrysologus. 

John Chrysostom (d. 407)74 exerted a great deal of influence on both the Greek-speaking East and the Latin authors of the West. 

Anianus of Celeda translated 25 sermons of Chrysostom’s larger collection of late fourth-century homilies on Matthew (dated to ca. 390) into Latin around 420. Among these, Sermon 19 discusses the LP

specifically. Chrysostom’s homilies on Matthew are his most complete commentary on an entire book of the Bible that is extant.75 Chrysostom’s explanation of Matthew is typical of the Antiochene School of exegesis, that is, it is literal, clear, and well organized. Chrysostom was
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in Antioch when he preached these sermons, and so they reflect the situation at this place and time. 

Sermon 19 on the LP is a part of a series of sermons intended for mature members of Chrysostom’s own congregation, and there is no indication that the sermon is directed at neophytes or catechumens. 

Still, there are a few brief mentions of baptism that provide valuable, if ambiguous, insight into the connection of the LP to baptismal catechesis at this time. 

Chrysostom opened his discussion of the LP in Sermon 19 by stat-ing that all of God’s bounty is given to whoever prays the words “Our Father.” Christians receive forgiveness of sins, sanctification, and righteousness in these words because people are not allowed to call God

“Father” unless they have already received these blessings. Chrysostom assumes that it is in baptism that believers are first given this grace. 

When he comes to the discussion of the fifth petition, on forgiveness, Chrysostom refers back to his opening comments, arguing that the fifth petition is the key to understanding the entire LP. Chrysostom, like Ambrose and Augustine, noted that only those who believe in God have the right to have the LP explained to them; nonbelievers especially ought not to pray to God as “Father.” At first glance, such a comment seems to suggest that Chrysostom does not want the LP

taught to the unbaptized and perhaps not even to catechumens until after their baptism. Given what we have seen earlier in this chapter, this seems a likely explanation. Still, Chrysostom’s point is primarily that even after people are baptized, they continue to sin, and therefore Christians need the fifth petition, which brings God’s forgiveness even when they fall after baptism. However, believers only attain forgiveness if they forgive others first. Only then will the disease and madness of sin be removed and only then will the faithful become like their Father in heaven, whose most gracious acts are those of offering forgiveness.76

However, it must be noted that Chrysostom’s views on when to teach the LP are not clear in these passages. 

Chrysostom’s other explanations of the LP and baptism unfortunately only shed a diffused light on this matter. His baptismal-catechetic sermons, which are directed at both pre-baptismal catechumens and neophytes, do not mention the LP or any of its individual petitions.77 The handing back of the Creed ( redditio symboli) by neophytes during Lent appears to be alluded to in one sermon, but
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modern scholars debate whether this is actually the case. In the end, it is not clear whether Chrysostom taught the Creed before baptism.78

Chrysostom’s commentary on Colossians (ca. 399, written while Chrysostom was Patriarch in Constantinople), however, may indicate how he used the LP in baptismal catechesis at a different place and time. Note that this commentary was written nine years after the homily on Matthew was written in Antioch. One verse in the Colossians commentary states, “For immediately when he comes up

[from the baptismal waters] he pronounces these words, ‘Our Father, who is in heaven,  . . .  Your will be done, as it is in heaven, so on earth.”79 These words are significant, but they remain ambiguous. 

Evidence from other authors, however, may help to clarify this matter. 

A contemporary of Chrysostom, Theodore of Mopsuestia (ca. 350–

428) preached a series of catechetical homilies that consisted of two parts: part 1 on faith and part 2 on the sacraments. This textbook for catechumens, according to Mingana, was originally written in Greek around 388–392, or about the same time Chrysostom’s Sermon 19

was written. Later, the work was translated into Syriac shortly after Theodore’s death. What is most important to note is that the text was used by the Greek church in Antioch as a part of their catechetical training program. The chapters on the LP in part 2 of the book offer pre-baptismal instruction on the LP, requiring catechumens to memorize the prayer before they are baptized. The assumption here might be that neophytes were meant to emerge from the sacramental waters and pray the LP immediately, and therefore they needed to learn it before they had actually been adopted into the faith. But the text is ambiguous on this point. If there is some truth to this notion, then the reluctance of Ambrose did not apply to Theodore and to those he was preaching to in Antioch. The liturgical need to train candidates made it necessary to hand over the LP during Lent in order that the baptismal ceremony might be properly carried out. If indeed the baptized prayed the LP upon emerging from the baptismal font, they would need to learn it during Lent in order to be ready for the ceremony. 

Theodore’s writings may indicate that Chrysostom’s silence on these matters suggests two possibilities. First, there was a handing over of the LP to catechumens during Lent in Antioch just before the turn of the fifth century and Chrysostom does not mention the practice. This
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seems the most likely explanation. Second, there were two practices going on simultaneously in Antioch. In either case, a firm conclusion must wait for more complete evidence to be revealed. What may well be the situation, however, is that what we see in these texts is a time of transition and some ambiguity. Chrysostom later on in Constantinople may have handed over the LP to catechumens, but again, firm conclusions are difficult if not impossible to make.80

For Theodore, the LP is a brief text that contains all one needs to know concerning good works, love, and Christian duty. Prayer calls forth virtuous deeds and moves people to pray: these are insepara-ble and circular acts in which one leads to the other. That’s why it is essential to pray at all times, as Paul suggests (Ephesians 6:18), says Theodore, because this is what Jesus did in his own life. The LP is a prayer of perfection that comes out of and increases one’s zeal for a good Christian life. Therefore, theologically speaking, if good works, love, and duty can move the individual to prayer, it would be appropriate to conclude with regard to Theodore that people who lead godly lives already in some way have God as their Father. Their devotion to God moves them to lead good lives and to be baptized. As Theodore begins his explanation of the introduction of the LP, “Our Father, who is in heaven,” he notes that it is essential for him to explain to his audience what their relationship is to God. To the unbaptized catechumen, Theodore declares that God’s great gift of baptism will make them all adopted sons and daughters of God. Therefore, they will be able to have confidence when they call upon God as Father. The Holy Spirit will set them free and they will be citizens of heaven and free to live out of that freedom. Although he does not say so specifically, Theodore implies that the unbaptized who seek God are already free to do so because their good works, love, and sense of duty, which already make them children of God. Even in the first sermon on the LP, he orders them to call God “Father” as if they are reluctant to do so; indeed, they may be hesitant because they have not yet been baptized, and given other previous practices that forbid such prayer, one would be hard pressed to blame them. Clearly there is something going on. 

Theodore justifies his reasons for giving catechumens the LP before baptism, and the catechumens aren’t quite sure what this all means. 

Still, Theodore believes it is appropriate that they pray, or at least recite the LP before they are actually baptized, so that on the occasion of their baptisms they may pray the LP as they emerge dripping from the
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font. Theodore makes no distinction between reciting and praying the LP, but Augustine will. In fact, the move to allow the unbaptized to at least recite the LP before baptism, will be fully developed by Augustine in Northern Africa.81

Augustine’s examination of the LP in a baptismal-catechetic setting builds upon the fathers of the past, hearkening back especially to the explanations of Cyprian. Nevertheless, Augustine’s writings on the LP

are strikingly innovative. This is most noticeable in his sermons (see especially, sermons 56–59,82 written ca. 410–412), where Augustine presents the explanation of the LP primarily to  competentes  preparing for baptism during Lent.83

The baptismal-catechetic writings of Augustine reveal that some North African churches during the late fourth and early fifth century prepared candidates for baptism by leading them through a series of Lenten worship services. In this formal rite of preparation,  competentes were questioned, or “scrutinized,” with regard to certain central teachings of the Christian faith. At the very least, the scrutinies included the instruction of the Creed and the LP.84 Augustine handed over ( traditio) both the Creed and the LP to  competentes  during Lent in order to teach ( explanatio) its meaning to them. These catechumens in turn had to demonstrate that they knew these texts by reciting them from memory a week or so after they had received them. In Latin, this was called redditio, or literally a returning of the LP to those who had handed it over ( traditio) in the first place.85

Augustine and Theodore of Mopsuestia are the earliest authors to teach the LP to  competentes  before they had emerged from the baptismal font; whether Augustine or Theodore originated such a practice is highly doubtful. The tone of their writings suggests that they are merely discussing a practice that is already in place, or at least recently emerging, in the practice of some churches. Nevertheless, Augustine and Theodore still considered the mystery and power of the LP to be wondrous, so they only presented the LP to those who were about to be baptized. Thus, in their own way, they too guarded the precious pearl of a prayer from outsiders. Many previous authors, however, would have had a great deal of difficulty with Augustine’s openness in this regard. 

Fortunately, Augustine’s writings are much more revealing about what happened in the churches he served.  Competentes, according to Augustine, received the LP on the Saturday before the fifth Sunday
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of Lent; this was also the same day that they had for the first time recited the Apostles’ Creed and demonstrated that they had at least a basic understanding of their new faith.86 Then, and only then, did Augustine teach them the LP. First, he taught converts about the nature of God, and after that, he offered them a prayer that explained the relationship of the believer to God. Sermon 58, preached on the occasion of the recitation of the Creed, states: You have given back the Creed, which contains a brief summary of the faith  . . .  So fix [the LP] as well firmly in your minds, because you are to give it back in a week’s time. As for those who did not give back the Creed very well, they have some time yet to get it by heart; because on Saturday, with everyone present listening, they are going to give it back again—that is the last Saturday, on which you are to be baptized. But in a week from today [i.e., the Saturday before Palm Sunday] you are going to give back this prayer which you have been given today.87

Augustine, the pragmatic pastor, believed that handing over the Creed before the LP made sense. In North Africa around the time of Augustine, the recitation of the Creed occurred during worship only three times a year: it was first handed over to the  competentes  during Lent; then it was heard again at the returning of the Creed ( redditio symboli) by the  competentes; and finally, it was spoken at the profession of faith during the baptismal ceremony. Since such scant use was made of the Creed in worship—as opposed to the regular and frequent daily liturgical and private praying of the LP—Augustine felt it necessary to teach the Creed in a more thorough manner than the LP. By teaching the  competentes  the Creed first, they had more time to learn it before Easter, when they would need to repeat it from memory during their own baptismal ceremonies. The bishop of Hippo even counseled them not to worry if they were not able to memorize it right away, but they should strive to commit it to memory by the time of their baptismal washing. Augustine, in Sermon 58, is more lenient when it comes to learning the LP:

When you have been baptized, you will have to say [the LP] daily. For the Lord’s Prayer is said daily in Church at the altar of God, and the faithful hear it. We are not therefore disturbed by any fear, wondering whether your minds have grasped it with less care: for if any of you have not been able to grasp it perfectly, yet by a daily hearing you will grasp
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it. That is why, on the day of the Sabbath, before we keep vigil and wait on the mercy of God, it is the Creed and not the Lord’s Prayer of which you are to make return. For unless you have a firm grasp of the Creed, you do not hear the Creed daily in Church among the people. So when you have grasped it, say it daily, so as not to forget it; when you rise, when you lie down to sleep, make return of your Creed, return it to the Lord, remind yourselves of it, do not tire of repeating it.88

The recitation of the Creed at the moment of their baptisms was the competentes’ declaration of faith in the Trinity. Through baptism and this declaration, they are then free to call upon the Creator of the universe with the words “Our Father.”89

Augustine recognized that there might be a theological problem with what he and the North African church were doing: by presenting the LP to  competentes  during Lent, he was teaching them to pray the LP, and call God “Father,” before they had been adopted in baptism. Augustine cautiously put forth the question that was no doubt on their minds: he wondered out loud in a sermon what they were really doing if they recited the LP at least a week before they entered the font. Were they not claiming a relationship with God that they did not presently have? Perhaps, said Augustine. But he quickly made an important distinction: Augustine claimed that the mere memorization and recitation of the LP was very different from the act of actually praying it. Indeed, the full benefit of praying the LP was not fully conveyed to the  competentes  until they were born again in baptism. But if this is true, then what, if anything, happened when the catechumens learned the LP during Lent? Augustine boldly suggested that the LP

had a transforming power over those who memorized it, even before their baptisms. 

The act of learning the LP was like the act of conception, said Augustine;  competentes  who committed the LP to memory were actually being “conceived” in the womb of the church. The seed that brings about this conception is none other than the LP itself. Augustine said in Sermon 56, “With these words [of the LP], you, as you can see, have begun to have God as your Father. You certainly will have Him as such, when you have been born [in baptism]—although even now, before you are born, you have already been conceived by his seed, to be duly brought forth from the womb of the Church,90 so to speak, in the font.”91 And so, Augustine theologically justified the practice of handing over the LP to  competentes  outside of a mystagogical setting. 
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In doing so, Augustine did not lessen the connection between baptism and the LP, but he strengthened it. 

Augustine presented a similar idea in what modern scholars call Letter 130 to a woman named Proba. In the midst of his discussion on the LP, Augustine recalled the verses in Luke 11:11–13 (the text shortly after the LP in Luke’s Gospel), which read, “Which of you, if he asks his father for bread, will he give him a stone? or if he asks for a fish will give him a serpent? or if he asks for an egg will hand over to him a scorpion?” Augustine explained the verse allegorically and noted that the fish signifies faith, because it lives in the water, just as Christians live in the waters of their baptism. Believers, like fish, remain unharmed by the waves of this world because they live underwater, that is, in baptism. The serpent is opposed to the fish, and therefore represents the evil that the Devil seeks to do to the faithful. 

Second, the egg symbolizes hope, because the chick is not yet alive, but waits in anticipation of its birth. The scorpion, that is, the Devil, is opposed to the egg, or what Christians’ hope for in life. Finally, the bread symbolizes love, and the stone represents the stonehearted, who cast love out of their lives. 

The comparison of the egg with hope is striking, even if Augustine did not specifically mention the LP in these lines, because Augustine intimately connected the virtue of hope with the LP in a number of his other works, saying specifically that the LP is hope.92 Thus, one might infer that the LP is an egg that has not hatched, but that waits in anticipation of the birth of the chick (the baptized Christian). 

Augustine, therefore, compared the LP with both a seed and an egg because it helped him to explain why catechumens were allowed to learn the LP even before they were born out of the watery womb of the church. 

Augustine’s justifications and influence upon later authors helped to bring an end to an emphasis on a  disciplina arcani  surrounding the LP, like the one his teacher Ambrose advocated. Likewise, Augustine’s interpretation of the LP, which was intimately connected with the Creed and baptism, strongly influenced commentaries throughout the Middle Ages. 

How the handing over of the LP took place elsewhere in the fifth century is more uncertain. Concerning the development of the rite of baptism itself, Nathan Mitchell has noted, “Indeed, one could defend the thesis that through the entire period (from 500–1274) there exists
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no single western rite of initiation, but rather a collection of local rites similar in structure yet divergent in significant details.”93 Before 500, the problem was no different. Today, modern scholars wonder about the development of the scrutiny process and have a variety of theories about it. 

Jean-Paul Bouhot has noticed that the available liturgical documents of the city of Aquileia in Italy, for example, down to the ninth century do not mention that the LP was a part of the Lenten baptismal scrutinies. According to Bouhot, the  Capitulary of the Gospels (an early ninth-century work that makes no mention of the handing over of the LP) and the  Order of the Scrutinies of Catechumens (a mid-ninth-century writing that includes the LP in its scrutinies) demonstrate that the LP became a part of the formalized baptismal liturgy during Lent in Aquileia in the mid-ninth century.94

On the other hand, Pierre Puniet has argued that the LP was a part of the Lenten interrogation process in Aquileia by the fifth century. Puniet connected Chromatius (d. 407), the bishop of Aquileia (the acquaintance of Jerome and Ambrose and a defender of John Chrysostom), to a catechetical homily on the LP found in the late sixth-century or early seventh-century Gelasian Sacramentary.95

Puniet suggested that the Gelasian sermon on the LP was actually written by Chromatius.96 This sermon proved for Puniet that a scrutiny process included the LP and was a part of church practice in Aquileia when Chromatius was there in the late fourth and early fifth centuries. 

Bouhot countered this argument by suggesting that Chromatius probably taught  competentes  at the end of the week of Easter, much like Ambrose did in Milan, rather than during Lent like Augustine in North Africa.97 For Bouhot, this would be more consistent with the historical liturgical evidence. 

Chromatius’ sermons, however, do not conclusively confirm nor deny Puniet’s or Bouhot’s theses with regard to the LP. What is certain is that the LP played an important part in the instruction of the  competentes  in the fifth century in Northern Italy, probably during Lent, or perhaps during the Easter season.98

Chromatius’  Sermons on Matthew (ca. 400–40799) and the sermon known as the  Preface to the Lord’s Prayer (the sermon the Gelasian Sacramentary borrowed100) do not indicate in what context the LP

was explained in Aquileia during Chromatius’ day. Both were probably
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preached by Chromatius sometime late in his life and only offer some veiled references to a baptismal catechetic context. 

Relying heavily upon Tertullian and Cyprian for many of his comments, Chromatius acknowledged when preaching on Matthew 6:9–15 in his  Sermons on Matthew, that it is through baptism that Christians are adopted and have the right to call God “Father.” This raises a problem with works that quote earlier authorities. Is this a reflection of Chromatius’ situation or merely a reflection of the fact that he is quoting Tertullian’s and Cyprian’s views on the LP? Could both hold the same views? Often, it is impossible to know for sure. 

Likewise, it is often difficult to know whether he was reading Cyprian, which is more likely, or Tertullian, who is used by Cyprian. 

Chromatius’ initial remarks in his  Preface to the Lord’s Prayer  concern the secrecy of prayer; this secrecy as Chromatius notes is grounded in Matthew 6:6 (a verse shortly before the LP appears in Matthew):

“But you when you shall pray, enter into your chamber, and having shut the door, pray to your Father in secret, and your Father who sees in secret will repay you.” Unlike the secrecy of the  disciplina arcani  of Ambrose and others, Chromatius was not worried about keeping the LP a secret for fear it would fall into the hands of unbelievers; rather, he wanted believers to enter into the “secret place of their hearts” in order to shut out the evils of the world, so that they might be open to Christ alone. Ultimately, this is an appeal to live an upright life. 

Chromatius noted:

When [Jesus] says a closet, he does not mean some hidden place, but reminds us that the secret places of our hearts should be open to him alone. And that we should shut the door when we worship God means this, that with a mystic key we should shut our breast to evil thoughts and with closed lips and pure minds speak to God. For God hears our faith, not our voice. Let therefore our breast be shut with the key of faith against the snares of the adversary, and let it be open to God alone whose temple we know it to be, that as he dwells in our hearts so he may be an advocate in our prayers. Therefore the Word of God and the Wisdom of God, Christ our Lord, taught us this prayer that we should pray thus [with the LP].101

Chromatius avoids Ambrose’s interpretation of this verse, and in so doing may well indicate his context was less secretive about the LP. 

Chromatius’ sermons indicate that the  disciplina arcani  surrounding the LP probably was not as rigidly followed in Aquileia as it was
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in Milan under Ambrose. Chromatius’ sermons on the LP are an important synthesis of earlier works, but he offers few original insights. 

This type of explanation became more common after this time and Chromatius’ own work influenced many after him in the Middle Ages, particularly because his work is mistaken for other famous authors and because it was included in the Gelasian Sacramentary, where it found a wide audience. 

Another Italian, known only later as Peter Chrysologus (“of the golden word”), the bishop of Ravenna (d. 450), preached a number of important sermons on the LP. The actual date of Peter’s LP Sermons 67–72 remains uncertain, but they were preached during Lent for pre-baptismal catechetic purposes over a number of years toward the later part of his life. 

Modern scholars have debated whether the LP sermons of Peter Chrysologus indicate whether Ravenna used the LP in baptismal catechesis during Peter’s day.102 Bouhot believed that the evidence supports the claim that the LP was a part of post-baptismal catechesis. Others, such as Verbraken and Schnurr, correctly have pointed out that the handing over of the LP occurred during pre-baptismal catechesis in Ravenna during Lent.103 Puniet concludes that the Northern African baptismal practice of handing over the LP during Lent, which predates the Northern Italian practice, influenced the practice in Ravenna. 104

Peter clearly knew Augustine’s writings, and this connection may have been what influenced Northern Italian practices. 

Chrysologus mentioned that at least a part of his audience for his LP sermons were catechumens awaiting baptism. Sermon 70 stated that even though the  competentes  have not yet been born again in baptism, they nevertheless live in anticipation of their birth from the womb and in full possession of the gifts that they have yet to receive fully after their births.105 Chrysologus may have borrowed this basic idea from Augustine, who also used the “womb” language. 

Chrysologus, however, made no Augustinian distinction between pre-baptismal “saying” and post-baptismal “praying” of the LP. Rather, he believed that even in the “womb” the catechumen has the right to call God “Father,” because catechumens already “are” sons and daughters of God. Chrysologus wrote, “No one should be astonished that one not yet born calls Him Father. With God, beings who will be born are already born; with God future beings have been made. ‘The things that shall be,’ scripture says, ‘have already been.’ ”106 Peter thus noted that the uninitiated actually “pray” the LP even before their baptisms. 
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In fact, the sons and daughters of God in the womb participate fully in the benefits of all adopted sons and daughters who have been born out of the baptismal font. 

As a result of this somewhat unusual view, Chrysologus felt the need to defend his innovative theological position; he presented three biblical examples in defense of his ideas that unbaptized catechumens fully participate in their future baptismal adoption. First, Chrysologus compared this pre-baptismal state of catechumens to John the Baptist, who

“leaped” in the womb of his mother Elizabeth when she met the preg-nant Mary (Luke 1). Though not yet born, John’s reaction indicated that he already had the ability to recognize Jesus and dedicate himself to his own salvation. Catechumens similarly in the womb recognize Jesus to be their Savior and have taken the first steps in following him. 

Therefore, they have the full benefits of such an action, namely, son or daughterhood. First comes the hearing of the faith and then the actual faith, but in both cases it is the same faith, even if it comes before baptism.107

Chrysologus pointed at the stories of Jacob and his twin brother Esau in Genesis 25 and the twins of Tamar’s in Genesis 38 as representative examples of those who were chosen for salvation even before the foundation of the earth. Jacob contended with Esau (both before and after their births) to win the birthright (Genesis 27) that God desired him to have. Tamar’s twins struggled with each other in a like manner while still in the womb; thus, even before their physical births, these two different sets of twins sought to further the kingdom of God and to fulfill God’s plan for their lives.108 In the same way, Peter suggested the  competentes  had already begun to struggle for the kingdom in the womb when they learned and prayed the LP. 

We may conclude that there was a recognizable transition in attitudes about the LP in baptismal catechesis at the end of the fourth and into the fifth century. First, authors like Ambrose adhered to a rigid restriction, trying to keep the LP from any but baptized ears and eyes. 

However, Theodore of Mopsuestia indicates that the practical concern of having catechumens ready to pray the LP immediately after baptism moved him to teach the LP to catechumens during Lent. He, however, did not provide a clear theological justification for such a move. 

Some contemporary authors did, probably out of necessity. Augustine felt it necessary to justify his actions with an argument that suggested that the LP was like a seed impregnating catechumens so that they
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might soon be born Christians in baptism and have the right to pray the LP and call God “Father.” Peter Chrysologus certainly continues along the lines first laid out by Augustine by finding clever theological justification for giving the LP to catechumens. Peter’s justifications demonstrate that attitudes about handing over the LP had developed over a relatively short period of time. Peter is unwavering in his view that even the uninitiated have the right to call God “Father” in prayer. 

The initial praying of the LP, therefore, literally becomes the point of conception and adoption in the womb, if not the actual spiritual birth, and the point when converts truly can claim God as their Father. 

There are other works that mention the LP and baptismal catechesis from this time, but they are all anonymous works whose attribution to author and place are very difficult to make. These writings, as best as can be determined, confirm the idea that the late fourth and early fifth century was a time of transition with regard to the LP and baptismal catechesis.109

The Lord’s Prayer in Theological Education Besides teaching the LP to the newly baptized or catechumens, early church authors used the LP as an important text in exegetical and theological training of clergy and mature members of the faith.110 In this context, the LP was used in a variety of situations and ways to help present Christian truth to mature members of the faith. For example, Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine, Chromatius of Aquileia, and the Arian author of the anonymous  Incomplete Commentary on Matthew, were not shy about referring to the LP as a central text of theological education. The interpretations of these four authors later on through the Middle Ages became so important that they literally influenced nearly ever other interpretation of the LP that came after them for centuries, and perhaps indirectly even down to the modern age. 

Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335–395), the Cappadocian Father and brother of Saint Macrina, is one of the most famous early Eastern Christian authors to write a commentary on the LP. His five sermons on the topic are remarkable for their literary beauty, timeless metaphors, and freshness of interpretation, which includes an entire theology based on the wisdom of the LP. Gregory is no ordinary preacher, and anyone who reads these homilies will no doubt notice his clever prose, theological sophistication, and at times folksy and even
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earthy examination of the LP. Up until Gregory’s day, only Cyprian and Origen’s commentaries on the LP can be said to rival Gregory’s comprehensive treatment of the subject, lucidity of language, beauty of imagery, and theological clarity.111

As mentioned in the first chapter, one of the most striking features of Gregory’s approach to the LP is his remarkable sense of awe for Jesus’

words. Although reverence for the LP is clearly a part of all previous commentaries, Gregory’s amazement and language transcend earlier shows of respect. Commenting on the wonder of being able to simply call the Almighty God “Father,” Gregory states, Who will give me those wings that my mind may wing its way up to the heights of these noble words [of the LP]? Then I would leave behind the earth altogether and traverse all the middle air; I would reach the beautiful ether, come to the stars and behold all their orderly array. 

But not even at these would I stop short, but, passing beyond them, would become a stranger to all that moves and changes and apprehend the stable Nature, the immovable Power which exists in its own right, guiding and keeping in being all things, for all depend on the ineffable will of the Divine Wisdom. So first my mind must become detached from anything subject to flux and change and tranquilly rest in motionless spiritual repose, so as to be rendered akin to Him who is perfectly unchangeable; and then it may address Him by this most familiar name and say, “Father.”112

These words, and the rest of Gregory’s commentary, remind one of the bold spirit of Origen’s commentary on the LP, even though the specific content of the two works are at times quite different. In the previous chapter we have shown that Origen approached the LP in a one-of-a-kind way, asking questions of Jesus’ prayer that others considered at worst heretical or at best not worthy of the parchment (e.g., the theological question concerning the foreknowledge of God and the LP and the practical issue of to whom prayer should properly be addressed). Gregory’s concerns, although different, were no less theologically sophisticated than Origen’s: Gregory, for example, was one of the most important theologians writing about the Trinity during his day, and he was unable to resist the opportunity to reflect on God’s nature in his commentary. 

Also like Origen, Gregory was eager to go into detail when talking about practical issues concerning prayer. Gregory begins his exposition of the LP by developing the entire first sermon around the problem of
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convincing people that they simply need to pray. He noted that even before he was able to begin working out a theology of prayer, he would have to somehow impress upon his audience, who possessed a remarkable lack of concern for prayer of any type, that they ought to pray regularly. Origen, however, was more concerned with the practical matters, for example, the proper posture for prayer. 

It may be said at this point that a characteristic of early Greek or Eastern LP commentaries is that they tend to be similar in tone (i.e., theologically intricate—generally sophisticated in nature) and practical in orientation (i.e., offering specific advice on prayer—generally addressing concrete, everyday concerns), while at the same time tend-ing to be individually unique in content. Generally speaking, there were often some minor points of theological agreement, but overall the works tend to stand alone without much repetition of ideas from commentary to commentary. Gregory also was not shy about holding a position that was contrary to the ideas expressed by Origen (e.g., see their views of the fourth petition, where Gregory interpreted bread as the need for a physical meal, while Origen only saw it as a spiritual feast).113

Origen and Gregory’s commentaries remain to this day testaments to these great thinkers. And yet, few later commentaries borrow ideas from them in any depth, and therefore, the older works have remained relatively unique in their approach to the LP. The early Eastern works did have some influence on later authors in the East, but Origen’s suspect theology limited his ideas about the LP from being picked up by many after him. Manuscripts of Gregory’s works were rare in Greek, and didn’t make their way into Latin, even though they circulated in Syriac, and so they too had a limited impact.114

In the West through the period covered in this book, however, there was a clear tradition of borrowing from earlier interpretations on the LP in both tone and content. Commentaries in the Latin West tended to build upon earlier commentaries like Cyprian’s work, which had a tremendous influence on later writers. Some new ideas slowly develop in later works and they also were selectively incorporated further down the line, but the transition appears slow and deliberate. Tertullian’s later-in-life Montanist leanings made his orthodoxy suspect, which is similar to Origen’s problem. Tertullian’s influence continued, however, because the orthodox Cyprian, who wrote one of the most popular early Latin commentaries on the LP, used Tertullian rather extensively. 

Origen in the East was not so fortunate. 
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Gregory of Nyssa’s uniqueness of interpretation of the LP in particular involves his clear theology and examination of the Christian life in light of the LP. Gregory put forth his thoughts with such a sense of immediacy that even modern readers often feel the force of Gregory’s words. His chastisements are as effective on a modern Christian audience as they were on ancient ones of his day. 

Since Gregory’s commentary remains unique, it is helpful to spell out his theology of the LP, which explains the nature of God and the Christian life. Gregory, in his first sermons on the LP, notes that prayer, generally speaking, is union with God. By contrast, a lack of prayer, or prayer for improper blessings (such as earthly wealth), means dis-unity with the Divine and attachment to worldly matters, evil, and the Devil. Human passions, such as lust after money, power, and fame, may indeed replace people’s desire for God. Greed, pride, and the other vices destroy not only an individual’s relationship with the Divine, but they undermine the entire fabric of society. A lack of prayer among Christians, therefore, is at the heart of all of the world’s problems.115

Gregory’s first sermon tackles this issue directly. People covetously long for earthly wealth or pleasure: they trade eternity for comfort in the moment of this present life, spiritual riches for transient goods, and even God for worldly power. Prayer, on the other hand, can cure all that ails the world: people simply need to recognize their need for prayer and pray as if their lives depended upon it, because for Gregory, in fact, they do. The following is a lengthy quote that will not only clarify Gregory’s convictions on this point, but will also demonstrate to the reader Gregory’s remarkable rhetorical ability at the same time: For the person who does not unite himself to God through prayer is separated from God. Therefore we must learn first of all that we ought always to pray and not to faint (Luke 18:1). For the effect of prayer is union with God, and if someone is with God, he is separated from the enemy. Through prayer we guard our chastity, control our temper, and rid ourselves of vanity; it makes us forget injuries, overcomes envy, defeats injustice, and makes amends for sin. Through prayer we obtain physical well-being, a happy home, and a strong, well-ordered society. 

Prayer will make our nation powerful, will give us victory in war and security in peace; it reconciles enemies and preserves allies. Prayer is the seal of virginity and a pledge of faithfulness in marriage; it shields the wayfarer, protects the sleeper, and gives courage to those who keep vigil. It obtains a good harvest for the farmer and a safe port for the sailor. 
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Prayer is your advocate in lawsuits. If you are in prison, it will obtain your release; it will refresh you when you are weary and comfort you when you are sorrowful. Prayer is the delight of the joyful as well as solace to the afflicted. It is the wedding crown of the spouses and the festive joy of a birthday no less than the shroud that enwraps us in death. 

Prayer is intimacy with God and contemplation of the invisible. It satisfies our yearnings and makes us equal to the angels. Through it good prospers, evil is destroyed, and sinners will be converted. Prayer is the enjoyment of things present and the substance of things to come. Prayer turned the whale into a home for Jonah (Jonah 2:1ff.); it brought Hezekiah back to life from the very gates of death (2 Kings 20:1ff.); it transformed the flames into a moist wind for the Three Children (Daniel 3:19ff.). Through prayer the Israelites triumphed over the Amalecites, and 185,000 Assyrians were slain in one night by the invisible sword (2 Kings 19:35ff.). Past history furnishes thousands of other examples beside these which make it clear that of all the things valued in this life nothing is more precious than prayer.116

True prayer, for Gregory, longed for and ran after heavenly matters and even taught Christians what they ought to pray for. Unfortunately, people often dreamed about increasing their earthly wealth and fame, and so they pursued the fantasies of youth. Then, in a typical, but nevertheless remarkable, turn of phrase, Gregory declared that when people prayed for the foolishness of worldly goods, they were literally asking God to share in their own wanton passions. They asked nothing less than that the Divine should succumb to human vice and behave like, and literally become, a beast, which is what people who follow their own passions have become.117 Such people, who drink from the bitter breast of sin and seek the lowest things from the Highest God, are utterly without hope unless they turn to prayer, where God transforms them into people who share in God’s divine nature.118

After having established that people require true spiritual prayer in order to overcome evil and seek that which is good in their lives, Gregory turns to the greatest prayer of all: the LP. Prayer, especially the LP, teaches the faithful how to pray, says Gregory. The opening line of Gregory’s first sermon on prayer states simply that, “The Divine Word (Logos) teaches us the science of prayer.” Instruction in prayer then is nothing less than an introduction into the mystery of God and life. Gregory notes that, like Moses, who handed over the Law to the people of Israel, Jesus, the spiritual lawgiver, offered his people divine
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grace, leading them not to Mt. Sinai, but to heaven itself. Jesus in the LP presents Christians with a vision of Divine power and the reality of their kinship with God by virtue of the fact that they share in God’s Divine nature. Ultimately, Jesus leads believers to God through prayer, of which the highest example is the LP.119

Gregory points out that the LP teaches the essence of what can be learned about the great mysteries. The first and greatest mystery of all that the LP teaches is the true nature of God. Gregory notes, when talking about God as revealed in the LP as “Father,” that the Divine nature includes absolute goodness, holiness, joy, power, glory, purity, and eternity, while at the same time, God remains the same, or unchangeable.120

Later in Sermon 3, Gregory returns to the issue of the nature of God when discussing the third petition. Modern readers are often puzzled when Gregory casually notes that he, at this point, prefers what he calls Luke’s version of this petition, which he quotes, “May your Holy Spirit come and purify us,” instead of the more familiar version of Matthew: “Your kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven” (for more on this, see Chapter 2). Gregory, in Sermon 4, later takes up the third petition again, but this time he prefers to comment on Matthew’s version of this petition. In some ways, Gregory is simply giving the two versions of the third petition equal time. However, Gregory favors the alternate Lucan third petition, in Sermon 3, over the more traditional one, because Luke’s version emphasizes the Holy Spirit. Without this alternate Holy Spirit petition, the LP only talks of two persons of the Trinity: with it, however, Gregory feels that he can go into depth explaining all three persons of the Trinity in the context of the discussion of the LP.121 The three persons of the Trinity, says Gregory, all share the same nature, “For the son of a carpenter is not called a bench, nor would any person in his right mind say that an architect had begot the house; but the names of Son and the Father signify what is joined together in the same nature.” At the same time, the Trinity also demonstrates that each person of the Trinity has a “special characteristic” or personality that makes them unique, even though they have a common nature. Gregory explains this by saying, for example, that Christ and the Holy Spirit are like fire because they bear the qualities of light and heat: they illuminate sin and then purge people of their transgressions. So, argues Gregory, even though Christ and the Holy Spirit have distinct characters, they are nevertheless of the same nature, in
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the same way that one fire can both give off heat and light at the same time; therefore, one nature can indeed have a variety of characteristics, and for Gregory, this is most certainly true of the Trinity.122

Gregory goes on to argue that the nature of God in the Trinity is pure and holy. However, once he makes this claim, he is quick to point out that he has a problem: how can people, who are impure, changeable, self-seeking, and evil, claim that God, who is their opposite, is in fact their Father? Gregory feels that the LP teaches that God, who is “Our Father,” calls people away from lives that would dishonor their Divine Creator and Parent. Therefore, the faithful ought to follow after “the most sublime life” so they will indeed be God’s true children. Those who follow wanton ways, however, are children of the devil. The issue is one of nature. True children of God must have the same nature as their heavenly Father, namely, one of goodness and purity. If they do not, then by nature they are children of evil.123

Gregory adds that it is dangerous to pray the LP before one has been purified. To claim to be a child of the Merciful and Pure God, without being merciful and pure oneself, would be to claim that a corrupt nature is related to an incorrupt God, and this would be absurd. 

Rather, the hidden meaning of the words, “Our Father, who is in heaven” suggests that God honors and lives in relationship with those who lead lives of virtue. Christians are like the Prodigal Son (Luke 15); they have all turned away from the Father and squandered their birthrights. Gregory, in fact, develops the Prodigal Son story as a central theme of his LP commentary. The Prodigal, even though a child of the Father, rejects his familial relationship and wanders off into a far away land to find his own fame and fortune. However, lost in his sin, the Prodigal eventually realized the error of his ways. While living in squalor with pigs, the Prodigal decided to go back to the Father and his home not as a son, but hoping to become the Father’s slave. The actual way back for the Prodigal, Gregory argued, was a road of confession. So also for all sinners, says Gregory, repentance is the only way to return to God, who in forgiveness clothes the repentant in the same way the Father dresses the Prodigal upon his return. First, the Father places upon the wayward one the original robe of obedience that he left behind when he first followed after his wanton pleasures. Likewise, the Father now places on his finger a ring, which signifies the regain-ing of the image of God. Repentant sinners, like the Prodigal Son, are given shoes by the Father, which will protect them from the deadly bite
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of the serpent, who strikes out at naked heels. In the end, the return of the Prodigal, like the return of any sinner, culminates in the loving embrace of the Father, who renews in the Prodigal a desire to do good works and to be a true and worthy child. By being restored to a virtuous life and by continuing in the way of the same virtue, true sons and daughters of God are restored to their true natures. The image and likeness of the Father is restored in them and they once again are worthy of the title of son or daughter of God, because they share in the same nature of their Father.124

Although Gregory does not directly discuss baptism in the previous passage, he does imply that it is in baptism that souls are prepared to speak with bold confidence the words “Our Father.” Through baptism, Christians come to bear a resemblance to God in nature, and they shed the evil character traits of envy, hate, slander, conceit, cupid-ity, lust, and ambition, which is Gregory’s concise list of seven vices. To pursue such evil ways of living is to claim the nature of the Devil, and therefore, kinship with wickedness. Rather, Gregory encourages the faithful to clothe themselves in the pure beauty of the Divine, which is free of the blemish of envy and passion.125 The fact that Gregory is relatively silent on the subject of baptism is a bit unusual, given the content of other commentaries of the time. Cyril of Jerusalem and Ambrose of Milan are very specific in their references connecting baptism to the LP, as have been many authors. Gregory, on the other hand, appears to assume that baptism and the LP are intimately connected, but he is more interest in presenting his sermons on the LP to mature Christians and explaining to them what the LP teaches about life. Therefore, he can assume they will see the connection between baptism and the LP. 

Gregory, in Sermon 3, continues to develop the metaphor of being clothed in righteousness, which he began in the explanation of the Prodigal Son story. Gregory here, however, talks about a priest who enters the Holy of Holies robed in beautiful gold, purple, and brilliant-colored clothes. Jesus, the spiritual lawgiver, gives to whoever desires it the grace of priesthood. However, the robes he places upon these new priests are not made of earthly gold and purple, but the gold of a pure conscience and the purple of virtue, that is, Christ’s own nature. Their breasts shine with the rays of the commandments, and on their shoulders are the great saints of old. Christ also gives these priests the pants of chastity and fruits, flowers, and bells worthy of
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their office and paradise. The Holy of Holies is understood not as a building but as the inner part of the hearts of Christians; their heads receive gold wreaths for right reasoning, and they are anointed with holy ointment upon their hair. The priest is thus made ready as an acceptable sacrifice to God. In fact, Jesus himself in the end is clothed with a robe made up of the priests’ virtues, with a crown of justice, and he is anointed with heavenly oil, because he dwells in a heavenly Holy of Holies.126

At this point in the commentary, Gregory offers some typical explanations of the first two petitions, and these explanations essentially emphasize how God’s name is made holy, and how the kingdom comes to those who share in the nature of God through virtuous living. To make this point, he discusses the nature of the Trinity and the third petition, as has been mentioned earlier.127

In Chapter 4, Gregory continues his discussion of the third and fourth petitions. Now, however, he shifts to a medical metaphor to explain his views. Gregory, after having consulted a medical expert, concludes that health is the proper proportion of elements—namely, fire, water, earth, and air—which make up the human body. Illness is an imbalance of these elements. For example, too much heat in the body, or fever, is a sign of illness. The remedy is to seek balance, or to cool off the body. Spiritual health, says Gregory, works the same way, except instead of one of the four elements, the person’s soul requires the balance of virtue over and against the illness of vice, which threatens to destroy people. Sin is the disease, and the good physician knows that to counter the illness of the poison of dis-obedience, for example, it must be countered with the medicine of obedience to the will of God. In this case, Jesus is the model, because he was also faced with the temptation to disobey his Father in the gar-den of Gethsemane, but he remained true by appealing to the petition of the LP, “Your will be done.” Since humans are spirit and body and require health in both, they must be attentive to the proper medicines, which involve living the virtuous life. As a result, Gregory’s discussion of the fourth petition, on bread, is basically about how Christians are not to be overcome by gluttony, delicacies, and worries about the morrow, for such things consume the rich. Rather, God grants them their daily bread, or all their daily needs, which includes bread, and that is enough. Believers should focus on God’s kingdom, not on earthly wealth.128
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Gregory’s last sermon deals with the final three petitions and the key element of the virtue of forgiveness. All who forgive others not only act like God, but they also share in God’s true nature. Then, with a remarkable bit of holy audacity, Gregory declares that when people forgive others, they literally become examples to God. God wants Christians to be their own judges, to acquit themselves of being unforgiving, says Gregory, by being gracious to others. Therefore, when the faithful forgive, this bold act is ratified by God, and God literally follows their example, as the LP says, “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.” The King of the Universe imitates the poor beggar, because the charity of the beggar is a true aspect of God’s loving nature. Those who forgive others are worthy examples for God, who willingly follows their lead. Says Gregory, 

Adam is, as it were, living in us, we see each other and all these garments of skin around our nature, and also the transitory fig leaves of this material life which we have badly sewn together for ourselves after being stripped of our own resplendent garments. For instead of the Divine garments we have put on luxuries and reputation, transitory honors and the quickly passing satisfactions of the flesh, at least as long as we look at this place of distress in which we have been condemned to sojourn  . . .  Having been wrapped up in these things (the passions), let us imitate the Prodigal Son after he had endured the long affliction of feeding the swine. When, like him, we return to ourselves and remember the Heavenly Father, we may rightly use these words:  Forgive us our debts.129

Once again, the story of the Prodigal Son comes to the forefront. The LP ultimately, for Gregory, suggests that the way of prayer mirrors that of the life of the Prodigal, namely, it is a way of repentance by which one’s true nature is restored. This nature unites believers with God, and thus worldly desires are left behind and prodigal sinners reclaim their true heavenly nature. Once changed, prodigals are able to forgive others in a way that is worthy of God’s imitation. 

Gregory concludes his final sermon by suggesting that, in the end, God continues to aid the faithful in retaining their divine natures by not leading them into temptation and by delivering them from evil. 

This is done by separating them from evil and creating in them a desire to be a long way away from any temptation or danger of vice. Says Gregory, 
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The sea is often dangerous on account of its mighty waves, but not to those who are far removed from it. Fire destroys, but only if flammable matter is near it. War is full of danger, but only to those who take part in battle. As, therefore, a man who wants to escape the terrible calamities of war prays not to become involved in it, and another one who fears fire asks not to find himself in such; as a third one who abhors the sea prays that he may not be obliged to go on a voyage; so also he who fears the assault of the evil one should pray that he may not fall into it.130

Gregory’s LP commentary stands as a testament to how an entire theology which explains everything from God to the Christian life can be developed from the few words of Jesus’ prayer and then be imparted to the faithful in a compelling, enlightening, and educational manner. 

Augustine of Hippo is another key example of a theologian who frequently called upon the LP to educate mature members of the faith and to train pastors theologically with regard to matters of doctrine and Christian living. Sometime after the sack of Rome by Alaric of the Ostrogoths in 410, Augustine wrote a letter131 (perhaps in 412) to a Roman noble widow named Proba, who during her life watched three of her own sons sit as consul in Rome. She fled to Africa in the wake of the Ostrogoth turmoil and established a community of religious women in Carthage. Proba, on one occasion, wrote to Augustine seeking advice on prayer. He responded by sending her a lengthy epistle, a part of which included a full explanation of the LP. The bishop of Hippo instructed Proba not to put her trust in her considerable riches (some believe her husband was one of the wealthiest men in the Roman Empire) but encouraged her to pray instead for true happiness with unceasing and fervent ardor.132 After cautioning her not to pray with an abundance of words, Augustine noted that words were nevertheless necessary to communicate one’s petitions to the Divine. While Jesus was on earth, he, unlike other people, had no need of words in his prayers, to be either informed or influenced by them; still he used them, like the words of the LP, and is a model for humanity. Therefore, reasoned Augustine, a careful use of words in prayer is worthy of anyone longing to catch the ear of God. 

Augustine told Proba that the concise words of the LP, in particular, have a twofold function. First, they have the power to make the petitioners aware of what they need to pray for. Second, the words actually create a desire for what is petitioned and encourage those who
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pray them to lead godly lives. For example, when Christians pray the first three petitions, they long for God’s name to be holy, God’s kingdom to come, and God’s will to be done in all people. The fourth petition is a longing for Christ, the bread of heaven, eternal happiness. 

The last three petitions move petitioners to long for forgiveness and to forgive earnestly, to escape from temptation, and to seek deliverance from evil. Finally, the words of the LP reveal and encourage what God hopes to impress upon the hearts, minds, and lives of all.133

Augustine then offered a brief petition-by-petition analysis of the LP, after which he stated that “all” properly offered prayers seek those truths that are embodied in it. Augustine, like Cyprian,134 went so far as to say that false prayer is any request that pursues something outside of the parameters of the seven petitions of the LP. Augustine warned, 

“But, whoever says anything in his prayer which does not accord with this Gospel prayer, even if his prayer is not of the forbidden sort, it is carnal, and I am not sure it ought not to be called forbidden, since those who are born again of the spirit ought to pray only in a spiritual manner.”135

At this point in the discussion, Augustine made his allusion to baptism in his letter to Proba. To pray in a way that is contrary to the spirit of the LP is sinful, said Augustine: in other words, the way Christians would have prayed before they were baptized. But after being baptized, those who are born again in the spirit need to pray spiritually, or in a way consistent with the LP. Thus, the LP was Augustine’s model and rule by which all righteous prayer was to be judged. 

Augustine embellished this point rather forcefully by presenting seven brief prayers that reflect the concerns of each of the seven petitions of the LP. However, Augustine readily acknowledged that it is not always easy to tell how some prayers conform to the LP. For example, Hannah’s prayer for God to end her barrenness136 does not appear to be related to any of the seven petitions. Augustine concluded, however, that Hannah’s words are to be understood in light of the seventh petition, “Deliver us from evil,” because Hannah’s barrenness is an evil from which she wishes to be delivered. Therefore, all true prayers always conform to the LP even if they do not necessarily appear to do so at first glance. Augustine concluded this section by boldly declaring, “And if you were to run over all the words of holy prayers, you would find nothing, according to my way of thinking, which is not contained and included in the Lord’s Prayer. Hence when we pray, it
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is allowable to say the same things in different words, but it ought not to be allowable to say different things.”137

Augustine also briefly developed a theme in his letter to Proba that he discussed more fully in his  Enchiridion.138 For Augustine, the three theological virtues of faith, hope, and love work together with the LP

to bring Christians into a closer relationship with God. Augustine claimed, “Therefore, ‘faith, hope, and love’ lead to God those who pray—that is, those people who believe, hope, and desire and who consider what they ask of the Lord in the Lord’s Prayer.”139

Laurentius, a “spiritual son” of Augustine, wrote to the bishop of Hippo ca. 421 asking him to compose an  Enchiridion (i.e., a “handbook”) in order to answer some questions about the essential doctrines of the Christian faith. Augustine responded by saying, “Now, undoubtedly, you will know the answers to all these questions, if you know thoroughly the proper objects of faith, hope, and love. For these must be the chief, nay, the exclusive objects of pursuit in religion. 

He who speaks against these is either a total stranger to the name of Christ, or is a heretic.”140 Augustine then stated that the basic elements of the Christian faith may be summarized in the two essential prayers of the church: the Apostles’ Creed and the LP.141 These prayers correspond to the three theological virtues. Faith, which believes, is represented by the Creed. Hope and love, which pray, are represented by the LP.142 The overall structure of the  Enchiridion  emphasizes this connection. Chapters 1–113 explain the Apostles’ Creed and faith; chapters 114–116 discuss the LP and hope; and chapters 117–122

deal with love, which is God, the object of prayer and the fulfillment of all that believers seek and desire. Augustine primarily related the LP

with the virtue of hope, even though he at times equated it with love as well.143

The LP and the Creed complement each other in such a way, for Augustine and many early church authors, that taken together, they encompass the whole of the Christian faith. While the LP is able to be a perfect summary of the faith, the one issue that it does not deal with fully (unless you are Gregory of Nyssa, with an alternative reading of the LP) is the nature of the divine. The Creed fills this gap, and Christians who study it are more readily able to come to know the God in whom they believe. With the LP, they call upon this God with a certain hope that God, who is love, will answer their prayers. For Augustine, it doesn’t make sense that believers can call upon a God
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that they do not know, and so the Creed is essential. Nor can they call upon God without the words of hope in the LP, and so it is possible to have the LP be a complete summary of the faith, but if one has access to the Creed, then all the better. As a result, it made sense for Augustine to start his handbook with a lengthy explanation of the Creed and God, and then to move on to the LP.144

In works other than Augustine’s  Enchiridion, the LP and the Creed were often discussed together in early church documents; the earliest documents that included these two prayers side by side come from the turn of the fifth century. Both Ambrose and Augustine often commented on them at the same time. As has already been shown, the two prayers were linked because they were both taught in baptismal catechesis. The  Enchiridion, which was written toward the end of Augustine’s life, is one of the best examples of how the association between the Creed and LP was used to summarize the entirety of the faith for mature members. 

For Augustine, the LP gives hope because of the fifth petition, on forgiveness. The brief section on the LP in the  Enchiridion, chapters 114–116, follows a lengthy and detailed analysis of the Creed. 

Augustine, in these later chapters, does not discuss the LP in any great detail (nor does he offer a verse-by-verse analysis), because he has already mentioned it six times in chapters 1–113. In each of these instances, Augustine principally discussed what he called “the thunder-ous warning”145 of the fifth petition. Christians, all of whom continue to sin after their baptisms, have to be cautious concerning the fifth petition because of its conditional clause, “Forgive us our debts,  as  we forgive our debtors.” Sinners must forgive others if they wish to be forgiven themselves. This warning, when heeded, can raise those who are dead in sin to new life in Christ; if it is ignored, eternal condemnation results.146 Thus, the fifth petition, and by extension the entire LP, offers the very real hope of salvation. 

Augustine even went so far as to state in the  Enchiridion  that praying the LP daily makes satisfaction for daily sins or sins of a more venial nature. Augustine wrote, “This [Lord’s] prayer certainly takes away the very small sins of daily life. It takes away also those which at one time made the life of the believer very wicked, but which, now that he is changed for the better by repentance, he has given up, provided that as truly as he says, ‘Forgive us our debts’ (for there is no want of debts to be forgiven), so truly does he say, ‘as we forgive our
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debtors.’ ”147 Serious sins, of course, are washed away in baptism, and after baptism, greater sins require not only prayer for forgiveness, but a radical amendment of life together with a willingness to forgive the sins of others. Alms given out of mercy likewise cleanse the soul of sin, but the greatest of all alms, for Augustine, is that of a Christian forgiving the sinful debt of another. Augustine reasoned that alms can only be given by those who have the means to do so, whereas all have the ability to forgive the debt of others, regardless of their financial status, and so these alms are therefore the greatest and most universally available.148

Augustine’s preoccupation with the fifth petition was also a frequent topic in his sermons, where he emphasized this petition more than any of the others. Sermon 213 (written ca. 410–412) further clarifies why “daily” prayer of the LP, and the fifth petition, is so important. 

Since Augustine believed that Christians are not allowed to be baptized more than once, Christians need another way of returning to the baptismal font; they need a “daily” baptism in order to deal with daily sins. Sermon 213 makes the stark claim that the LP is a “daily baptism” 

and an important means by which sinful believers may be reconciled to God regularly. Christians appropriate God’s forgiveness not only through amendment of life and alms, but through two baptisms: the first baptism in the waters of the font, and the second baptism in the words of the LP. In particular, the praying of the fifth petition makes this second baptism a reality in the lives of believers. The wonderful gift of this daily baptism, noted Augustine, ought to move the recipients of so great a grace to nothing less than heartfelt, thankful praise.149

Augustine, in a few of his sermons on the Gospel of John, presented a similar point. In his discussion about the story concerning Jesus washing the feet of the disciples (John 13), Augustine notes that the water symbolizes both baptism and the LP. Both wash away sins in the same way that Jesus washed the dirt away from the disciples’ feet.150

The strong emphasis that Augustine placed upon the LP as a means of the forgiveness of sins is something that he returned to frequently. In fact, in the context of his sermons, this is the one theme that Augustine reiterates more often than any other with regard to the LP. Excluding Sermons 56–59, where he deals with all the petitions in a verse-by-verse fashion, the sermons of Augustine that refer to the LP almost invariably focus upon the fifth petition and forgiveness. The following sermons (and their approximate dates) all include discussions of fifth
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petition: Sermon 9 written ca. 420, Sermon 16A ca. 411, Sermon 17

ca. 425–431(?), Sermon 47 ca. 414, Sermon 49 ca. 420, Sermons 56–

59 ca. 410–412, Sermon 114 ca. 424, Sermon 135 ca. 417, Sermon 155 ca. 419, Sermon 163 ca. 417, Sermon 163B ca. 410, Sermon 179 ca. before 409, Sermon 181 ca. 416, Sermon 211 ca. before 410, Sermon 213 ca. 410, Sermon 278 ca. 414, Sermon 315 ca. 416/417, Sermon 352 ca. 398, Sermon 383 uncertain date, and sermon 385

uncertain date.151 Augustine believed that the LP continues the work of baptism by offering a means of returning to it daily. This emphasis upon the fifth petition is something that can be seen in other authors as well.152

Augustine noted in his treatise  On Holy Virginity 153 that all Christians, even newly baptized converts, are in need of the LP and the fifth petition, on forgiveness. If this were not the case, then the church would teach  competentes  to pray the LP up until their baptism and then stop, but instead, the church teaches those who are baptized to pray the LP, because all sin and fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23).154

Augustine even mentioned the fifth petition in his rule. He referred to the fifth petition twice in order to urge Christians not to quarrel, but to be forgiving. Similarly, they must also seek forgiveness in order to avoid temptation (the sixth petition).155

The preceding evidence indicates that Augustine understood the LP to have a sacramental quality to it. Augustine’s understanding of a sacrament is not easily defined.156 The reason for this is that Augustine himself operated with various definitions of sacrament at the same time. First and foremost, Augustine defined a sacrament as a sign or symbol that pointed beyond itself to a holy reality. Sacraments not only resemble the realities they represent, but they become channels of grace by which the sacred, signified truth becomes a part of the lives of believers and therefore sacraments participate in the reality they reflect.157 Words, actions, and objects can be sacraments, so long as they point to a sacred reality, such as salvation. Augustine assumed that since this is true, the word “sacrament” may be understood in both a broad and narrow sense. 

Broadly speaking, Augustine argued that there are numerous sacraments in the Old and New Testaments, the life of the church, and even in other religions. Some modern scholars refer to these as sacramentals. Sacraments (perhaps the word  sacramentum  in this instance can also be translated “mysteries”) of the Old Testament (e.g., the
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Sabbath, circumcision, sacrifices, ceremonies, the temple, altars, feasts, the priesthood, anointing, and observations with food) were used by the Jews at one time in order to increase fidelity to God. For Augustine, they existed only temporarily because they became restrictive, a yoke of laws, and a symbol and reality of servitude. In the end, Augustine’s allegorical interpretation of scripture allowed nearly every part of the Old Testament to be representative of some New Testament reality: in these instances, Old Testamental mysteries took on a sacramental reality. 

Similarly, Augustine’s allegorical interpretation of the New Testament allowed nearly every word, event, or object therein to be a representation and reality of some heavenly mystery (e.g., Easter, miracles, anointing, the cross, the laying on of hands, feasts, Amens, and Alleluias). With regard to the life of the church, Augustine called various rites sacraments as well. Such rites included salt on lips, exorcisms, contemplation, the penitential garment, the bowing of one’s head, the taking off of one’s shoes, the handing over of the  symbolum, the entry into the catechumenate, the laying on of hands, reconciliation, great feasts and fasts, spiritual songs, and so forth. Other religions, like the ones practiced by some Greeks and Romans, also had sacraments, but for Augustine they served no useful purpose since they did not necessarily lead people to God and often led them astray.158

Narrowly speaking, the New Testament, according to Augustine, can at the same time be said to have fewer sacraments than the Old Testament, but New Testament sacraments are nevertheless greater in effectiveness and more useful because they offer freedom. In particular, baptism, the Eucharist, and extreme unction are sacraments of special note, because they are distinguishable from the more broadly conceived sacraments in Augustine’s writings. What sets these “visible words” apart is that in them, the word is attached to a physical element in order that God might make absolutely clear the grace bestowed. 

Likewise, they are greater realities because they point to Christ’s death and resurrection specifically.159 Still, both the broadly and narrowly construed sacraments, for Augustine, bring the believer into a closer relationship with God and the entire Christian community, even if they do so by varying degrees. 

Augustine, however, did not define his notion of sacrament as clearly as modern scholars would like. For example, Augustine compared  sacramentum  to a wide range of concepts—figures ( figura), allegory ( allegoria), prophecy ( prophetia), veils ( velamen), and symbols
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( symbolum)160—and so Augustine’s works ultimately remain somewhat ambiguous on this subject. 

Augustine considered the LP to be a sacrament: at times he talks about the LP as a sacrament in the broad sense of the term and at other times in the narrow sense. The LP is ultimately a sacrament, for Augustine, in that petitioners seek forgiveness through the fifth petition and actually attain forgiveness on account of the fact that they offer up of the words of Jesus in faith. The LP is not only a sign that points to a heavenly reality, namely, forgiveness, but it is also the means by which such forgiveness is accomplished. Clearly, Augustine did not understand the LP as a sacrament only in a narrow sense, because there is no physical element connected with the word. Still, Augustine did not simply understand the LP as a sacrament in the broadest sense, because of the LP’s significant role as a daily baptism that aids the believer in attaining not only forgiveness, but salvation as well. 

If we compare the LP to the Creed (or the other broad sacraments mentioned earlier), we notice that the Creed is a sacrament for Augustine because it reveals the nature of God to believers and in doing so brings the faithful into a closer relationship with God. However, the LP’s intimate connection to baptism through the fifth petition—and the idea that it is a daily baptism—sets it apart as a vehicle by which, at the very least, venial sins may be removed. The Creed mentions the forgiveness of sins, but it does not function in a way that brings about forgiveness directly. The LP does. The LP, therefore, operates somewhere between the broad and narrow definitions Augustine puts forth in that it participates as an extension of baptism in the daily lives of individuals. As a “daily” baptism, it does what baptism does not do: it forgives sins over and over again throughout the life of the faithful. 

Similarly, as a daily “baptism,” it forgives sins in a way that the other broader sacraments do not, namely, even though it is not a removal of original sin, it removes venial transgressions that stand in the way of reconciliation with God. In other words, the LP is a sacrament unlike any other in Augustine’s theology. Some modern scholars call the LP a sacramental in Augustine’s theological world; however, it seems better to call it a sacrament in order to emphasize its participatory quality of being a daily baptism that brings about that which it seeks, namely, forgiveness and salvation. 

Augustine also spent a good deal of time explaining the LP in a scholarly or exegetical fashion. In this context, the LP interprets, and
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is interpreted by, other parts of the scripture. We have already seen a similar discussion of this in Cyprian. However, Augustine takes this principle to new, creative heights. Augustine, while still a young priest in Hippo, wrote his commentary  On the Sermon on the Mount (ca. 

393–396). His motivation for writing this work had to do in part with his belief that chapters 5–7 of Matthew represented what he called “the perfect manner of Christian living.”161 He wrote this commentary to educate mature Christians, priests, and scholars (who in turn were to educate the laity) in the ways of Christian morality and truth. 

The section on the LP includes a sophisticated exegetical comparison of the seven petitions of the LP, the seven beatitudes (Augustine’s numbering of what appears to be, on the surface, eight beatitudes) of Matthew 5, and the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit in Isaiah 11. 

Augustine notes that it was no simple mathematical coincidence that each of these three important scriptural texts had seven parts to them; for him, God must have created the numerical similarities for the purpose of teaching truth. The three groups of seven, Augustine believed, ought to be carefully examined together in order to understand what lessons God intended to teach through them. Augustine combined the three groups of seven in a creative way in order to discover, and ultimately reveal, what he considered to be their spiritual relationship and message. 

First of all, Augustine noted that the eight beatitudes of Matthew 5:3–10 are not really eight, but seven. To prove his point, Augustine pointed out that the first beatitude, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for they shall inherit the kingdom of God,” has the same blessing (i.e., the kingdom of heaven) as the eighth beatitude, “Blessed are they that suffer persecution for justice’s sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 

Augustine concluded that since they share the same reward, the first and last beatitude are therefore, in fact, one and the same. Hence, there are only seven beatitudes. 

Augustine called the seven beatitudes maxims ( sententiae), or degrees ( gradus).162 The maxims of the seven beatitudes each correspond to the sevenfold operation of the Holy Spirit of Isaiah 11:2. 

The seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, said Augustine, are meant to be understood as levels of ascending gradation, moving from the lesser gift (the fear of the Lord, which is the  beginning  of wisdom) to the highest gift (wisdom itself ). Isaiah 11 lists these gifts beginning with the greatest gift, wisdom, first; then it descends through the lesser gifts
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down to the first gift, the fear of God. Augustine reversed the order so that the gifts would line up in a proper manner with the beatitudes. 

These two groups were then in turn both compared side by side with the seven petitions of the LP. 

The following chart illustrates how Augustine made his comparison:

Table 3.2 Augustine’s Exegetical Comparison in his Commentary  On the Sermon on the Mount

 Gifts of Spirit

 Beatitudes

 LP Petitions

Isaiah 11:2–3

Matthew 6:9–13

Matthew 5:3–10

Fear of God:  Timor

Poor in Spirit:  Pauperes

Holy be your name

 Dei

 Spiritu

Godliness:  Pietas

The Meek:  Mites

Your kingdom come

Knowledge:  Scientia

Those who mourn:  Qui

Your will be done, on

 lugent

earth as in heaven

Fortitude:  Fortitudo

Those who hunger and

Give us this day our daily

thirst for righteousness:

bread

 Qui esuriunt et sitiunt

 iustitiam

Counsel:  Consilium

The Merciful:  Misericordes

Forgive us our debts as we

forgive our debtors

Understanding:

The Pure in Heart:

Lead us not into

 Intellectus

 Mundicordes

temptation

Wisdom:  Sapientia

Peacemakers:  Pacifici

But deliver us from evil. 

By lining up the three groups of seven in this way, Augustine believed that he was able to explain the various aspects, or degrees, of the Christian life. For example, about the first level of comparison Augustine wrote:

It seems to me that this number seven which attaches to these petitions corresponds to the number seven from which this whole sermon began

[i.e., the beatitudes].163 For if it is the fear of the Lord [i.e., gift of the Holy Spirit] through which the poor in spirit are blessed, because theirs is the kingdom of heaven [i.e., the beatitude], let us pray that the name of God may be hallowed [i.e., the petition of the LP] among all through holy fear enduring for ever and ever.164

Augustine developed a formula whereby he was able to interpret these scriptures. In this instance, the formula works this way: people who embody a particular beatitude are blessed by the corresponding gift of
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the Spirit, so that they will possess the accompanying promise of the aforementioned beatitude when they pray the corresponding petition. 

The preceding thought can be said more simply: Augustine declared that people need to pray the petitions of the LP in order that they might attain the corresponding gifts of the Spirit and embody the beatitudes in their lives. Christians progress from the lowest to the highest level, where finally the peacemakers (the beatitude) are blessed through wisdom (the gift of the Holy Spirit) and are called children of God (the promise of the beatitude). They must pray to be delivered from evil (the seventh petition of the LP) in order to cry out to God as

“Abba, Father” in a spirit of adoption. Augustine firmly believed that this was attainable by all Christians while on earth. 

This highest level is the one place in all of the seven comparisons where baptism, that is, the adoption, is mentioned. The culmination of the Christian’s progress toward a life of faith ends where it begins: in a close relationship with God the Father, who is made the parent of converts through baptism. Indeed, to come to the seventh or highest degree is to acknowledge the reality of the first petition and the first stage of the Christian life, namely, that God is Father and Christians are in a right relationship with God as adoptive children.165

The blessings that petitioners seek in the LP pour out upon them in a limited and temporary manner as gifts and beatitudes while they are on earth, but one day they will be perfected eternally in the world to come.166 In the case of the first level of comparison, those who are poor in spirit (the beatitude) are blessed through their fear of the Lord (the gift of the Holy Spirit) and their reward will be the kingdom of heaven (the gift offered in the beatitude). For this reason, Christians ought to pray “holy be your name” (the first petition) so that God’s name will be holy and honored among all here and now, even though it won’t truly be holy until the day when the faithful come to their heavenly home. 

Why did Augustine compare the seven gifts, beatitudes, and petitions? As previously mentioned, Augustine used the LP most often in works that were baptismal-catechetic in nature. Both the LP and the gifts of the Holy Spirit played an important part within the actual rite of baptism. The baptismal rite that Augustine was familiar with involved both an invocation of the seven gifts of the Spirit of Isaiah 11, and the praying of the LP. After the baptism, unction, and imposition of hands, a blessing was bestowed by the presiding priest, who prayed for the sevenfold gift of the Spirit to come upon those baptized. This
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was a request for “the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and fortitude, the spirit of knowledge and godliness, the spirit of the fear of the Lord” to descend upon those who had recently emerged from the waters of the baptismal font.167 Therefore, the Isaiah 11 text was a part of the baptismal liturgy. Shortly thereafter in the baptismal rite, the LP was prayed by the initiate for the first time. 

Since both the LP and Isaiah 11:2 were central in the baptismal liturgy, and since there is what might be called a natural juxtaposition of these texts within the actual liturgy of baptism that Augustine was familiar with, it is not unexpected that the bishop of Hippo would, in a similar manner, place these two groups of seven side by side. 

The origin of the comparison between the seven beatitudes and the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit is not as obvious. Very early on in his commentary  On the Sermon on the Mount, Augustine contrasts the beatitudes and gifts before he compares the three groups together.168 Did the paralleling of the beatitudes and gifts have any logical connection, like the petitions and the gifts? It appears that the LP itself is the point of contact between both of the other two groups of seven. The LP shares the biblical context of the Sermon on the Mount with the beatitudes, and the baptismal context with the gifts of the Spirit. Since there is no apparent connection between the beatitudes and gifts besides the number seven, the LP is the point of comparison between the other two groups. Thus, Augustine, knowing that he intended to make a threefold comparison between the beatitudes, gifts, and petitions later on in his work, contrasted the gifts and beatitudes early on in order to set up the later comparison. Scripture interprets itself, and since all three groups share the same number, at least in Augustine’s numbering system, and similar contexts and concepts, Augustine boldly declared, “Seven in number, therefore, are the things which lead to perfection.”169 Thus, the comparison of the three groups of seven revealed for Augustine how Christians are to live and the way that God brings salvation to them. 

Augustine relied on the LP to interpret the gifts and beatitudes, and visa versa, but not until Isidore of Seville (d. 636) and Amalarius of Metz (d. 850) would other scholars return to this same method of comparing sevens. Even Augustine never used it again. After Amalarius, this numerical exegetical approach would not be employed until the twelfth century, but after that time it became more common. A few notable authors who used this type of exegesis later on
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are Hugh of St. Victor (d. 1142), Peter Lombard (d. 1160), Jordan of Quedlinburg (d. 1340), and Johannes Herolt (d. 1468).170

The LP was a sacramental prayer for Augustine, a prayer of hope and forgiveness, grace and salvation, and the very extension of baptism into the everyday lives of believers. Not only was the LP the first prayer out of the baptized believers’ mouths, but it was the prayer that moved the faithful to daily return to the hope of their baptism. 

The mystery, wonder, and power of the LP cannot be understated for Augustine, especially when one looks at it in light of the rest of the Bible. Its seven petitions not only sum up the truth of the scriptures, but they are intimately entwined with other sevenfold realities, such as the beatitudes and gifts of the Spirit, and the LP is able to impart what it calls for, that is, forgiveness. 

The LP itself is a sacramental seed that has the ability to help the Christian life to germinate in the hearts of converts even before they have been baptized. Truly, for Augustine, this is a mystery worth contemplating and treasuring. Granted, Augustine did not guard this prayer with a shroud of secrecy as closely as his teacher Ambrose had done, but he nevertheless still held the LP with a mysteriously sacramental respect that he believed the prayer deserved. 

Others also taught the LP to the educated pastors and the mature faithful of their congregations. Chromatius of Aquileia’s (d. 407) short and remarkably influential sermons on the LP put forth a concise explanation of the LP, which borrowed primarily from Tertullian and Cyprian.171 Augustine also quoted these authors frequently, and so Chromatius’ and Augustine’s interpretations often look very similar as well. What we see by the end of the fourth and beginning of the fifth century is a core orthodox interpretation that emerges especially in the writings of Augustine, but also in Chromatius, and that nearly everyone after them throughout the Middle Ages will refer to in some fashion. 

Chromatius’  Preface to the Lord’s Prayer,  which would later find its way into the late sixth- or early seventh-century Gelasian Sacramentary, became very influential for preachers and authors as the Gelasian Sacramentary became well known, as has been noted earlier.172 The basic interpretation of the LP in the few short sermons of Chromatius can be summed up rather easily. Their literal approach to the LP is not particularly original, but Chromatius’ synthesis was influential in that it was repeated at least in part by numerous later authors. 
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The concise commentary of Chromatius certainly noted the importance of the first three heavenly petitions over and against the final earthly petitions; nevertheless he spent a majority of his time discussing the fourth and fifth petitions. 

For Chromatius, the phrase “Give us this day our daily bread” 

means that Christians pray daily for spiritual food, that is, Christ, who is the bread of life (John 6:14, 52). The faithful pray for this daily in order that they might attain spiritual healing, be found worthy of Christ, and in the end, not be separated from Jesus, the true bread of life; though not stated specifically, it seems reasonable to imagine that Chromatius implies that this bread is connected with the Eucharist. In his longer sermon on Matthew 6:9–15, Chromatius also added that bread means earthly nourishment (food, clothing, and earthly necessities) and that Christians, in this sense, pray only for their daily needs and not for accumulating riches. In this way, the faithful are also able to not worry about tomorrow.173

Chromatius’  Preface to the Lord’s Prayer  also has a decidedly eschatological tone. The baptized should keep God’s name holy, desire God’s kingdom to come to them, and seek to do God’s will so that they might persevere (a strong theme in both Cyprian and Augustine) as true daughters and sons of God and come to salvation. The fourth petition says nothing about earthly physical bread, but it does note that Christ is the bread who frees people from sin and brings them to life everlasting. Believers should forgive others so that they may be forgiven and seek God’s deliverance from temptation and evil in order that they may attain eternal life on the last day. Therefore, the beloved of God hear and pray the LP so that they may go out into the world, keep this mystery fresh in their hearts, be perfect in Christ, obtain the mercy of Almighty God, and come safely unto the promised kingdom of God. This emphasis is important throughout the history of the interpretation of the LP.174

While the previous comments reflect orthodox attitudes toward the LP, we are fortunate to also have one commentary of Arian origins on the LP. An Arian bishop (or priest) wrote a commentary on Matthew during the early to mid-fifth century in the Roman Province of Illyricum, or perhaps in Dacia or Moesia (i.e., in and around the area formerly known as Yugoslavia). Some modern scholars originally thought the work was composed in Greek, but Josef Banning and others have shown that it originated in Latin.175 Unfortunately, the
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commentary has only survived in an incomplete form, hence the name An Incomplete Work on Matthew. Fortunately for our purposes, the work includes the section on the LP.176

The commentary survived—despite the destruction of Arian documents by orthodox authorities—largely because it was at times attributed to John Chrysostom. In the Middle Ages, parts of the commentary became well known; Banning has noted that it “was one of the favorite patristic works of Thomas Aquinas,” and this also helped to ensure its popularity. Approximately two hundred manuscripts remain today. Erasmus included it in his edition of Chrysostom’s writings (ca. 1530) in order to preserve it, but the erudite reformer denied Chrysostom’s connection to the work and speculated that the author was an Arian.177

The commentary itself is not polemical in style, but rather, it is a detailed exegetical analysis of the first gospel. Numerous theological and historical references belie the authors’ Arian tendencies. The PG 56 divides the commentary into homilies, but this is misleading, because originally this was not the case. The incomplete commentary is significant because it is one of a few early commentaries on Matthew; it provides important evidence for pre-Vulgate Latin translations of the Bible, it is one of the main documents that survives from the later period of Arianism, it reveals much about the development of later classical Latin,178 and it offers the only detailed extra-Catholic interpretation of the LP during the period covered in this book. 

The author either did not know or refused to use Augustine in his commentary.179 Schnurr has pointed out that some themes from Augustine may be found in this commentary, but most of these ideas may be found elsewhere, for example, in Cyprian or Tertullian. As an opponent of Arian theology, Augustine would no doubt have been a source this author wanted to avoid, even if they overlapped in part on some issues.180

The Arian author, however, did not ignore traditional interpretations of the LP as some might suppose. Familiar themes from Cyprian are developed. For example, the anonymous author related to his readers that they pray “Our Father” and not “my Father” because the LP

is concerned with all people. Likewise, he noted that God is not made holy by prayer, but in this prayer, Christians ask that God may be made holy in them. When believers pray that God’s will be done, they
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seek that it may be done in their lives. The last two themes are also in Tertullian. 

The Arian author in his discussion of the fifth petition mentioned that some avoided praying this petition despite praying the rest of the LP: the concern was of course that people who didn’t forgive others were asking God not to forgive them in turn. This is very similar to a concern of Cassian (ca. 360–425), the great monastic author from Gaul, who will be discussed later in this chapter. Cassian noted that some monks refused to pray the words, “. . . as we forgive others,” because they did not desire or were unable to forgive those who had sinned against them. There may also be other references here to Ambrose, Chromatius, Origen, and Gregory of Nyssa.181

Other commentaries at the turn of the fifth century relied on fairly standard interpretations of the LP and were less original in their exegetical treatments. However, this Arian commentary presents a number of innovative themes and emphases. Whereas earlier commentaries almost always related the words “Our Father” to baptismal themes of adoption, this commentary makes no such comparison. The notion that baptism changes converts into sons and daughters of God and siblings of Christ is not even alluded to. Instead, the emphasis is upon what it takes to remain sons or daughters of God. God prefers to be called Father, rather than Lord, in order to give believers the assur-ance and hope that they will be heard in their prayers. Servants do not always obtain what they ask for, but good sons and daughters who ask with clear consciences receive God’s good gifts. In fact, they deserve to be heard. But those who ask for carnal things do not merit God’s ear. Thus, for the Arian community, the connection between the LP

and baptism was less relevant in the fifth century. Whether it was ever of concern is impossible to say given the lack of evidence. The importance of the LP for this Arian author, however, was that it supported the Arian theological views concerning the divine and holy living. 

The emphasis in the Arian LP interpretation is strongly focused upon God the Father. References to Christ are not made despite the fact that this is Jesus’ own prayer that he taught the disciples. The commentary likewise focuses upon God the Father’s relationship to believers as sons and daughters. This is the strongest indication that this explanation is Arian, because the Arians emphasized their relationship to the one true God, the Father, and believed that Christ as a son was subordinate to the Father. 
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In light of the previous comments, the commentary predictably spends most of its time developing the second petition, on the kingdom of God. For the anonymous author, this petition allowed the opportunity to develop views on how good and evil relate in the world. 

The kingdom of God is either reward ( retributio) or tribulation ( tribulatio). The just receive the mercy of justice, while the wicked obtain guilt and the troubles of sin. Thus, the kingdom of God is located in people who are holy ( sancti); in them the kingdom dwells. The kingdom of God is also justice (another important theme that occurs throughout the commentary), the reward for those who are faithful to God’s will. Once again, the emphasis is upon the relationship of the believer to God. 

The author also distinguished between “being a ruler” ( regem esse) and “ruling” ( regnare). God, by nature, is the ruler of all creation, but the Father does not coerce his subjects, and so he does not necessarily rule all people. Those who do the will of God live in the light and are a part of the kingdom. Those who do not seek God’s will are ruled by the Devil, who coerces all under his power; they live in darkness outside of the kingdom of God. Therefore, there are two kingdoms in this world; the kingdom of God and the just, who will one day come to the kingdom of God in heaven (where true justice reigns), and the kingdom of the Devil and sinners, who will pass away in flames.182

With regard to the Arian author’s view on how Christians cooperate with God in their salvation, two examples are used. In the discussion of the first petition, the commentary mentions that just as well-dressed people seek to keep their clothes clean so that they might remain presentable, so too Christians are to avoid sin in order to keep themselves spotless for God. The discussion surrounding the third petition states that just as a seed needs soil, and soil needs a seed in order to produce a harvest, so God and believers need each other; just as people are not able to do good unless they have the help of God, so God does not work good in people, unless they will it.183

 The Incomplete Commentary on Matthew  demonstrates no variation in the Latin text of the LP per se, probably because, like Origen, it is simply a commentary on a biblical text. However, one unique element presents itself: it does add commentary on the first part of the doxology, “For yours is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory.” 

Since the commentary presents the LP in a verse-by-verse fashion, this probably suggests that these words were a part of the biblical LP text of
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the Matthew 6:13 verse that the author was reading. The Arian author does not indicate that these words are an addition to the biblical text: however, the author may simply assume his audience knows that. But since other liturgical references to the LP in this commentary are completely lacking, it seems most likely that this was a textual variant in the biblical text of Matthew 6:13 that the Arian author was using. 

The Arian author used the doxology as a way to explain the LP

a second time. If people ever wonder why they need to pray for God’s kingdom to come, asked the author, Christians need to remind them of the words, “Yours is the kingdom.” This phrase reveals that the kingdom is not of this world and so believers need to pray for it to come to them. When people question whether God is able to accomplish God’s will, Christians are to recall the words, “Yours is the power.” This sentence explains that God has the ability to do as God pleases and the third petition is to be understood in this light. Finally, the last four petitions divulge the meaning of the words “Yours is the glory.” When God offers bread, forgiveness, and keeps people from temptation and evil, this reveals the glory of God.184

The  Incomplete Commentary on Matthew  indicates how Arians understood the LP. Their understanding was neither detached from earlier traditional interpretations of the prayer, nor was it completely dependent upon them. Rather, the anonymous author put forth Arian concerns about the kingdom of God, justice, and the relationship of believers to their heavenly Father in an original commentary, while using what he considered to be the best of the past tradition. There is no sense that the LP itself is sacramental or even instrumental in the process of salvation. Since the work is not polemical, but exegetical in nature, it indicates that for the Arian author, the LP was primarily understood as a prayer that aided their understanding of how God offers salvation to people. The LP reveals a cooperative relationship of God the Father to his sons and daughters in faith, and how they, like seed and soil, together produce a harvest of salvation. 

The commentary on the LP as a text of education for mature Christians varied greatly depending upon the author’s persuasion. From the soaring, philosophically practical, eloquent heights of Gregory of Nyssa’s prose, to the bishop of Hippo’s commonsensical and theologically sophisticated views, to Chromatius’ succinct but largely unoriginal words, to an anonymous Arian commentary, the LP was a flexible and remarkably adaptable text that inspired awe and wonder
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as well as rational and sensible attitudes toward God, and faithful thought and action. Each of the representative authors of this section profoundly shaped later views concerning the LP. What is more important is that they were able to do so because of the centrality of the message of the LP that existed among a rich variety of Christian churches concerning God, belief, and the holy life. In some ways, almost every, if not every, medieval Christian commentary on the LP

is merely a footnote to these views and interpretations. 

The Lord’s Prayer in Polemics

Since the LP was a uniquely revered text in the early church, early authors found it helpful to draw upon both its mystery and power in times of need.185 When a perceived heretical group, like the Arians, used the LP to develop their theological agenda over and against others, so-called orthodox writers often retaliated by placing the LP at the center of their polemical works in order to counter the teaching of their theological opponents. This was particularly true of Optatus of Milevis, Augustine, Jerome, and Cyril of Alexandria. 

Very little is known about the mid- to late fourth-century North African bishop Optatus of Milevis. Like Juvencus, Jerome mentions Optatus in his  On Famous Men (ch. 110), remarking that Optatus wrote an important work entitled  Concerning the Schism of the Donatists.186 The first edition of this work was completed in the middle of the 360s, and its final form, an unfinished second edition, was probably written during the mid 380s. 

Optatus mentioned the LP three times in the midst of his lengthy attack against the Donatists, each time to make a similar argument. 

Like Tertullian refuting Marcion, Optatus pointed to the LP in order to challenge what he considered to be the dangerous doctrines of Donatist schismatics. For Optatus, the LP was an important weapon in his apologist’s arsenal. 

The Donatist movement began in the early fourth century in North Africa after a time of great persecution of Christians. Some lesser clergy and bishops, under the threat of violence from various secular authorities, gave over the scriptures of their churches in order to save their lives. Some clergy, however, refused to do so and became martyrs or confessors. After these days of persecution ended, the church was divided over what was to be done with those clergy who had fallen

106

●

The Lord’s Prayer in the Early Church

into apostasy by cooperating with the authorities, rather than suffering faithfully. The Donatists called them traitors and wanted to cast them out of the church, but some churches retained them, if they repented. 

The Donatists, however, only allowed clergy who had remained faithful during the times of persecution and thereafter. They believed that they themselves were the only true heirs of the faithful pre-persecution church. Donatist clergy were required to be blameless. Clergy who had committed apostasy were outside of the church, even if they repented. 

As a result, Donatists believed that any sacraments performed by apostate priests were no longer efficacious. Roman Catholics defended a non-Donatist position that argued that it was not the clergy, but God who made the sacraments efficacious, even if imparted to the faithful by means of an imperfect priest. Therefore, appropriately repentant apostate clergy could be reinstated. 

Optatus became a significant figure in the Donatist debate, himself anticipating many of Augustine’s later theological positions against the very popular movement. Optatus argued that Donatist doctrine contradicted the teaching of the LP concerning the sinfulness of humanity. 

If, indeed, it is necessary for a Donatist priest to be blameless in order for him to aid his congregation in obtaining forgiveness through the sacraments, why does the priest pray the LP during the worship service? Optatus pointed out that Donatist priests prayed the words, 

“Our Father who is in heaven, and forgive us our debts and sins.”187 If the priest is in fact holy, then he has no sins that need remittance and this part of the LP does not pertain to him. If the LP does not pertain to the priests, then why do they pray it? If, on the other hand, priests pray the LP, because it does pertain to them, then they are not free from sin, and by their own admission their sacraments are null and void. In any case, the Donatist position is undermined by the very fact that their clergy pray the LP, says Optatus. For the Donatists to say that any, even the clergy, are without sin, is to be deceived by the Devil.188

It is important to note that the LP was a place of common ground between the Donatist schismatics and orthodox Catholics. We may assume that both afforded it a central place in their worship, private devotional lives, and in theological education. Therefore, Optatus drew on the LP because it was a text that both sides held as central to their faith. By showing that the Donatists did not adhere to the tenets of the LP, Optatus felt that he proved that the Donatists failed
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to promote true Christian teachings and practices. In other words, the battle over orthodoxy placed the LP on center stage at times, and thus, the battle over the interpretation of the LP was a battle for orthodoxy itself. If the teachings of the LP could be used to refute schismatic teachings, then the Donatists had indeed gone astray. After all, even Donatist neophytes had been given the LP. Unfortunately for Optatus, they strayed from their roots, the teachings of the LP, and they therefore needed to return to the prayer that had originally brought them into the faith. As the prayer that was specifically identified with the moment of baptismal conversion, the LP also came to be seen as a text of central importance for teaching true Christian doctrine. 

The high regard Augustine had for the LP led him, like Optatus, to quote Jesus’ prayer frequently in his treatises that attempted to refute

“questionable” teachings. These polemical works were not only for the benefit of the “wayward,” but they were often meant to be a tool for educated orthodox clergy, who actively had to combat theological het-erodoxy. In turn, these clergy used Augustine’s ideas in their sermons and writings to teach their congregations about what they considered to be theological truth. 

Augustine used the LP in his polemical works in order to defend the faith, in part because the LP had originally been a part of the baptismal ritual. Thus, Augustine sought to direct the “misguided,” 

who in his opinion had strayed from the faith, back to those teachings they learned when they first entered the church. 

An example of this comes in Augustine’s work  On the Gift of Perseverance (written late in Augustine’s life, ca. 428–429). Augustine set forth the idea that everyone, saint and sinner alike, needed the gift of grace in order to attain eternal life. Those who are initiated receive faith as a gift at the beginning of faith ( initium fidei). Christians cannot remain faithful, however, without the gift of perseverance. Those who do not persevere in true Christian teachings, said Augustine, are led astray and become heretics who lose salvation unless they return to the faith of their baptisms.189

Augustine quoted the LP most often in his polemical works against the Pelagians and the so-called Semi-Pelagians. In his anti-Pelagian writings, Augustine focused his rhetoric primarily on the fifth and sixth petitions. Augustine accused the Pelagians of believing that they were able to lead godly lives free of sin apart from the grace of God, and in so doing, they merited their own salvation. Augustine countered
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this claim by appealing to the fifth petition, on forgiveness. It was inconceivable, for Augustine, that Christ taught his disciples, and his church, to pray this petition frequently if they were not in need of God’s daily grace of forgiveness that is imparted through the LP. Since even the greatest saints prayed this prayer every day, argued Augustine, they admitted that they, and therefore all people, sin throughout their lives. Christ teaches his followers this petition so that they might be humble, acknowledge their sin, and throw themselves upon God’s mercy. The Pelagians, argued Augustine, are guilty of pride, because they claim to have no need of God’s grace and, ultimately, of God. 

Augustine especially stressed the fifth petition in his treatise against the Pelagians entitled  On Nature and Grace (ca. 413–415), when he commented, “Here, indeed, [in the fifth petition] we have the daily incense, so to speak, of the Spirit which is offered on the altar of the heart, which we are bidden to lift up implying that even if we cannot live here without sin, we may yet die without sin, when in merciful forgiveness the sin is blotted out which is committed in ignorance and infirmity.”190 Sin may be forgiven by God’s grace, but it may not be earned by good works, argued Augustine. 

The sixth petition teaches that saints need to be kept from temptation because temptation can lead to sin. If Christians are able to keep themselves from sin by their own free wills, as the Pelagians argued, then this petition is unnecessary. But all people are in need of God’s grace to avoid temptation. If the fifth petition removes the stain of sin from believers, then the sixth petition prevents believers from further soiling their lives. In  On Nature and Grace, Augustine expressed this in the following manner:

Now there are two ways whereby, even in bodily maladies, evil is guarded against, to prevent its occurrence, and, if it happens, to secure a speedy cure. To prevent [sin’s] occurrence, we may find precaution in the prayer, “Lead us not into temptation;” to secure the prompt remedy, we have the resource in the prayer, “Forgive us our debts.” 

Whether then the danger only threatens, or be inherent, it may be guarded against.191

The emphasis upon the sixth petition in Augustine’s polemical works is significant because he ties this petition to perseverance. In another polemical piece against the Pelagians,  On the Perfection of Human Justice (ca. 415–416), Augustine stated that “. . .  if anyone says that
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we ought not to use the prayer, ‘Lead us not into temptation’ (and he says as much who maintains that God’s help is unnecessary to a person for the avoidance of sin, and that human will, after accepting only the law, is sufficient for the purpose), then I do not hesitate at once to affirm that such a person ought to be removed from the public ear, and to be anathematized by every mouth.”192 The Pelagians, therefore, stand condemned because of the wisdom of the LP. 

Augustine’s  On the Gift of Perseverance (ca. 428–429), which is the second half of Augustine’s  On the Predestination of the Saints (ca. 428–

429),193 was his last in-depth treatment of the LP in his life and his last complete work on grace. Augustine challenged the Pelagian idea that free will, without aid from God, may cooperate in bringing about salvation. Since Christians continue to live in sin after their baptisms, perseverance is not possible without God’s grace. Augustine supported his arguments against the Pelagians by appealing to the authority of the LP, the scripture as a whole, the liturgy of the church, and the Early Church Fathers, particularly Cyprian—especially his commentary  On the Lord’s Prayer. Cyprian, “that most lucid and glorious martyr and doctor,”194 was the first to connect the LP with the concept of perseverance. Cyprian’s commentary on the LP anticipated and refuted the doctrines of the Pelagians, said Augustine, almost two centuries before they came into vogue. For Augustine, the LP and its proper interpretation was literally an antidote to “the poison of the Pelagians.”195

Indeed, said Augustine, in the LP, “almost nothing else other than perseverance is understood to be asked for.”196

The saints of the church pray for perseverance when they pray the LP, says Augustine, and if people were able to persevere without grace, then the LP itself would be unnecessary. Still, Jesus commanded the church to pray it daily. Therefore, Augustine concluded, “Without a doubt the saints are asking to persevere in these goods which they know they have received. If they receive this, obviously they also receive perseverance itself, that great gift of God by which all His other gifts are preserved.”197

Even the fourth petition, “Give us this day our daily bread,” was understood by Cyprian and Augustine to be about perseverance, at least in part. Cyprian declared that the bread refers to the Eucharistic body of Christ, and therefore in praying the fourth petition, “the saints of God ask from the Lord precisely for perseverance  . . .  that they may not be separated from the Body of Christ, but may remain in that
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sanctity in which they are not guilty of any sin which would merit their separation from the body.”198

Six of the seven petitions specifically asked for the grace of perseverance, said Augustine, who also noted, “In [the fifth] petition alone perseverance is not asked for, for past are the sins which we ask to be forgiven us; for although perseverance which gives us salvation for eternity is certainly necessary for the period of this life, yet not for the time already past, but for that which remains even unto the end.”199

Augustine referred to the sixth petition more frequently than to any other petition in his polemical writings. This petition spelled out most clearly for Augustine how perseverance is a gift of God. Augustine declared, “For no one ceases to persevere in the Christian way of life, unless he is first led into temptation. If, therefore, he be granted what he prays for, namely that he be not led into temptation, he surely by God’s help persists—which is a gift of God—in that sanctification which by God’s gift he obtained.”200 Therefore, Augustine argued that God demands that all Christians must pray the sixth petition.201

Augustine also developed the LP perseverance theme in non-polemical works as well. Augustine began his discussion of the LP in the aforementioned  On the Sermon on the Mount  by first looking at Matthew 6:8 (the verse preceding the LP in Matthew), which states that God knows what the faithful need, even before they pray. People, at times, warned Augustine, falsely believe that this verse means that prayer is not necessary because God knows all things. In prayer, God illumines the intellects and spirits of those who pray so that their hearts might be made calm, clean, and capable of receiving God’s divine gifts. 

This enlightenment enables those who pray to receive and bear the gift of God’s divine light so that they might persevere in faith, joy, and blessedness. Augustine boldly concludes his comments on the LP in his  On the Gift of Perseverance  with the following reverence for the LP: Therefore, if there were no other proofs, this, the Lord’s Prayer alone would suffice for us respecting the cause of grace which we are defending, because it has left us nothing which we might glory as our own, since it shows that our not departing from God must be given only by God when it shows it is from God that we must ask it.202

The LP reveals the central theology of the church and therefore stands over and against any who would alter this theology, especially with regard to the necessity of grace, noted Augustine. 
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Other authors shared Augustine’s views on the Pelagians. Prosper of Aquitaine (ca. 390–463) corresponded with and received advice from his friend Augustine, who dedicated the treatises  On the Predestination of the Saints  and  On the Gift of Perseverance  to Prosper, his friend. 

Prosper also sided with Augustine against the Semi-Pelagians while commenting on the third petition, on God’s will, in his  Defense of Augustine (written ca. 431–432).203 The Pelagians had used the third petition in order to attack Augustine and Prosper for holding to the belief that Christians necessarily continue to sin after baptism and that they cannot of their own free wills lead godly lives. If this is true, suggested the Pelagians, then God’s will, which must be done, must be the cause of sin among Christians. Therefore, Christians who pray the third petition seek their own condemnation, but such an idea was absurd to the Pelagians. 

Prosper, on the other hand, retorted that God wills all to be saved and does not cause Christians to sin, but offers them Christ for their salvation. By this grace, God saves Christians, who nonetheless continue to sin due to their corrupted natures. God’s will saves the faithful, while others are judged to be imitators of the devil, rather than of God, and they therefore stand condemned.204

Jerome also attacked Pelagian doctrines with the aid of the LP at about the same time Augustine wrote his anti-Pelagian works. Jerome’s treatise  A Dialogue Against the Pelagians (ca. 417) is in the form of a dialogue between Atticus, a Catholic, and Critobulus, a Pelagian. 

Atticus, at a point late in the argument, chides Critobulus for being arrogant enough to suppose that Christians are able to earn salvation by their own abilities to choose, and to lead, sinless lives. Quoting from a letter of Pelagius addressed to a widow named Juliana, Atticus relates that Pelagius told her that she should in good conscience raise her hands to God and pray, “For you know, O Lord, how holy, how innocent, how clean of all fraud, wrong-doing, and rapine are the hands that I stretch out to you; how just, how undefiled, and free of all deceit are the lips, with which I pour out my prayers and supplications to you, to have pity on me.”205 Atticus, however, suggests that these presumptuous words are more reminiscent of the unworthy prayer of the Pharisee in Jesus’ parable than the righteous prayer of the tax collector (Luke 18:9ff.). Atticus then turns his attention to the LP, which he believes completely condemns the position of Critobulus and Pelagian theology, as developed in his letter to Juliana.206
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Atticus explains to Critobulus that the LP needs to be understood within its liturgical context of the Eucharist and baptism. While discussing the fifth petition, Atticus notes that the LP in the worship service is prayed right before the Eucharist: “Thus, did [Jesus] teach his apostles that they who believe should make bold to say daily at the sacrifice of his body: ‘Our Father,  . . . ’ ”207 Jerome argued that all Christians are sinners and therefore need the forgiveness offered through the LP before they receive the Lord’s Supper. If Pelagius is correct, however, his followers do not need the LP, because they can lead godly lives without God’s aid such as is found in the LP. Jerome argued to the contrary, that the positioning of the LP before the Lord’s Supper in the liturgy reveals that all Christians need to pray for forgiveness regularly because they are sinful and in need of God’s grace. 

Jerome also stated that the LP is connected to the liturgical practices surrounding the baptism. Jerome claimed that the praying of the LP

immediately following the sacrament of baptism within the baptismal service is even more significant than the liturgical connection between the LP and the Lord’s Supper. Atticus rhetorically wonders if there is anyone more perfect or clean than the person who emerges from the waters of baptism. His obvious answer to this question is, “Of course not.” And yet, Jerome believed that despite the recent washing away of sins, the newly baptized nevertheless pray the LP and the fifth petition out of necessity. The Pelagians argued that the LP is recited after baptism as a sign of the humility of the believer. Jerome, however, stated:

They who emerge from the baptismal font and have been reborn in the Lord Savior, having fulfilled what was written of them: “Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven, and whose sins are covered,” say at the very moment of their first communion of the body of Christ: “And forgive us our debts,” debts that had been forgiven them in the confession of Christ. And you [Critobulus], in your arrogance and boastful pride, glory in the purity of your holy hands and the cleanness of your speech. Even though the conversion of man may be as perfect as possible, and his possession of virtues be as complete as possible after faults and sins, can he be as free of fault as they who emerge immediately from the font of Christ? And yet they are commanded to say: “Forgive us our debts, as we also forgive our debtors,” not under false pretense of humility, as you interpret it, but rather as a sign of fear of human weakness which dreads its own conscience.208
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Jerome’s appeal to the liturgical context of the LP was an appeal for the Pelagians to return to the teachings they had learned in their baptismal and Eucharistic education. Like Augustine, Jerome was concerned with presenting the LP not only as an authoritative text, but also as a prayer that was an essential part of the lives of believers. Therefore, Jerome made explicit the connection between the LP and the sacraments. However, unlike Augustine, Jerome did not say the LP had a sacramental quality to it per se. The LP was a means by which people received forgiveness, and this was enough for Jerome. 

In the remaining parts of his  A Dialogue Against the Pelagians, Jerome juxtaposed the doctrines of the LP with Pelagian beliefs, and did so in a “You say  . . .  but we say  . . . ” fashion. The first petition teaches that God is holy, but the Pelagians believe that they themselves are holy. The second and third209 petitions declare that Christians are to place their hopes in God’s future kingdom, where the will of God will be fulfilled, whereas the Pelagians trust in their own strength. 

The fourth petition reveals that the saintly apostles needed to pray for daily bread (i.e., the Eucharistic bread of Christ), but the Pelagians rely on their own holiness. Thus, the Pelagians assume they are able to give themselves those gifts that may only be given by God. 

The fifth petition has already been mentioned. The sixth and seventh petitions likewise demonstrate that all Christians are in need of God’s sustaining grace, but the Pelagians believe that they are able to resist temptation with their own will power. Jerome believed that the Pelagians put themselves at great risk by holding that they do not need God to be delivered from evil. Therefore, Atticus concludes that the prayers of Critobulus, which are best illustrated by the prayer taught by Pelagius to Juliana, are arrogant, and those who pray them stand condemned.210

In the end, both Jerome and Augustine connected the LP to baptism in their polemical writings; both sought to recall the Pelagians from their errors by appealing to the LP that they learned in their baptismal catechetic training. Still, Jerome’s liturgical theme is strikingly unique. For Jerome, it is the actual position of the LP in the liturgy in relation to the Eucharist and baptism that condemns the Pelagians. 

No one before him had ever put forth this sort of explanation of the LP, even though the use of the LP before the Eucharist and after baptism was a common practice. Jerome’s appeal to the liturgical function of the LP is revealing, because he is primarily known historically as a

114

●

The Lord’s Prayer in the Early Church

biblical exegete. This suggests again that part of the appeal of using the LP to counter heretical thought had to do with the fact that it was a central devotional and theological text within the worship life of the church. 

Cyril of Alexandria (d. 444) also used the LP in a polemical way. 

Scholars suggest that Cyril’s writings against the Nestorians started in late 428 or 429, or about the time of Nestorius’ rise to ecclesiastical power in Constantinople. Again, the reader will note that this is at the same time of some of Augustine’s writings against the Pelagians. 

Cyril’s commentary on Luke was written ca. 430, and thus, references in it speak specifically against the Nestorians at times but also against heresy in general.211 His arguments in his commentary on the LP

speak more generally against all heresy. Cyril, like Augustine, believed that the sixth petition of the LP in particular revealed that there were two types of temptations that Christians must avoid. The second type of temptation was that of the passions and lust that plague all people. However, the first type was the universal temptation of all people, and especially Christians, toward heresy. For Cyril, the false teachers and prophets of the world lured the faithful away from the truth by glorifying worldly wisdom, adulterating the language of sacred procla-mations, and multiplying blasphemous words. As Cyril suggested, Psalm 74:5 says that heretics set up their horns on high, sounding iniquity against the Creator of the universe. Champions of the truth strive to proclaim the sound doctrines of God, defending God’s glory, and praising God’s Word. However, heretics persecute these truth seekers and tempt them. Cyril warns that the faithful ought not to be faithless like the soldier in battle who throws his shield aside and flees the war or the athlete who gives up the race. Christians should realize that life is about war, not peace; after all Jesus said, “I came not to bring peace but a sword” (Matthew 10:34). Unfortunately, some heretics also have political power and might, which as a result can cause their persecu-tions to be terrible. Still, believers ought not to fear them (1 Peter 4:19) nor to flee. Rather, they should always watch so that the thief will not break in and steal their faith (1 Peter 4:15). Finally, all that true followers of Christ can do is to be willing to suffer and die for their faith like the martyrs, who love God (Hebrews 6:10). By fighting the good fight and running the good race, those who resist temptation will find eternal victory (2 Timothy 4:7).212

Early authors also made a non-Christian group, namely the Jews, a target of a LP polemic. Like Tertullian and Cyprian, Augustine used
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the LP in a polemical way against the Jews on a number of occasions. 

One example will be enough to make this point. In his commentary On the Sermon on the Mount,  Augustine contrasted the precepts of Jesus’ mountain sermon with the Ten Commandments handed over to Moses on the mountain of Sinai. According to Augustine, the precepts of Jesus are superior to those of Moses because Christians become sons and daughters of God, the Father, through Christ in baptism; therefore, they are motivated by kinship and love to obey God. However, the commandments passed on to the Hebrews by Moses suggest that the people of Israel followed God more as slaves and were motivated by fear.213 The Jews do not have the right to pray to God as Father in the words of the LP, but Christians do. Augustine’s superces-sionist argument suggested that the Jews, who may have been chosen at one time, no longer deserved the title, and were in fact replaced by Christians, who have come into a familial relationship with God. 

Those who rejected Christ, by either proper doctrinal ideas or religious practices, therefore turned their backs on Christ’s Father and thus forfeited their inheritances. Christians, in turn, became the true heirs of God through baptism. Many, if not all, Christian LP commentaries in the early church made this point, and as a result, it is not farfetched to argue that such early attitudes and polemics against the Jews no doubt led to much of the anti-Semitism that emerged in the early church. 

The LP proved to be an important text for early church authors in combating the perceived errors of other groups in the ancient world. 

Since the LP was one of the first theological and devotional texts taught to the believer, it had the advantage of having authority in both the education and life of believers. The sixth petition of the LP was especially called upon to make arguments against Christian groups who were understood to have gone astray. Nevertheless, in the end, it was probably the prominence and simplicity of the LP in the life of the church that made it so appealing to use in polemical writings. A fight over the right interpretation of the LP was a fight over the very heart of the Christian faith and its teachings. Whoever won this battle over the LP had the upper hand in theological debate, moral behavior, and liturgical rectitude. 

The Lord’s Prayer in Early Monastic Theology Another group of early Christians who turned to the LP for inspiration were early monks and nuns. This part of the chapter will focus on
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one representative author: John Cassian, the renowned early monastic guide (ca. 365–435). Cassian traveled widely in order to learn more about the monastic life. After living in Bethlehem and travel-ing through Egypt, he went to Rome for awhile, and he eventually settled in southern France in order to form monastic communities there. Two of his works, the  Institutes (written before 420) and the Conferences (ca. 420–429), were composed in order to communicate his ideas about monastic ideals. The  Conferences, which deals with the interior life of the monk or the nun, brings to completion his thoughts on monastic life and perfection, which he first wrote about in his  Institutes, discussing the exterior life of monastics. 

The  Conferences  recalls conversations Cassian had with fifteen Egyptian fathers: in 24 books, it lays out his ideas about monasticism. 

His attitudes toward prayer ( Conferences, chapters 9–10) and perfection ( Conferences, Chapter 11) are considered by some scholars to be central to this work. Cassian himself says, “The whole purpose of the monk—and indeed the perfection of his heart amounts to this—

total and uninterrupted dedication to prayer.”214 Chapters 9–10 of his Conferences  present his comments on the LP.215

Cassian noted that there are as many kinds of prayers as there are numerous conditions and states of the human soul. People pray differently depending upon what it is they are seeking and upon what state their soul is in at the time.216 Nevertheless, generally speaking, he divided prayer into four basic types, which are discussed in 1 Timothy 2:1: “My advice is that first of all supplication should be offered up for everyone, [then] prayers, pleas, and thanksgiving.” The lowest form of prayer, supplication ( obsecratio), is when the contrite seek pardon for their sins; this type is meant for beginners. The second stage of prayer is what Cassian simply called “prayer” ( oratio), and this is a vow or promise made to serve God and renounce the world. The third type, called a plea ( postulatio), is said on behalf of others. And finally, the highest level, thanksgiving ( gratiarum actiones), occurs when believers are moved to true thankfulness. This happens in one of three ways: through a recollection of God’s past kindness, by understanding what God grants in the present, or by a vision of salvation that God will grant in the future.217 Jesus himself firmly established these four types of prayers by modeling them in his actions and words at various times in his life, says Cassian.218
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Monks and nuns are able to move through these four stages of prayer to the highest form of prayer, which has no words but is what Cassian called the fiery prayer of the Holy Spirit. Cassian noted: Aflame with all [these prayers] their hearts are rapt in the burning prayer which human words can neither grasp nor utter. Sometimes the soul which has come to be rooted in this state of real purity takes on all the forms of prayer at the same time. It flies from one [kind of prayer] to the other, like an uncontrollable grasping fire. It becomes an outpouring of living pure prayer which the Holy Spirit, without our knowing it, lifts up to God in unspeakable groanings.219

The four stages of prayer may be prayed separately and at different times or all together at the same time. Either way, these prayers are the means by which petitioners are lifted to the highest level of contemplation, where words are no longer needed.220

The goal of prayer, therefore, is to be lifted by the fire of love to a contemplation of God that is above the four basic prayer types. 

Cassian said about this, “We must be careful to aspire to this state of soul. This is what the beginning of the LP tells us when it says, 

‘Our Father,  . . . ’ ”221 Cassian’s deep respect for the power and mystery of the LP moved him at times to call it the fullness of perfection, an example, or the rule, for all verbal prayer. But ultimately, like the other four prayers that use words, it is a prayer that raises up believers “to that prayer of fire known to so few. It lifts them up, rather, to that ineffable prayer, which rises above all human consciousness, with no voice sounding, no tongue moving, no words uttered.”222

Cassian understood the LP to be a means to an end, rather than an end in itself as most authors before or after him understood it. The highest type of prayer, the prayer of fire, is even beyond the LP. The LP, in as much as it embodies the four types of prayers, aids petitioners in coming to this highest level of prayer. However, the LP is not the highest kind of prayer itself. All LP commentators before Cassian believed the LP to be an end in itself, the perfect prayer, and the prayer that encompassed all other prayers, but this view was not held by Cassian. 

The shortcoming of the LP, for Cassian, is that it includes words. 

Certainly, as far as wordy prayers go, it is the most important. Nevertheless, it is the prayer of the Holy Spirit which enflames the heart with the greatest ardor, lifts the soul beyond earthly prayer, and attains the highest form of prayer, which is uttered in groans too deep for
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words. Jesus himself, Cassian pointed out, withdrew to the Mount of Olives alone and with silent petitions offered a prayer with so great a fervor that his sweat became blood (Luke 22:44); thus, Jesus gave monks and nuns an example of how he himself in his own deepest prayers ascended beyond the words of the LP.223

Beside this uniqueness, Cassian’s explanation of the individual petitions of the LP is, for the most part, like earlier commentaries, but he added his own unique thoughts as well. For example, Cassian noted that the words, “Our Father” indicate that all who pray the LP proclaim that God is Lord of the universe and Father, and they are no longer servants, but adopted sons and daughters of God.224 But even though this echoes Tertullian and Cyprian, there is also an important difference. While the notion of adoption has in the past always implied baptism, Cassian interpreted adoption to mean the state that monks and nuns find themselves in when they pray the LP. In other words, the LP declares the reality of their intimate relationship with God. This is a striking difference from earlier works. Outside the mere mention of the word “adoption,” there is no reference in Cassian’s LP commentary to baptism. 

Cassian also noted that since God is their adoptive Father, the monks and nuns ask in the LP that they might do nothing that would make them degenerate sons and daughters. The LP encourages them as children to hallow God’s name (the first petition) in their deeds, and in so doing, to glorify God. In this way, God is made holy, that is, honored, by their perfection and good works. For Cassian, the kingdom of God (the second petition) comes to the most pure souls, or the holy ones over whom Christ reigns. This happens when fornica-tion is vanquished and chastity rules, anger is overcome and peace is king, and pride is trampled and humility is sovereign. Cassian believes that chastity, peace, and humility are essential virtues for monks and nuns, and therefore, his interpretation of the LP continues to promote monastic virtues and perfection. In the end, the devil’s power is driven out of monastic hearts through the expulsion of sin’s foulness, and God’s rule begins amid the good odor of virtuous deeds.225

Promoting other monastic virtues, Cassian interpreted the fourth petition in a traditional manner, namely, that bread means spiritual needs. But when he discussed the notion of praying this petition

“daily,” he said that his audience’s “daily poverty,” another important monastic virtue, should encourage them not to eat anything more than
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is needed for the strengthening of their hearts. Also, those who do not partake of this spiritual bread in this life will not be able to eat of it in the next.226

Likewise, Cassian had a unique view of the fifth petition. After pointing out how monks and nuns need to forgive others in order to be forgiven (as earlier authors had argued concerning all Christians), Cassian cautioned that forgiving others too easily can be a problem as well. To indulge people in their weaknesses by being too gentle on their sins brings both sides to condemnation.227 This concern reflects Cassian’s interest in dealing with the vices that threaten the perfection of the lives of monks and nuns. 

Cassian also noted that there was another problem related to the fifth petition, which we have already alluded to in the discussion about the Arian  Incomplete Commentary on Matthew.  Again, some monks had apparently gotten into the habit of not praying the forgiveness petition, or at least not the last part of it, or they merely fell silent during its recitation in worship. They did not pray “Forgive us  . . . as we forgive  . . . ,” because they feared that God would not forgive them due to their own unwillingness to forgive others. Therefore, they did not say it. However, Cassian warned that skipping this part of the prayer would do these deceivers no good; God knows their hearts and will judge them accordingly.228

Cassian’s interpretation of the LP, therefore, was the first directed at a strictly monastic audience. While his explanations clearly borrowed from earlier commentaries, Cassian adapted the prayer and made it relevant for his monastic audience. All the same, it is rather remarkable to note that Cassian definitely broke with tradition when he did not finally regard the LP as the greatest of all prayers per se. Certainly he believed it to be the highest form of prayer that employed words, but its function was to move people to that greater wordless and fiery prayer of the Holy Spirit. This is perhaps one of the clearest indications of how the interpretation and use of the LP adapted and diversified in an increasingly complex Christian world during the fifth century.229

Conclusions: The Flourishing Lord’s Prayer By the end of the fourth century, a widespread concern for keeping the LP as a cherished, and even hidden, part of orthodox Christian teaching and practice had clearly blossomed in some locales. In many
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ways, this attitude reached its zenith in Ambrose. His stern, respectful attitude toward the LP slowly gave way to a slightly more relaxed, but no less respectful, attitude during the early decades of the fifth century, thanks especially to Augustine’s views on this subject. Whatever  disciplina arcani  that existed around the LP slowly drifted into the past. For now, however, the fourth century can be categorized as a time when the LP continued to grow in importance in the life of the church despite the fact that there were relatively few commentaries written on it during the fourth century. This fact, no doubt, is consistent with a cautious attitude that at times desired to not even write down the Creed or the LP, even for educational purposes. As a result, much of the instruction on the LP during this century probably occurred in a verbal manner. 

At the beginning of the fourth century, however, Juvencus was willing to include his paraphrase version of the LP in his larger work as a tool to persuade non-Christians of the enlightened teachings of Jesus of Nazareth. However, such an attitude of public exposure with regard to the LP was a minority opinion in that time. Nonetheless, Juvencus inspired others, like Coelius Sedulius, and as a result, one of the most popular forms of interpretation of the LP that developed in this period was poetry. 

Optatus of Milevus, Didymus the Blind, Jerome, Augustine, Cyril of Alexandria, and other polemical writers felt that the LP was a prayer not only worth defending against the heterodox, but a tool by which suspect teachings could be exposed, undermined, and effectively refuted. The use of the LP with what was considered problematic Christian groups was not an issue, because they already knew the LP

and were using it in their worship, private devotions, and theology. 

The issue was not one of guarding the LP from these groups, but rather, guarding of the proper interpretation of the LP from what was considered to be false and dangerous theological explanations of the beloved words of Jesus. 

Gregory of Nyssa, on the other hand, saw in the LP as an entire theology of Christian practice and belief, a prayer of beauty and unparalleled wonder. For bishops like Ambrose of Milan, Cyril of Jerusalem, and Augustine of Hippo, the LP was an object of mystery and awe which communicated the essence of Christian teaching and life, and therefore it was essential for baptismal catechesis, either before or after baptism. 
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The fourth and fifth centuries were times when the LP intensified in importance in the lives of Christians as a pearl of great price, a treasure of the faithful. Among monastic communities, like the one surrounding Cassian, the LP became a key element of monastic life. While not necessarily the pinnacle of prayer for Cassian, the LP represented the peak of prayer that employed words. The LP, all the same, held tremendous sway over the lives of the faithful, regardless of whether they were wet-behind-the-ears neophytes, who had just been baptized, or the most advanced monks and nuns of some remote community. Either way, the LP fell from their lips more often and more belovedly than any other words they would ever utter. In the end, the LP flowered in every part of the Christian landscape. At times, the LP beautified thought and life in a way that brought a fresh scent of fragrant virtue to the church; at other times, the flower felt prickly, and the thorns of polemic and of marginalizing others poked into the conversation. 

Nevertheless, the LP blossomed in every corner of Christianity, helping it to organize Christian thought and life around its seven simple petitions. 
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Conclusion: A Jewel of Unsurpassed Worth

Thereissomethingverysatisfyingaboutsortingthroughdusty books and ancient manuscripts, which transport readers back into the very hearts, lives, and minds of great writers and, by extension, their audiences. Shadowy glimpses of the past pour forth from the vellum to reveal not just complex beliefs, but flesh and blood people who often passionately attempted to live faithful lives of service dedicated to their God. Sadly, the illuminating light was at times accompanied by smoky images that are all too often incomplete, clouded by partial evidence and only wispy visions of the past. The scholar’s task is to attempt to make as much sense of the disparate sources as is feasible. Frequently, the distance of time, place, and cultures makes this task very difficult. As scholars attempt to peer beyond the centuries into the lives and mindsets of both the folks in the pews and the erudite thinkers in their studies, they discover, in this case, a people of honest, heartfelt, and pious convictions that show a remarkable reverence for the words “Our Father.” At times, their passions got the better of them, and vigorous arguments ensued or prejudices developed. When they were at their best, however, early Christians infused the LP into every aspect of their Christian lives and thought in a way that made the prayer a beloved treasure, a pearl of great price. 

As early authors sought to understand the LP and its wisdom, they were in some ways seeking to peak into the mind of God, so to speak. 

To understand more fully what they believed God’s will to be for their communities, a clear, concise overview of the major aspects of the interpretation of the LP as a whole is needed. By way of conclusion, then, it will be helpful to put forth a brief general survey of the theological
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interpretations of the LP in the early church in order to complete our historical examination of the LP. 

Generally speaking, the two major parts of the LP, that is, its heavenly (petitions 1–3) and earthly (petitions 4–7) sections, demonstrated conclusively for early scholars that the LP covered every conceivable aspect of Christian life and thought, and that it even had much to suggest about the very nature of the cosmos. First and foremost, scholars noted that the prayer was primarily a communal prayer, because of its regular use of words like “our” or “us.”1 Therefore, even though early Christians were encouraged to pray the LP in their own devotional practices, the prayer was understood primarily to be concerned with the needs of community. This fact alone made the LP especially suitable for communal worship. 

The interpretation of the opening address, “Our Father, who is in heaven,” and the heavenly petitions was profoundly affected by the baptismal catechetic use of the LP, as has been suggested in earlier chapters. God, the Father, who was once seen as the formidable Judge2

or Lord,3 through the waters of baptism changed the sinful lives of its dripping recipients into a children of God, that is, into the sons or daughters of the most high God.4 God’s name changed in the LP, suggesting that the distant Creator5 had become an intimate loving parent for these newly adopted baptismal children. Before baptism, they were slaves to sin and children of the devil,6 but in baptism they were reborn to new life as heirs of God, their Father.7 This meant then that they were royal children, inheritors of the Kingdom of God,8 and people who should be bold in prayer.9 In baptism, God becomes a Father, Christ a brother,10 the church a mother,11 and the baptismal font a womb from which the faithful are born to new life.12

Despite the fact that the first three petitions revealed a heavenly reality, they were nonetheless troublesome. The sticky issue that appeared in nearly every commentary was the concern about whether praying to make God’s name holy, for God’s kingdom to come, and for God’s will to be done, somehow suggested a lack of these realities; i.e., do the faithful pray these petitions because God’s name is not holy,13

the kingdom has not or will not come,14 and God’s will is not done?15

In each instance, the commentators noted that such logic was foolish. 

Rather, these petitions revealed that God’s name is already, and always will be, holy,16 God’s kingdom comes in and of itself,17 and God’s will is always done.18 These petitions instead encouraged the faithful to
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keep God’s name holy,19 to seek the kingdom of God,20 and to do God’s will in their lives.21 Indeed, people are not able to offer to God anything that God either needs or does not already possess.22 Early authors argued that the first three petitions are accomplished primarily through baptism; people are made holy in baptism, and in this way, God’s name is sanctified,23 God’s kingdom comes,24 and God’s will is done.25 Likewise, if Christians wish to persevere in their baptisms, then these petitions can help bring them to eternal life.26 The goal of Christian living is to honor God with prayer,27 worship,28 and holy living in order to avoid blaspheming or dishonoring the familial relationship of sons and daughters with their Father, God.29 Early church scholars generally understood the words “on earth as in heaven” 

to apply to all of the first three petitions (despite the fact that it was attached to the third).30

The basic interpretations of the heavenly petitions were established by the time of Augustine, and they were repeated in various forms throughout the Middle Ages, the Reformation, and down to the modern era. However, the context of the use of these interpretations changed, and therefore, the explanations took on different nuances over time. Still, the context of baptismal catechesis in particular was the most important factor shaping the interpretation of the heavenly petitions during the period of the early church. 

With regard to the earthly petitions, many early writers called attention to a shift of emphasis in the fourth petition away from the heavenly focus of the first petitions. Tertullian stated simply that the fourth petition is the first earthly directed part of the prayer. In it, there is a move away from praying that God’s eternal will may be done, toward a discussion directed at earthly or human issues.31

The main concern in the fourth petition, in particular, was how to define “bread.” Cyril of Alexandria, for example, believed that this petition was about both physical bread for the body and spiritual bread for the soul.32 Pseudo-Quodvultdeus noted that if there is a famine without bread, the body dies, and if there is a famine of the word (Amos 8:11), then the soul dies. Only the ignorant think that the body is more important than the soul, notes Pseudo-Quodvultdeus; therefore, the foolish strive only to satisfy their bellies, while the wise hope to fill their souls with the true spiritual nourishment of heavenly bread. Theodore of Mopsuestia noted that believers should be content with everyday bread-like needs, such as food, clothing, and
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other necessities, but that they also ought to avoid seeking more than what is desired of earthly life, namely, luxury. For Theodore of Mopsuestia, the first three petitions lay out the principles required of the perfect life, and the fourth petition, although more physically oriented, is still directed at promoting the goals of the first three petitions.33 Chromatius of Aquileia agreed and connected the spiritual bread of the LP to the eating of the bread and drinking of the wine in the Eucharist. In particular, he was concerned with partaking of the Eucharist improperly. He quoted 1 Corinthians 11:29, which says, 

“For he that eats the bread of the Lord unworthily, and drinks from the chalice, eats the body and drinks the blood of the Lord to judgment.” 

Christians ought to pray this petition and partake of the Eucharist with a contrite heart so that they will not be separated from the bread of life by the act of impious eating.34 Therefore, the fourth petition was an appropriate middle petition, or bridge petition, between praying for the heavenly concerns of the first three petitions (i.e., the bread as heavenly Eucharist and spiritual needs) and the earthly concerns of the last petitions (i.e., bread as daily physical needs, including food, clothing, and shelter). 

Early commentators, almost universally, held the fifth petition to be the most important and primary petition of the LP. It was a means by which Christians attained forgiveness for their sins and returned to a right relationship with God when they sinned after their baptisms. 

As a result, this was the petition that commentators discussed more than any other. Tertullian and Cyprian had declared that the fourth petition (and its concern for bodily necessities) avails very little unless forgiveness, the most basic spiritual need, is also granted.35 Some made a similar observation, noting that there is a logical progression from the fourth to the fifth petition: first the bread petition nourishes the body, and then the debt petition nourishes the soul.36 Theodore of Mopsuestia noted that the fifth petition is perfectly placed within the context of the LP, because if Christians fail to live up to the first four petitions, the fifth offers them amendment of life, so they may return to pursuing the virtues encouraged previously in the LP.37

The focus of the fifth petition upon sin, and especially upon the need for regular confession and forgiveness and the necessity of forgiving others, was echoed by all. Scholars often solved the problem of the difference in wording (namely, “debts,” which is Matthew’s word in the fifth petition and the word in liturgical versions of the LP, and
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“sins,” which is Luke’s word in the fifth petition in the LP) without much comment. They simply noted that the variation was merely two ways of saying the same thing.38

Augustine noted that Jesus was always willing to forgive the debts of anyone who truly prayed the fifth petition, because it acted as a true confession of their sins.39 Indeed, Augustine emphasized this point more forcefully than any other writer of this period. Put simply, Augustine believed that those who earnestly prayed the fifth petition were, at the very least, cleansed of sins committed after baptism, particularly venial ones. The fifth petition continued the work of forgiveness that was begun in baptism, and therefore he even referred to the LP as a “daily baptism.”40 Augustine used two images to further stress the previous point. First, he referred to John 13 and noted that just as Jesus desired to wash his disciples’ feet, so also he wished daily to cleanse believers of their sins through the LP.41

Second, he argued that after baptism, Christians continue to sin in the same way that a leaky boat takes on water. Unless the water is pumped out daily, the boat will sink. Praying the fifth petition is like pumping the bilge water of sin out of the hole-riddled lives of the faithful.42

Many commentators were quick to point out that one particularly unique aspect of the fifth petition was its conditional clause, “Forgive us our debts,  as we forgive our debtors.” The necessity of forgiving others in order to be forgiven was of paramount importance for early writers. The conditional phrase is in both Matthew and Luke and is a part of the earliest LP tradition. Clement of Rome (ca. 96), Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, Cyprian, Cyril of Jerusalem, Ambrose,43 and almost all authors of this period echoed the firm conviction that God will not forgive those who do not forgive others. Cyril of Jerusalem cautions that it would be foolish to risk God’s anger simply in order to hold onto a grudge on some trivial matter.44 Theodore of Mopsuestia took a slightly different approach to this part of the petition, saying that people were to forgive others, so that they might then truly have

“confidence” that God will do the same with their sins. In turn, Christ commanded believers to forgive others, and in doing so they led virtuous lives and were imbued with a confidence that God forgives them in return.45 Cyprian and Augustine concluded that Christians will either be imitators of Christ and forgive others, or they will be imitators of Judas, who was unwilling to seek repentance and therefore brought
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about discord. A willingness to forgive others, however, brings peace and unity to the church.46

Generally speaking, once commentators reached this point in their LP commentaries, they often hurried through the last two petitions, many times discussing them together and with very brief expositions.47

For example, Augustine lumps the final two petitions together into one discussion because, as he says, they are connected with the con-junction “but.” For Augustine, this indicates that they both have the same focus and should be taken together.48 Augustine, like Tertullian before him, pointed out that the sixth petition follows logically from the fifth. Tertullian had argued that the LP has a powerful logic behind it; namely, after people are forgiven of their sins, they only need two things: first of all, to be kept from falling into temptation again, and finally, not to be overcome by sin and evil.49 Augustine stated that the concerns of the sixth and seventh petitions, which are directed at things that will happen in the future, appropriately follow after the fifth petition, which deals with sins of the past.50 Most scholars, however, didn’t spend much time discussing either petition. They even sometimes ended their commentaries after the fifth petition, as if that was all that needed to be said. 

When authors did examine the sixth petition,51 they noted a problem with the words “And lead us not into temptation.” None denied that temptation is a part of life, but many wondered if it was possible for God to tempt people to evil. The very idea seemed oxy-moronic. Peter Chrysologus simply says, “In the world life itself is temptation.”52 But if this is true, does this petition then suggest that God actually leads people into temptation? Tertullian answered this question with an emphatic “God forbid such a thought!” Tertullian and Cyprian countered such obvious, but for them, ultimately misguided, queries by referring to James 1:13–14: “No one, when tempted, should say ‘I am being tempted by God’; for God cannot be tempted by evil and he himself tempts no one. But one is tempted by one’s own desire, being lured and enticed by it.”53

For Gregory of Nyssa, temptation mainly meant the opportunity to sin. The solution to the problem of falling into temptation was simply to avoid being in a situation where temptation presented itself. Temptation is like bait on the hook of evil, says Gregory, and therefore, the best way to avoid it is to steer clear of any dangerous desire that might lure people away from God. Gregory notes that the sea is dangerous, 
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but if people go inland, they have nothing to fear of the mighty winds on the ocean. Fire can destroy only if flammable matter is nearby. War can kill many, but only if people are in the battle. Therefore, to avoid falling into temptation, people must basically stay far away from those vices that have the power to destroy.54

Augustine also considered daily deliverance from temptation to be the gracious gift of perseverance in the faith.55 Augustine believed that the goal of both the sixth and seventh petitions was ultimately perseverance, which is only given as a gift by the grace by God. 

The saints need this grace in order to endure, and the Pelagians are therefore in error when they argue that they are able to persevere by means of their own abilities. Thus, Augustine frequently quoted the sixth petition in his writings against the Pelagians, and he saw it as one of his main theological weapons against heretics in general. For him, the LP revealed that there is nothing in which anyone might glory in, save God. Believers need to seek forgiveness daily, and likewise, they need the perseverance that God grants through the sixth petition.56

Early scholars also argued that the value of the seventh petition was that taken by itself, it was a potent statement of faith. Whoever prayed it declared that God had the power to deliver humanity from evil.57 Once freed from evil, believers were free to fulfill God’s will by overcoming temptation58 and doing what is good.59

This summary helps to provide an overall sense of how early Christians typically interpreted the LP. Early writers believed that the power and mystery of the earthly petitions of the LP were able to aid Christians in godly living by meeting all present needs, overcoming past sins, and giving hope to the faithful with regard to future trials. In the end, the earthly petitions, when prayed and made manifest in the lives of the faithful, helped believers to pursue the goals of the heavenly petitions (namely, to honor God’s name as holy, to seek God’s kingdom, and to do God’s will on earth). As a result, the pearl of great price, the real treasure of the church and a central focus of private and public faith, was not only the most important prayer of the early church, it was also the most useful; it not only sought, but delivered heaven into the ordinary earthly lives of believers and made Christ’s words a reality in their hearts, bodies, minds, and souls. 

The perceived mystery and power of the LP created an awe-filled attitude concerning the LP for the people of the early church; such
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wonder proved an essential dimension of the LP’s widespread popularity and remarkable adaptability. Wherever the LP appeared, local congregations adapted it to regional theological and practical concerns by using alternative variations on the actual wording of the LP. Despite the fact that no single, standard liturgical version of the LP emerges with any regularity until the end of the fourth century, no one seemed to have minded in the least. The words of the LP were the wondrous spoken prayer of Christ, authoritative in and of themselves, no matter what version was being used. The fact that two accounts of the LP existed in the Bible simply reinforced this idea, and as a result, Christian churches even to this day still live fairly comfortably with a variety of LP texts that float around in various congregations and denominations. Oddly enough, even traditions that claim to focus on literal interpretations of the bible almost never pray the precise words of Matthew or Luke in their worship services or private devotions. The primary debate over which wording of the LP is more accurate has only occurred recently in scholarly circles that have been concerned with questions about the historical Jesus. However, for the early church, the LP was a pearl of great price, a spoken mysterious jewel that was daily revered, dusted off, and piously polished in regular communal worship and private devotional practices. 

Throughout the time of the early church, the LP was clearly the most widely known and used prayer in Christianity. Various bishops and local churches, however, responded differently to how this gem should be handled. Some, like Ambrose, cradled it cautiously within the confines of the church as a means to inspire the believers to lead godly lives. At the same time, Ambrose guarded his treasure jealously from outsiders. This Bishop of Milan sought to protect and even hide its beauty, along with the other mysteries of the church, from unsuspecting eyes that might see and unknowingly covet the reality of the words, that those who spoke out “Our Father” were indeed children of the Most High Creator and Judge of the universe. 

Others, like Augustine, while still embracing the LP with tremendous reverence, slowly allowed the prayer to be taught to those who were outside the fold but who, nonetheless, sought membership in the body of Christ. However, against those who were Christian but were perceived to misinterpret the LP, Augustine passionately defended its interpretation, as did others. These so-called heretics deserved this title, according to some early authors, in part because they did not
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understand the obvious and magnificent teachings of the LP. Hence, the jewel was transformed into a weapon of orthodox argument that was wielded against any perceived enemy. Or to put it in another way, the prayer in some ways was also the very battleground upon which the war of words was waged. The battles with and over the LP became a fight to define the “true” faith of the early church. The strife over the LP spilled over from being a strictly Christian affair to engaging those outside the walls of church, that is, Jews and “pagans.” Sadly, the aforementioned rhetoric often ended in attitudes of intolerance, and with regard to the Jews, it even developed into anti-Semitic tendencies at times. 

Within the confines of Christianity, some mused over the sheer beauty of the LP, considering it to be a precious jewel that inspired rapturous poetry and remarkable lyrical prose. Juvencus and Sedulius placed the prayer at the center of their epic works, and generations throughout the Middle Ages came to appreciate and memorize their imaginative reworkings of the LP in their poetry. Gregory of Nyssa and Peter Chrysologus even pondered with noteworthy beauty whether any prose could rise to the lofty heights of the prayer’s pulchri-tude. In his monastery, Cassian likewise loved the LP above all other prayers with words, but he also acknowledged that prayers inspired by God, especially those without words, were able to go beyond the LP in importance. Nevertheless, for Cassian, God’s intervention was required for such wordless prayers of spiritual groaning, and since it was the same God who offered the LP, and the summit of prayer outside of the auditory world, there was no contradiction in making such a claim. Even what might be considered mundane and ordinary biblical exegesis or catechesis often waxed with remarkably polished prose when focused on the pearly LP. 

It does not seem far-fetched to argue that the early church in part took shape around its simplest and most wondrous expression of the faith: the LP. Indeed, the LP became so vital to the life of the early church that it is impossible to imagine Christianity as we know it without its pearl of great price at the core of Christian ritual and theology. Helmut Theilicke once wrote, “The Lord’s Prayer is truly the prayer that spans the world: the world of everyday trifles and universal history, the world with its hours of joy and bottomless anguish, the world of citizens and soldiers, the world of monotonous routine and sudden terrible catastrophe, the world of carefree children and at
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the same time problems that can shatter grown men [and women].”60

Early Christians would have agreed with this statement wholeheart-edly. For them, the LP defined the world in a way that ordered their chaos, cleansed them of wretchedness, and provided hope for their future. The LP was like a holy of holies for early Christians, the heart of the temple of scripture and the central courtyard of Christian living. 

Anyone could enter into its wordy sanctuary and find mystery. It was simple enough for the weakest of minds to memorize and wondrous enough for the most learned scholars to contemplate for a lifetime. 

And so it was treasured, loved, and cherished as a jewel of unsurpassed worth, a pearl of great price. 
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Chapter 2

1. This is the traditional numbering of the petitions, which will be used throughout this book to refer to various petitions. This English translation includes in parentheses some ambiguities of the text that exist in either translation or manuscript variance. 

2. The Greek reads:

 ´ατερ \ημ ˜ων \o ’εν τo˜ı ς  o ’Úρανo˜ı ς, 

\Aγιασθ ´ητω τò ’óνoμ´α σoυ, 

’ελθ´ετω \η βασιλε´ια σoυ, 

γενηθ´ητω τò θ´ελημ´α σoυ, 

\

ω ς ’εν o ’Úρανω. καì ’επì γ˜η ς. 

Tòν ’Áρτoν \ημ ˜

ων τòν ’επιo´υσιoν δò ς \ημ˜ıν σ´ημερoν: καì ’Áϕε ς \ημ˜ıν τÀ ’oϕειλ´ηματα \ημ ˜ων, 

\

ω ς  καì \ημε˜ı ς ’Aϕ´ηκαμεν τo˜ı ς ’oϕειλ´εται ς ’ημ ˜ων: καì μ`η ε’ıσεν´εγκ.η ς \ημ˜A ς  ε’ı ς  πειρασμóν, 

’AλλÀ \ρ˜Úσαι \ημ˜A ς ’Aπò τo˜Ú πoνηρo˜Ú. 

The Latin reads:

Pater noster, qui es in caelis:

sanctificetur nomen tuum. 

Adveniat regnum tuum. 

Fiat voluntas tua, 

sicut in caelo, et in terra. 

Panem nostrum supersubstantialem da nobis hodie. 

Et dimitte nobis debita nostra, sicut et nos dimittibus debitoribus nostris. 


Et ne nos inducas in tentationem. 

Sed libera nos a malo. Amen. 
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3. The Greek reads:

 ´ατερ, 

\Aγιασθ ´ητω τò ’óνoμ´α σoυ:

’ελθ´ετω \η βασιλε´ια σoυ:

τòν ’Áρτoν \ημ ˜ων τòν ’επιo´υσιoν δ´ιδoυ \ημ˜ıν τò καθ’ \ημ´εραν: καì ’Áϕε ς \ημ˜ıν τÀ ς \Aμαρτ´ια ς \ημ ˜ων, καì γÀρ α ’Úτoì ’Aϕ´ιoμεν παντì òϕε´ιλoντι \ημιν: καì μ`η ε’ıσεν´εγκ.η ς \ημ˜A ς  ε’ı ς  πειρασμóν. 

The Latin reads:

Pater, sanctificetur nomen tuum. 
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Later on, during the time of Augustine, scrutinies were used to determine whether adult candidates had learned the Creed and other central tenets of the Christian faith. Augustine did not use the term “scrutiny” ( scrutinium), but the concept was certainly a part of the thinking and practice in his church. Whitaker,  Documents of the Baptismal Liturgy, p. 256, also offers a broader definition, namely, that scrutinies later on were simply “any assem-bly in preparation for baptism.” For more on the history of catechesis and scrutinies, see Michel Dujarier,  A History of the Catechumenate: The First Six Centuries (New York: William H. Sadlier, 1979); John H. Westerhoff III and O. C. Edwards, Jr. eds.,  A Faithful Church: Issues in the History of Catechesis (Wilton, Connecticut: Morehouse-Barlow Co., Inc., 1981);  Made, Not Born (Notre Dame, IN: Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 1976); Aidan Kavanaugh,  The Shape of Batpism: The Rite of Christian Initiation (New York: Pueblo Pub. Co., 1978); J. D. C. Fisher,  Christian Initiation: Baptism in the Medieval West (London: S.P.C.K., 1965); Josef Andreas Jungmann, Handing on the Faith (New York: Herder and Herder, 1959); Lawrence D. Folkemer, “A Study of the Catechumenate,”  Church History  15 (1946), pp. 286–307;  Adult Baptism and the Catechumenate, Vol. 22 in Concilium: Theology in the Age of Renewal (New York: Paulist Press, 1967). 

85. Cf. Edmund Hill’s comments on this in, Augustine’s  Sermons, Vol. III/3, p. 106 n. 1. 

86. Cf. Edmund Hill, Augustine’s  Sermons, Vol. III/3, p. 125, n. 3. 

87. Sermon 58:1; PL 38:393; partially altered translation from Edmund Hill, Augustine’s  Sermons, Vol. III/3, p. 118. 

88. Sermon 58:12–13; PL 38:299; translation in Edmund Hill, Augustine’s Sermons, Vol. III/3, pp. 124–125. 

89. Here Augustine borrowed from Cyprian. Indeed, for the rest of his life, Augustine argued that not only  competentes  but also all Christians ought to first learn the Apostles’ Creed and then the LP. 

90. Lynch,  Godparents and Kinship, p. 115, has noted that Clement of Alexandria,  Stromata, 4.25 is the first known reference to the baptismal font as
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a womb; cf. Walter Bedard,  The Symbolism of the Baptismal Font in Early Christian Thought (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University Press, 1951), pp. 17–36; and Joseph C. Plumpe,  Mater Ecclesia: An Inquiry into the Concept of the Church as Mother in Early Christianity (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University Press, 1943); Karl Delahaye,  Ecclesia Mater: Chez les Péres des Trois Premieres siécles (Paris: Latour-Maubourg, 1964). 

91. Sermon 56:5; PL 38:379; translation Hill, Augustine’s  Sermons, Vol. III/3, p. 97. 

92. Augustine, Letter to Proba;  Enchiridion  7, 114–116. 

93. Nathan Mitchell, “The Dissolution of the Rite of Christian Initiation,” in Made, Not Born (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1976), p. 52. 

94. Jean-Paul Bouhot, “Une ancienne homélie catéchétique pour la tradition de l’oraison dominicale,”  Augustinianum  20 (1980), pp. 71–72. 

95. For the works of Chromatius on the LP, see his Sermon 40 the  Praefatio Orationis Dominicae  in CCSL 9, p. 445 and also in CCSL 9A, pp. 171ff. 

and in SC 164, pp. 225ff.; and Chromatius’  Tractatus  28 on Matthew 6:9–

15 in CCSL 9A, pp. 328ff. The work of Chromatius on the LP, though short, deserves our attention for a number of reasons, not the least of which is that Chromatius was ordained by Ambrose, he was a friend of Jerome and Rufinius, and he was one of the few bishops Chrysostom appealed to after his deposition in 404. 

96. Puniet, “Les trois homélies catéchétiques,”  RHV  6 (1905), p. 313, 

“L’ Expositio Orationis Dominicae  du sacramentaire Gélasian serait donc l’oeuvre de S. Chromatius, évéque d’ Aquilée de 388 à 408. Ce n’est évidem-ment qu’une hupothése, mais elle a pour elle bien des vraisemblances.” 

Since this sacramentary was very influential, Chromatius had a significant impact upon this later important baptismal rite. More will be said about Chromatius and the Gelasian Sacramentary later on. 

97. Cf. Chromatius of Aquileia, Sermon 40 in SC 164, pp. 7ff., does not offer any clear indication of when it was preached. Also see the relevant works of Chromatius in CCSL 9, pp. 429ff., Tractatus XIV on Matthew 6:9–15

and in the same volume, pp. 445ff., and Chromatius’  Praefatio Orationis Domincae; CCSL 9A, pp. 329ff. and Tractatus 28 on Matthew 6:9–15. For more on the liturgical context of Chromatius. see SC 164, pp. 91ff. 

98. Cf. Bouhot, Une ancienne homélie catéchétique, p. 72; Pierre de Puniet, Les trois homélies catéchétiques,  RHV  4 (1904), pp. 505–521, 755–786; RHV  6 (1905): pp. 170–179, 304–318. 

99. Chromatius of Aquileia, Sermon 14 CCSL 9, pp. 429ff., and Sermon 28

CCSL 9A, pp. 328, are the same sermon, both of which deal with Matthew 6:9–15, which is the section on the LP. The sermons may also be found in SC 154 & 164; PL 20:357ff. 

100. CCSL 9, pp. 445; PL 74;1091ff. 

101. Chromatius of Aquileia,  Praefatio orationis dominicae, CCSL 9, p. 445; cf. Gelasian Sacramentary 36,  Liber Sacramentorum Romanae Aeclesiae Ordinis Anni Circuli, pp. 51–52.; translation in Whitaker,  Documents of
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 the Baptismal Liturgy, pp. 177ff.; and the  Ordo XI  Chapter 69 in Andrieu, Les Ordines Romani  2, p. 437. 

102. Peter Chrysologus, Sermons 67–72; CCSL 24A, pp. 402ff.; PL 52:390–

406; Sermons 67 and 70 in FC 17, pp. 115ff. Thanks to the groundbreak-ing work of Alexandri Olivar, most scholars identify 168 authentic sermons with Peter Chrysologus, but the actual number is still a matter of debate. 

103. Bouhot,  Une ancienne homélie catéchétique, p. 73; Pierre Patrick Verbraken, 

“Les sermons CCXV et LVI de saint Augustin ‘De symbolo’ et ‘De oratione domica’,”  Revue Bénedictine  68 (1958), pp. 5–40; Schnurr,  Hören und Handeln, p. 250. 

104. Puniet,  Les trois homélies catéchétiques, RHV 6 (1905), pp. 315ff. 

105. Peter Chrysologus, CCSL 24A, pp. 431; FC 17, p. 120. 

106. Peter Chrysologus, Sermon 70; CCSL 24A, p. 421; translation in FC 17, p. 119. 

107. Peter Chrysologus, Sermon 67; CCSL 24A, p. 402; cf. FC 17, p. 115. 

108. Peter Chrysologus discussed John and Jacob in Sermon 69 in CCSL 24 A, p. 418 and Sermon 70 in CCSL 24A, p. 421; and John, Jacob, and Tamar’s twins in Sermon 72, CCSL 24A, pp. 431–432. 

109. A list of the anonymous fifth-century LP commentaries are as follows: First, a sermon commonly attributed to Pseudo-Quodvultdeus on the LP has had some scholarly work done on it. G. Morin thought that the sermons of Quodvultdeus and a LP homily in Wolfenbüttel Codex 4096 (which is a collection of sermons attributed to Augustine) were similar, so he attributed this sermon to Quodvultdeus, who became bishop of Carthage ca. 437. Cf. G. Morin,  Augustini tractatus (Kempten: 1917), p. 181, also Ps.-Quodvultdeus,  De dominica oratione  in PLS 3:299–303. For more on Quodvultdeus, see Augustine’s  epistulae  221 and 223 and Augustine’s  On Heresies (PL 42:21–50), and Quodvultdeus  De promissionibus Dei; SC 101; CCSL 60; and V. Saxer , Saints anciens d’ Afrique du Nord (Vatican City, 1979), pp. 184ff. Many modern scholars, however, have considered Morin’s attribution impossible to confirm (cf. Schnurr,  Hören und Handeln, p. 235). 

The sermon is probably from fifth-century North Africa or Italy, and it most likely concerns the handing over of the LP to catechumens during Lent. The sermon may draw on Peter Chrysologus’ LP writings. For example, the style and content of the Pseudo-Quodvultdeus introduction echoes Chrysologus. The anonymous author boldly states, “Prayer pierces heaven, strikes the ears of God, obtains the key of indulgence, cleanses the vessel of our bodies, and adorns the temple of the spirit with holiness” (Ps-Quodvultdeus,  De dominica oratione; PLS 3: 299). This evidence suggests that this sermon was preached no earlier than the 450’s (Schnurr,  Hören und Handeln, pp. 235, 248, n. 42). 

Second, an anonymous work entitled simply  A Homily on the Lord’s Prayer, was falsely attributed to Chrysostom, but Jean-Paul Bouhot has suggested that it is from Northern Africa, dating to the time of Augustine. Cf. 

Bouhot, “Une ancienne homélie catéchétique,” pp. 69–78. Klaus Schnurr
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remains uncertain about authorship, date, or place; however, he feels that this sermon and Pseudo-Quodvultdeus may share similar origins. Schnurr, Hören und Handeln, pp. 250, 259, n. 31. The sermon reflects no themes from later than the turn of the fifth century and certainly was written before the time of Caesarius of Arles (d. 542). Pseudo-Chrysostom was familiar with the interpretative tradition of the LP, at least up through the time of Augustine. A few references may even be allusions to Peter Chrysologus and Chromatius of Aquileia. The commentary itself has no unique insights or historically distinguishing remarks beyond the fact that it is a sermon for adult catechumens, which would also help to place it no earlier than the time of Augustine. Cf. Schnurr,  Hören und Handeln, pp. 250ff. 

Third, another anonymous homily, known as Pseudo-Augustine Sermon 65 (PL 39) has drawn little scholarly interest. Klaus Schnurr and P. Vallin have written about it, but both admit that there is little to say concerning its historical context other than the fact that it is a typical LP

catechetical sermon presented for catechumens probably from the fifth century; Schnurr,  Hören und Handeln, pp. 135ff. and P. Vallin, “‘Prex Legitima’: Pseudo-Augustine, Sermon 65.1,”  Revue des études Augustiniennes  26

(1980), pp. 303ff. 

Fourth, a work entitled  An Explanation of the Lord’s Prayer, which has been falsely attributed to Fortunatus in some manuscripts, has gone vir-tually undiscussed by scholars. For a list of early printed editions of the Fortunatus’ LP Commentary, see D. Tardi,  Fortunat. Etude sur un dernier représentant de la poésie latine dans la Gaule mérovingienne (Paris, 1927), p. ix. For editions of these works, see PL 88:59–592 (PL 88:313–322 the Expositio orationis dominicae  section), with the PL 88 being a reproduc-tion of the edition of the Benedictine A. Lucchi (Rome, 1786–87). The critical edition is MGH, AA 4:1–2. The commentary appears in Book 10 of a collection entitled  The Songs (the  Carmina, aka the  Miscellanea, Book 10). Significantly, it appears alongside  An Explanation of the Apostles’ Creed ( Expositio Symboli). For more on the manuscript tradition, see MGH  Auctorum antiquissimorum  4/1, pp. v-xxv. Some believe that this LP

sermon was written late in Fortunatus’ life (ca. 590–600, when he was a bishop). Judith W. George,  Venantius Fortunatus: A Latin Poet in Merovingian Gaul (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), pp. 208ff., talks about the differing views of Koebner and Meyer, who suggests that the later collection was made by friends of Venantius. A few scholars have accepted Venantius as the author of the LP homily simply because it appears in the critical edition, while others have remained skeptical. Some authors who have considered Fortunatus to be the author of the  Expositio orationis dominicae  are Joseph Vives, Morton W. Bloomfield, and P. G. Walsh. In the most detailed argument on this work, Walsh in a brief article, “Venantius Fortunatus,”  The Month  120 (1960), pp. 292–302, discusses the importance of this work in regard to the Fortunatus’ corpus. A thorough study
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of Fortunatus, by Judith W. George’s  Venantius Fortunatus: A Latin Poet in Merovingian Gaul  offers (in appendix 2, p. 210) a passing reference to the LP commentary: “Of the two final books (of the  Carmina), the first poem in Book 10 is a prose dissertation on the Lord’s Prayer, which appears to be incomplete.” In the critical edition itself, MGH AA 4/1, p. 24, Fridericus Leo has noted that there has been some dispute over various works of Fortunatus, but earlier editors included the  Expositio orationis dominicae  as being a part of the manuscript tradition, and therefore he included it in his critical edition.  Teuffel’s History of Roman Literature  by George C. W. Warr, vol. 2 (New York: Burt Franklin, 1967), p. 555 (para-graph 491.5) simply accepts Fortunatus’ authorship without any explanation why. 

Paul Antin, however, in his comments on the  Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, noted in vol. 5, p. 725, “On peut négliger son Expositio symboli d’apres Rufin (11,1; MGH, pp. 253–258, et PL 88:345–351), et son Expositio orationis dominicae (10,1; MGH, pp. 21–119, et PL 88:313–322), encore que ce dernier texte puisse donner lieu des remarques intéressantes.” Many standard reference works do not mention the  Expositio orationis dominicae in their discussions of Fortunatus. In this regard, see especially the  Lexicon für Theologie und Kircke, Max Manitius,  Geschichte der lateinischen Literatur des Mittelalters, vol. 1 (München: C.H. Beck’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung: 1911), Michael Grant,  Greek and Latin Authors: 800 B.C.-A.D. 1000 (New York: The H. W. Wilson Company, 1980), F. J. E. Raby,  A History of Secular Latin Poetry in the Middle Ages (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1957), vol. 1, and Franz Brunhölzl,  Geschichte der Lateinischen Literatur des Mittelalters. Internal evidence, however, suggests the probability that this work was written during the fifth century and therefore excludes the authorship of Fortunatus. One historic reference in particular points to this conclusion. 

The author argued that converts have the right to call God “Father” after baptism. However, after baptism, believers still may reject their heavenly Father if they stray from the faith by either doctrinal error or moral conduct. The notion that baptism can be undone is reminiscent of Caesarius of Arles’ writing on the LP, but does not suggest this author necessarily knew Caesarius, because the opposite may also be true, namely, that Caesarius knew this author and was borrowing from him/her. The author declared that God is not for “Arius, the Jews, Photinus, Manichaeus, and Sabellius,” and therefore whoever follows them has Satan as their Father. MGH

AA 4.1:13, p. 223 states, “Also, it is well that [the words] ‘Our Father’ are added [to this prayer], because unless one believes rightly in Christ, he is not able to have a Father in heaven. For the Father himself is not for Arius, a Jew, Photinus [Bishop of Sirmium, d. 376], Manichaeus, Sabellius [third century] and the remaining pestilence, or those who have been cut down with a perversely poisonous scythe of an infected heart and of the worst kind of confession. These have been unjustly counted as being from the Son as much as from God our Father; [the heretic] sins against the Father
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[being of ] the devil’s own fruit. Therefore the Father in heaven is for us, who rightly confess the Son on earth.” The Jews were often condemned by Christians for not recognizing Christ as the Messiah, and numerous LP

commentaries reflect this sentiment; Photinus appears to be the bishop of Sirmium in Galatia (d. 376) who was condemned by both Eastern and Western churches during the fourth century for his Monarchian tendencies; Manichaeus and his followers challenged the Catholic church during the third to the fifth centuries; Sabellianism, for the most part, was of little concern by the fifth century, but Arianism troubled orthodox Christianity during the fourth to the sixth centuries and was considered a problem in parts of Europe (including France) until the seventh century. Henry G. J. 

Beck,  The Pastoral Care of Souls in South-East France During the Sixth Century (Rome: Universitatis Gergorianae, 1950), pp. 43, 184. A similar list of heretics comes from the fifth century  Paschal Song  of Sedulius, which attacked Sabellius, Arius, and the Jews. However, he made no mention of the Manichaeans or Photinus. For more on the context of Sedulius in these matters, see Carl P. E. Springer,  The Gospel as Epic, pp. 36ff. The inclusion of Arius and the Jews might reflect the concerns of the late sixth and early seventh centuries, i.e., concerns from around the time of Fortunatus. 

However, the earlier heresies were not of particular concern during Fortunatus’ day. The practice of referring to earlier heresies by later authors is not uncommon; nevertheless, an earlier fifth century date would make more sense in light of the complete list. The baptismal catechetic context reflected in this work also points to a fifth century date. The author does not mention a Lenten handing over of the LP to converts and mentioned that it was only after baptism that the believer had a right to pray the words “Our Father.” Therefore, the work reflects Augustine’s theology on the LP, but not the later fifth-century ideas of Peter Chrysologus or Pseudo-Quodvultdeus. The sixth-century concerns of Caesarius of Arles to educate parents, godparents, and children with the LP in baptismal catechesis is completely absent from the  Explanation of the Lord’s Prayer, which if it was written by Fortunatus, would have postdated Caesarius by half a century. 

Once again, a fifth-century date seems most probable. 

110. The part of this chapter that deals with Augustine appears in a slightly different and earlier form in Roy Hammerling, ed.,  A History of Prayer: The First to the Fifteenth Century (Leiden: Brill, 2008), pp. 183–200, where it is entitled “St. Augustine of Hippo: Prayer as Sacrament.” 

111. Roy Hammerling, “Gregory of Nyssa’s Sermons on the Lord’s Prayer: Lessons from the Classics,”  Word and World  22 (Winter 2002), 64–70. 

112. Gregory of Nyssa,  The Lord’s Prayer, The Beattitudes, ACW, Vol. 18

(Westminster, Maryland: Newman Press, 1954), pp. 37–38; Johannes F. 

Callahan, ed.,  Gregorii Nysseni: De Oratione Dominica, De Beatitudinibus (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1992), pp. 21–22. 

113. Cf. Hilda Graef ’s introduction in ACW 18, p. 16. Another important Eastern author that Gregory is drawing upon is Cyril of Jerusalem, who is Gregory’s contemporary and for purposes of theme has been placed after
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Gregory in this chapter. Cyril also held Origen’s idea that in the fourth petition, bread means spiritual bread. 

114. Johannes F. Callahan, ed.,  Gregorii Nysseni: De Oratione Dominica, De Beatitudinibus (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1992), pp. ix-xxx. 

115. For two excellent studies on Gregory of Nyssa and the Lord’s Prayer in the context of the Greco-Roman, world please read Michael Joseph Brown, 

“Piety and Proclamation: Gregory of Nyssa’s Sermons on the Lord’s Prayer” 

in Roy Hammerling, ed.,  A History of Prayer: The First to the Fifteenth Century (Leiden: Brill, 2008) and also Brown’s  The Lord’s Prayer through North African Eyes: A Window Early Christianity (New York: T & T Clark, 2005). 

116. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 5–8; ACW 18, pp. 23–25. 

117. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 15–16; ACW 18, p. 29. 

118. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 18–19; ACW 18, pp. 33–34. 

119. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 5–6; ACW 18, pp. 21–22. 

120. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 21–22; ACW 18, p. 38. 

121. We cannot say for certain whether Gregory preferred the Holy Spirit version of the petition over the Kingdom of God petition. This petition clearly had a tradition in his area biblically, and maybe even liturgically and in private prayer. Later on, Maximus Confessor, another famous author, will also refer to this petition. Cf. Maximus Confessor,  Selected Writings (New York: Paulist Press, 1985), pp. 107ff. 

122. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 41–42; ACW 18, p. 54. 

123. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 21–23; ACW 18, pp. 38–40. 

124. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 23–25; ACW 18, pp. 41–43. 

125. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 28–30; ACW 18, pp. 43–44. 

126. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 31–33; ACW 18, pp. 45–47. 

127. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 33–44; ACW 18, pp. 47–56. 

128. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 44–58; ACW 18, pp. 57–70. 

129. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 70–72; ACW 18, pp. 76–77. 

130. Gregoryii Nysseni,  De Oratione Dominica, pp. 72–74; ACW 18, pp. 83–84. 

For more on Gregory and other early Eastern writers on the LP see Kenneth W. Stevenson, The Lord’s Prayer: A Text in Tradition, pp. 43–70. 

131. CSEL 44, pp. 40–77; translation in FC 18, pp. 376–401. 

132. John Leinenweber ed.,  Letters of Saint Augustine (Liguoiri, Missouri: Triumph Books, 1992), p. 160. 

133. CSEL 44, pp. 65ff.; FC 18, pp. 392–393. 

134. Cyprian,  De Dominica Oratione  9; CCSL 3 A, p. 94. 

135. Augustine’s Letter 130; CSEL 44, p. 65; translation in FC 18, p. 393. 

136. 1 Kings 2 in Latin or Vulgate translation bibles; 1 Samuel 2 in modern bibles. 

137. Augustine, Letter 130; CSEL 44, p. 66; translation in FC 18, p. 394. 

138. A.k.a . The Enchiridion of Faith, Hope, and Love  or  Enchiridion de fide, spe, et caritate. 

139. Augustine, Letter 130; CSEL 44, p. 68. For an alternate translation see FC

18, p. 395. 

160

●

Notes

140. Augustine,  Enchiridion  4; CCSL 46, p. 50; translation in Augustine,  The Enchiridion on Faith, Hope, and Love, Henry Paolucci trans. (Washington D.C.: Gateway Books, 1961), p. 4. 

141. Cf. Augustine’s Sermons 56–59. 

142. Augustine,  Enchiridion  7; CCSL 46, p. 51. Later scholars connected the LP to the three theological virtues and even connected the seven heavenly virtues to the seven petitions. For example, see Hugh of St. Victor, Peter Lombard, Jordan of Quedlinburg, and Johannes Herholt. 

143. Augustine,  Enchiridion  7; CCSL 46, p. 51. 

144. Augustine,  Enchiridion  7; CCSL 46, p. 51. 

145. Augustine,  Enchiridion  74; CCSL 46, p. 89. 

146. Cf. Augustine,  Enchiridion  22, 71, 73, 74, 78, 81. 

147. Augustine,  Enchiridion  71; CCSL 46, p. 88; translation in Augustine,  The Enchiridion, Henry Paolucci, p. 84. 

148. Augustine,  Enchiridion  70–80; CCSL 46, pp. 87ff. For a similar idea, see Augustine  In Johannis Evangelium Tractatus CXXIV  124.5. 

149. Augustine, Sermon 213:9; Miscellanea Agostiniana, Vol. 1,  Sancti Augustini Sermones Post Maurinos Reperti (Rome: Tipografia Poliglotta Vaticana, 1930), p. 449; translation in Edmund Hill, Augustine’s  Sermons, Vol. III/6, p. 146, “But since we are going to go on living in this world, where nobody can live without sin, for that reason the forgiveness of sins is not confined only to the washing clean of sacred baptism, but is also to be had in the LP which is also a daily prayer, and which you are going to receive in eight days’ time. In it you will find, as it were, your daily baptism. So you must thank God for having granted his Church this gift, which we confess in the Creed; so that when we say  in the holy Church, we join unto it  in the forgiveness of sins.” Note that this emphasis upon two baptisms is similar to an idea in Cyprian, namely, that the praying of the LP, because it seeks forgiveness of sins, is a type of baptism, which washes away sin. Cyprian,  De Dominica Oratione  12; CCSL 3 A, pp. 96–97; translation in FC 36, p. 136. 

150. Augustine,  In Johannis Evangelium Tractatus CXXIV  57.4, 58.1, 58.6, 59.5. 

151. Dates have been taken from Edmund Hill’s analysis of the sermons in Augustine,  Sermons, 10 volumes. Certainly there are many varying opinions on the dating of these sermons. When speaking about this particular petition, however, Augustine emphasizes how this petition spells out the way by which a person may be forgiven, and that is to forgive in order to be forgiven. This petition, nevertheless, though a part of the LP, also demonstrates one of the key functions of the whole prayer, which is to seek forgiveness. 

152. Prosper of Aquitaine (ca. 390-463) quoted the fifth petition on at least five occasions in his commentary on the Psalms ( Expositio Psalmorum). In each case, Prosper encouraged his learned audience to give glory to God in all things. Prosper noted that Christians must pray the fifth petition and seek God’s forgiveness if they wish to walk in the way of the Lord. Indeed, this petition, which Jesus taught, heals the sinner and acknowledges that God alone is worthy of praise. (Prosper of Aquitaine,  Expositio Psalmorum  118:3, 
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129:4, 140:5, 142, 144:12; CCSL 67A; pp. 85ff., 142ff., 177ff., 184ff., 192ff.). Thus, Prosper turned to the fifth petition frequently in much the same way Augustine did. 

Pope Leo I, Sermons and Letters in CCSL 138, 138A; PLS 3:329–500; PL 54–56; SC 22, 49, 74, 200; English translation of select sermons and letters in LNPF 12, series 2 and FC 34. Leo I referred to the LP in at least five sermons (46, 49, 50, 90, 93). Leo used the LP in two ways. First, he quoted it almost exclusively in his sermons during Lent, or when talking about fasting. Second, like Prosper and Augustine, the primary reason for referring to the LP is to emphasize the fifth petition and forgiveness. 

Pope Gregory the Great (ca. 540–604) briefly mentioned the LP on four occasions. Twice he referred to the fifth petition, stressing the theme that Christians must forgive others if they wish to be forgiven. (Gregory the Great,  Moralia in Iob, Book 10, ch. 15; PL 75:937; CCSL 143, p. 558;  Homilae in Evangelium  Book 2, Homily 27 on John 15:12–16; PL 76:1204). Gregory also mentioned the third petition and how Christians on earth should seek God’s will as the angels of heavens do (Gregory, Moralia, Book 27, ch. 39; PL 76:438; CCSL 143B, pp. 1382ff.). Lastly, he spoke of the fourth petition on bread, suggesting that the bread is “ours,” 

only in the sense that it is a gift from God. Just like “our” righteousness is from God, so also everything believers require in life is a gift of God (Gregory,  Moralia, Book 24, ch. 7; PL 76:293; CCSL 143, pp. 1196ff.). The preceding references have nothing to do with a baptismal catechetic context. In this context, the LP holds no particular importance for Gregory: it is simply one text among all the other texts to be used—in this case rather infrequently—to explain other biblical passages. Gregory the Great, Prosper of Aquitaine, and Pope Leo I do not so much focus on the LP, as they use it to illuminate other works. 
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