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And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at 
the street corners, that they may be seen by men. Truly, I say to you, they have their reward. But when you pray, 
go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret 
will reward you. 

-- Matthew 6:5—6 

Some years ago a well-known periodical published an article on prayer in which the argument went something 
like this: 

People must engage in something like prayer and for the following reasons. People today are being constantly 
assaulted from the outside by so many things, like work, haste, telephones, correspondence, the hooting and 
clanging of traffic, the radio, and movies, that they absolutely must erect a wall to protect themselves against 
this avalanche of impressions and demands. The best way to prevent one's being completely absorbed and 
devoured by these impressions and claims is to enter into a state of inward composure which must constitute a 
kind of counterbalance to our present way of life, which is so constantly turned outward. This state of inner 
composure, the article goes on to say, is undoubtedly similar to what the Christian calls "prayer." Naturally, 
when one engages in this inner soliloquy one need not act as if one were really speaking to a "thou," to "God." 
One must be quite rational about it and abandon this old resort to a "world beyond" where one's most secret 
thoughts are supposedly heard. One must quite soberly make up one's mind that this is really only a matter of 
talking to oneself for the purpose of clarifying and composing our minds. 

What a tragic delusion, this yearning for prayer which denies itself any actual fulfillment! Behind the heroic, set 
face of this man lies the whole tragedy of a child who has lost his father. 

For, after all, the real, inner situation that is reflected here can be described as follows. Man is walking through 
the dark forest of life in the gloom of night. Specters are lurking all around him and strange sounds disquiet him. 
The dark forest is full of dangers. Modern man calls this weird sense of threat and danger the anxiety of life, the 
fear of life itself. He would give a lot if there were someone to go along with him, someone who would put his 
hand on his shoulder and say to him, "Don't worry, I am with you. I know the pitfalls, I know the dangerous cliffs, 
I know where the robbers lie in ambush, I'll get you safely through. As long as I am with you nothing can hurt 
you." He would give a lot if this were so. 

But now man knows—or thinks he knows—that this someone does not exist at all and that he actually is alone in 
the dark forest of his life. So he begins to talk aloud to himself, as children do when they have to go down the 
dark cellar stairs alone, comforting themselves with the sound of their own voices. But there is nobody there, 
and he is dreadfully alone. 

Now look at this! Here is Jesus Christ teaching us, contrary to all the appearances of this life, that we really can 
say, "Our Father," and that there actually is a Voice that will answer us. But the truth is that I have reversed the 
proper order by speaking of our voice and the answering voice of the Father; for the, Father's voice was there 
long before ours. It is like the story of Samuel in the Old Testament: I hear a voice calling my name and all I can 
do is to say: Here I am; now you have me! Now I speak to him who called to me first by my name, speak with 
him as a child with his father, telling him, all things, great and small, that trouble me. 

Having made these observations, perhaps what the writer of that article said may suddenly turn out to be far 
more serious than it appeared to be at first sight. 

At first sight it would appear that this article was written by a man who is completely "unreligious," a man who 
has no religious sense at all and perhaps does not feel any need even to imagine a God who guides the world 
and rules our destiny. Perhaps he also has the familiar pride of the neopagan who simply refuses to recognize a 
God who is above him because he wants to manage his own life and likes to think of himself in the role of the 
sovereign strong man. So it may have seemed at first glance as I was developing the thought. 

But there is another way of looking at it. What if the writer of this article were actually "religious"; what if he really 
did feel an urgent need to lift up his voice in the dark forest and cry out for his Father? But what if he were 
honest and sober and realistic enough to say that even so there is no Father in the dark forest of life, and 
therefore he must simply be brave enough to suppress this deep yearning of his heart to have a Father and to 
know that he was safe in his hands? 



I ask you, isn't that a decent and honest attitude? I go further and dare to ask you this: Would even the very idea 
have occurred to any of us to expect a Father in this forest of our life—and especially in the ghastly valley all of 
us are going through in these months? 

Doesn't the world seem a dreadfully "unfatherly" place when we think of the hundreds of thousands of graves in 
Russia, and the cemeteries of devastated cities? Can we help thinking of all those who sleep in those graves as 
orphan children, beset on every side by death and the devil, and without the protection of a father, children who 
sank into their cold graves before they had any inkling of what life can be? 

Has it not always been so, ever since men have walked on earth; have they not always been terrified by the 
fatherlessness of the world? Perhaps mankind in its childhood dreamed of eternal, happy gods who filled 
Olympus with Homeric laughter and sipped the nectar of immortality. Even to this day our hearts leap—as in 
some bright, unreal suspension of our everyday life—when we read those ancient stories, but they leap as they 
do when we hear a fairy tale that trans-ports us back to the unsuspecting days of childhood and for a few 
moments takes us away from the terrors of the world. 

But this dream of reality soon changed and a harsher picture took its place. The more mature and knowing men 
became, the more they learned to know life, the more they realized how graceless, how fatherless, how terribly 
orphaned the world is. 

The Greeks created statues of the gods that shine with light and seem to be reflections of their sense of a 
harmonious world. But we know today that this impression is deceptive. We know that these statues are no 
more than embodiments of a wistful yearning that lived in the midst of deep abysses and could not have 
endured existence if it had not been able to fashion that Apollonian dreamworld above the abysses. And the 
picture among our Germanic ancestors is not dissimilar. During the course of history their view of life became 
more and more knowing, more and more conscious of the encircling gloom. In late Germanic art the symbol of 
death and meaninglessness recurs with an almost tragic monotony in the form of the Midgard serpent that 
clasps the whole world in its dreadful embrace. 

That is what the world looks like when we look at it with our own eyes. And all the carousing charivari in the 
world serves only to hide it from us and divert us for a while. Goethe, the so-called "Olympian," once said in his 
old age that he could hardly think that he had been really happy for more than a month in his whole life. And I 
believe that proportion would hold true in history as a whole: the happy times are like tiny islands in an ocean of 
blood and tears. The history of the world, taken as a whole, is a story of war, deeply marked with the hoofprints 
of the apocalyptic horse-man. It is the story of humanity without a Father—so it seems. 

So the writer of that article would seem to be right when he intimates between the lines: "We are all orphans. We 
would like to have a Father, but everything in the world seems to indicate that we do not have one. But then I 
shall be honest and not act as if I had a Father. Accordingly, I shall let prayer alone and rather talk to myself, like 
a child in the dark, a child who fears the dark, but will not admit it, because this child is really being a man." 

Of ourselves we can never arrive at the idea of being able to say "Our Father"; and even if we do hear something 
like the verse that says "Up above the starry vault a loving Father dwells," this may nevertheless leave a bad 
taste in our mouths, for we sense that someone uttered these words in an ecstatic moment when he was carried 
away by his own exuberance, seeing nothing but rosy skies and the goodnatured, loving Father enthroned 
above. 

No, we cannot say "Our Father"! We really cannot! 

Only on one condition—and that condition would be tantamount to a miracle—could we say "Our Father." And 
that would be if the Father had first spoken to us, if he had revealed himself to us and we therefore had the 
guarantee that he was actually and beyond all conjecture with us in the dark forest and that when we cried 
"Father, Father" we were not merely victims of the illusions of our own yearnings. 

And this is the point in our train of thought at which we clearly see the tremendous importance that is to be 
attributed to the fact that it is Jesus Christ himself who teaches us to pray the Lord's Prayer. Remarkably enough, 
in this prayer he himself retires into the background. And time and again it has been concluded from this that 
Jesus himself had no intention whatsoever of being the "Son of God," but wished only to reveal the Father more 
clearly while he himself remained unrecognized in the background, like an unknown prophet, or at most was 
present in the way that medieval painters included their self-portraits somewhere in the background of their 
pictures. 

But now, suddenly we realize that it is fatefully significant that he is the one from whom we received this holy 
prayer of all Christendom. He is the invisible background of every one of its petitions. All of them are nothing less 



than geometrical loci that meet in him, even though he himself is never mentioned. 

For in him and in him alone did the miracle occur. In him and only in him was the one condition fulfilled of which 
we spoke: the miracle and the condition that the Father should have spoken to us first, that he actually has 
come to meet us in the dark forest. For this is the way the Bible views the appearance of Jesus. The prophetic 
vision sees him appearing against the dark background of night: darkness covers the earth and thick darkness 
the peoples. It is a world of pitilessness, of persecution, of loneliness, of anxiety, a world in which God is far 
away. Not because this is the way God made the world, but rather because a rift runs right through it and the 
weight of guilt hangs heavy upon it. Over all the world there reigns a night so dark that hope seems quite 
impossible. This is the prophets', the Bible's picture of the world. 

And here, against that background, we are given the news, no, not only the "news," it is 
actually demonstrated to us in the fact of "Jesus," that this hope nevertheless is there, miraculously and 
incomprehensibly there—and that the heart of a Father is beating for us. 

Everything that this Jesus says, and what is more, everything he does is the reflection, the reverberation of that 
heart. Every one of his sayings is a pastoral, brotherly address. And this is what he says to us: 

"You, my human brothers, live in a world of wounds and sickness and war, and I hear you complaining and 
quarreling with your Father and my Father. I hear what you are saying to him: How, 0 Father, if you do exist, how 
can you allow these things to happen? How can you allow cancer and multiple sclerosis and these endless rows 
of graves? You yourself made the blossoms—why do you blight them? Why should we believe that you are our 
Father? That's what you're saying, isn't it, my brothers? 

"But look, don't you see that everything that torments you and makes you complain grieves my Father and your 
Father? Your sorrows are his sorrows; otherwise would I be standing here among you? He has sent me into the 
midst of your sorrows. 

"Every wound I lay my healing hand upon has ached a thousand times in me; every demon I cast out has leered 
at me; I died the death that I myself defeated; I let my own body be torn and buried in the earth. Who among you 
suffers and I do not suffer with you? Who among you dies and I do not die with you? I am your comrade and 
brother in every pain, whatever your lot may be. Do you understand that? Then understand this too: He who 
sees me sees the Father, and he who sees me suffering with you sees the Father suffering. God suffers pain for 
you and with you; do you understand this?" 

But even so there may be something in us that rebels against these words of Jesus. However comforting the 
thought may be that everything that wounds and torments us must first pass through the Father's hand, and, 
what is more, that he himself is wounded, that he too trembles beneath the blows that hurt us—nevertheless we 
still ask the question: Why then does the Father permit such things when he himself suffers from them? Why 
doesn't he utter his divine No and put a stop to them? After all, what we ask of a father is not that he 
should feel as a father does, but that he should act as a father should. Why does he let us go on only waiting for 
his kingdom in which, supposedly, there shall be no more suffering, nor crying, nor death? Why doesn't he stop 
this suffering, this dreadful crying in all the world, all the continents, and all the seas here and now? The "bird in 
the hand"—just a little relief, a little mitigation that were given to me now—would be better than "two birds in the 
bush," the kingdom of God, that uncertain future which we have to take on divine credit. 

Haven't there been times when all of us have spoken in this way? But it is good to express our real difficulties 
with God's fatherliness frankly and openly. Indeed, it is part of his fatherhood that he allows us to speak in this 
way and does not reject us. It is part of the good news of the gospel that there is a Father to whom we can tell 
our doubts, even our doubt whether there is a Father. 

I shall try, therefore, to trace the lines of Scripture that give an answer to the question. And I begin with a 
statement which is familiar to all of us. 

There is prevalent among us Christians a manner of speech that manifests itself every time something terrible 
happens to us; it occurs, for example, in many death notices. "God, the Almighty, has taken away our son. God 
has visited cancer upon me. God has sent loneliness upon me." The idea back of all these expressions is that it 
is God who sends all these terrible things upon us: he not only creates the blossoms, but also the frost that 
blights them. He not only creates infants, but he also sends infantile paralysis upon them. 

This is an utterly and completely unbiblical idea. On the contrary, what we hear in the Bible again and again is 
that the powers of sin and suffering and death are hostile powers, enemies of God. God did not will that they 
should exist. They are disorderly and unnatural powers which broke into God's plan of creation. They are the 
dark henchmen of original sin, our own sin. And just because these powers are hostile powers, Jesus' struggle 



against them often took on dramatic form. At the grave of his friend Lazarus, Jesus wept tears of mingled anger 
and sorrow. His spirit was angered by the dark powers that snatched away his friend and was grieved that these 
powers should be able to break into God's world since man through his fall has opened the door for them. And 
in the healing of the paralytic, Jesus again makes it very plain that the sickness which he healed is only the other 
side of the same derangement and disorder which sin brought into the world. All these things are signs of the 
disorder, the rift that runs through the midst of creation. 

In the biblical view, it is actually an elemental law of human history that creation decays when it is separated 
from God. When God is denied and forgotten, men cease to understand one another; they know only too well 
that the other person is no longer held in check by the command of God, but is left to his own incalculable urges. 
And this breeds distrust, and distrust produces quarrels, war, fratricide. None of this did God will, none of it did 
God send. It is all the monstrous spawn and offscum of original human sin. 

Indeed, even man's body is no longer an image whose likeness to God is immediately apparent; it too has been 
drawn into the great stream of disorder and downfall. Sickness and suffering are themselves signs of the rift that 
runs through creation. The biblical view of things can perhaps be expressed in this way. The guilt that we all 
share constitutes, as it were, a tremendous magnetic field and everything that enters into this field is drawn into 
this massive process of disorder and decay. And the connection between sin and the terrible convulsions that 
shake our tormented earth today forces itself even upon the minds of those who do not possess the full depth of 
biblical insight. And very often the connection is not with a definite, tangible, registrable sin, but precisely with 
this sin in the ultimate back-ground, the sin that lies behind every man ever born on this earth. 

And now God allows this sign of the rift and disorder to hang above the world. He allows this history of sin and 
destruction, this disorder in his creation. And so it must be; he must allow it to go on; he must go on delivering 
us over again and again to our own fatality, for otherwise man, otherwise all of us, in our pride and our self-
sufficiency, would forget the terrible abysses into which we have maneuvered ourselves without God. And 
haven't we in fact forgotten it again and again? Isn't it true that our Western civilization has seriously believed 
that it could live without God and rest on its own foundations? Are not even the most forgetful and the most self-
sufficient gradually beginning to ask where this earthquake in the world of nations, this dreadful disaster of death 
and destruction, which no man can control, comes from? Are not even the pagans and worldlings beginning to 
be shaken by the anxious presentiment of the profound connections which may be at work in all this? Isn't it 
really true, therefore, that this sign of destruction and abandonment to the world's monstrous self-judgment 
must continue to stand? 

It is true that the rainbow stands as a sign that God will never again drown the world in a flood, but will be 
patient. But it is also true that beneath it there is another bow, the bow of the curse, a warning mark of Cain on 
the brow of our fratricidal world. 

We therefore must not simply say: "God" sends death, "God" sends cancer, "God" sends multiple sclerosis. The 
existence of these powers is radically contrary to God's plan of salvation. He allows it, and he undoubtedly is 
thinking his own higher thoughts when he does so. And even we men, small and sinful as we are, are sometimes 
able to grasp in our thoughts why God must perform this "alien" work, why he goes along with the world's 
judgment upon itself, and why he delivers us to it. 

But then there is this other fact which is just as true—the totally new fact, which no man could ever discover by 
himself. Everything God permits the dark powers to do must first pass in review before him. Everything is 
examined and censored by his fatherly eye to see whether it will really work "for good with those who love him." 
Everything must first pass by him, every bomb that may strike me, every shell-splinter that may take my dearest 
away from me, every intrigue or chicanery that men may inflict upon me. 

And since it must first pass by him before it can strike me, there happens what always happens when a thing or 
a person is looked upon by the eyes of God: a great transformation takes place: 

Sufferings become trials which are meant to be endured in order that I may be purged and refined like the 
precious metal of gold. 

The great times of terror, in which the furies of man's brutality, blindness, and hubris are unleashed, become 
times of visitation. 

Death, the "last enemy," becomes the "desire . . . to de-part and be with Christ" (Philippians 1:23). 

The dreadful valleys of the shadow which I must traverse become the places where I learn to know the Good 
Shepherd and test his rod and staff. 

The anxieties that torment me as I face the insecurity of my existence and the dark curtain of the future become 



the raw material from which I let God build my trust and my faith. "Crosses lift their arms above every pain" 
(Reinhold Schneider). 

So we could go on at length, describing every conceivable terror, from the nights when the screaming bombs fall 
to the loneliness of war widows, from homelessness of thousands to the hopeless frustration of the soldier, 
young or old, who has been torn away from his job and his education, and despairs of ever finding his way back 
to normal life. I say that we can enumerate them all—and they are all evil things which are not in the Father's 
plan of creation—but we can also show how, or at least point to the direction in which, they are transformed 
when they pass through the Father's hands and how the mask of fate suddenly becomes the Father's face. 

It is as if God intercepts these originally evil and disastrous missiles of fate, catches them in his fatherly arms, 
and sends them in the direction he wants them to go for the benefit of his children. 

So everything is transformed for those who are his children, for those who have seen the Father in Jesus' life 
and death, and never again will let him go. Then it comes from his hands; in any case it must go through his 
hands. And we all know what a tremendous comfort it is to be able to accept something from the hand of God. 

Even relatively light blows of fate become heavy when we cannot see that hand, and therefore they seem to be 
accidental, arbitrary, and meaningless. On the other hand, we can confidently accept even the hardest blows 
when we know that his good hand is at work in our lives. Then we know that, even though the sin and spite of 
men may be back of what may happen to us, even though men have tried ten times over to make it evil, 
nevertheless it comes from God's hands and because this is so, it has been transformed. 

This gives new direction and new impetus to our lives. Now we don't have to ask what people were thinking 
when they did this or that. We don't have to ask why fate permitted our dearest to be taken away from us. Now 
we are free; free to ask another, more confident, question. And that question is: What was God trying to do with 
us when he sent this upon us? What is his purpose in all this? What are his goals for us? We learn to look up, 
because God is a God of purpose, a God with great fatherly plans for our lives, for the life of his people, and the 
life of all mankind. 

Out of the flood of thoughts that pours in upon us when we say "Our Father" I have chosen and dealt with only 
one in this first sermon. And this thought can be summed up as follows: 

Absolutely everything depends on this one fact, that it is Jesus Christ who teaches us this prayer. He alone, in his 
life and his death, is the guarantor that there is a Father, that God is nevertheless at work in this cruel, hard, and 
fatherless world, building his kingdom of mercy in the secrecy of the Cross. So every sermon on the Lord's 
Prayer must of necessity be a central preaching of Christ; otherwise it is romantic fantasy, nothing more. 

So let us praise him who enables us to say these "friendly, sweet, and tender words," as Luther called them: Our 
Father, and say them with honest, confident hearts. Only in him can we ever know the secret that the Father's 
voice is really and truly calling our name in the dark forest and that we can answer as beloved children: "Abba! 
Father!" 

Now everything will be all right, so long as we hear his good voice calling to us above the howling of the wolves, 
above the sound of branches snapping, above all the ominous noises around us. 

Now everything will be all right, so long as we answer him and tell him everything. 

Now everything will be all right and we shall be at peace when He who accomplished it all walks beside us. 
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