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Luke 22:39-46
Thy Kingdom Come, Thy Will Be Done, On Earth as It is in Heaven


After an exhaustive search, I discovered that although there are any number of jokes that circulate about misquoting or misunderstanding the Lord’s Prayer, these lines…thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven…do not seem to inspire much joking or mispronunciation.  I found one for the line before, a little boy who prayed wondering why the name Howard was so special…”Our Father, who art in Heaven, Howard be your name.”  Or a couple of lines later, another little boy believed the phrase was “Lead a snot into temptation” all along thinking he was praying for his little sister to get into trouble.  But fodder for jokes or misspeak, these three lines are not.  Joyous, challenging, and visionary, they are.  And fortunately for someone who tends to preach the traditional three-point sermon, these three lines of the prayer make three distinct points, move toward one common and challenging vision.


So Jesus taught his disciples to pray, Thy kingdom come.  What does that word kingdom do for you?  Does it spark your imagination in any way?  It seems like it’s not a word most of use daily.  We may talk about nations or countries but less common are references to kingdoms, unless of course you are a fan of Disneyworld’s Magic Kingdom in Orlando, Florida.  Then you might speak of a kingdom often and with fondness for the warm weather, carnival rides, junk food, character parades, and just the fun of escaping real life in a land of make-believe.  Yet when Jesus spoke the word kingdom, he was using a word that was part of daily conversation, a word that conjured up anything but relaxing vacation fun.  

The people of Israel, regular people like Mary and Joseph, John the Baptist, the 12 disciples, Jesus himself, had suffered under the rule of one mighty kingdom after another, from Babylon to Assyria, and were suffering still under the rule of the powerful and brutal Roman Empire.  And as Marcus Borg explains, all of these kingdoms shared common features of domination and cruelty.  They were politically oppressive.  The common citizen like you and me had no voice in the structuring of society.  Only the rulers and the wealthy had any power or influence.  These kingdoms were economically exploitative.  Those in power structured the economic system so that the rich got richer and the poor, poorer.  The vast majority of the people Jesus ministered to were those who were poorer, the ones struggling with the ravages of poverty – disease, subsistence living, malnourishment, a life expectancy far shorter than that of the wealthy few.  And those oppressive and exploitative kingdoms claimed they were religiously legitimated.  The rulers proclaimed it was their divine right to rule.  They were powerful, they were wealthy, they were in control because it was the desire, the will of their god.  For most first century Jews, the word kingdom referred to very real, incredibly painful every day brutality, oppression and starvation.  


In the midst of that reality, Jesus proclaims that there is the possibility of a radically different kingdom, the Kingdom of God.  And it is the proclamation of this Kingdom that is the central theme of Jesus’ teaching and preaching.  One scholar has said the phrase Kingdom of God is “the best shorthand summary of the message and passion of Jesus.”  Another wrote, “Ask any hundred New Testament scholars around the world, Protestant, Catholic or non-Christian, what the central message of Jesus of Nazareth was, and the vast majority of them – perhaps every single expert – would agree that this message centered in the Kingdom of God.”  In the gospel of Mark, Jesus’ public ministry, his very first speech begins with, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand…”  Jesus was asserting boldly that a kingdom with God as the ruler, God who rules with compassion, justice, love and mercy was possible.  No longer would the laws of Caesar have power and dominion over their lives, but God’s law would rule.  No longer would some people have plenty to eat while others starved; no longer would people rule by force but by common consent; no longer would some live in luxury while others survived in hovels; no longer would some toil endlessly while others enjoyed a life of leisure.  Justice, mercy, love, compassion – they would prevail.  

When Jesus taught his disciples to pray, he told them to pray that God’s kingdom would become a reality.  Each time we say that prayer, we join our voices with believers everywhere, past and present, in the hope that God’s reign might truly begin, be made real, not just for a few but for all.  Thy kingdom come. 

Thy will be done.  That short phrase is just so powerful.  Thy will be done is a way to say, a way for us to pledge to God, that we will work with God to make the Kingdom of God real.  It is a promise to God saying, “Your will is my will.”  As Jesus Seminar scholars Dom Crossan and Marcus Borg describe it, we will collaborate with God to create a world dominated by peace, justice, mercy and compassion.  Our will, our work, our focus is joined with God’s.  

Anyone who has ever raised a toddler or been near a toddler knows that every individual has a will, a very strong and powerful will.  I recently heard a story about one of our own young men, aptly named Will who was expressing clearly his own desires, his will.  Before Christmas, Will, like many other children, had a bad cold and cough.  His mom, Jessie, told him one evening as she was tucking him in for bed that she had decided he should stay home from preschool the following day so that he could rest and get better.  Will said very seriously, “I’m sorry Mommy, but I can’t stay home from school.”  And his mother, sort of mystified, asked, “You can’t?  Why not?”  Will answered her, saying, “Well, we’re really learning some really good stuff right now, and I really need to be there.”  Despite his protestations, Jessie’s will prevailed, and little Will was kept home from school the next day.  Grumpily, spending that day at home, Will, at one point said in a highly indignant tone, “This is my WORST day of life!”

It’s hard when our will is thwarted.  We rebel, fight against the constraints.  With this prayer, the words thy will be done are not meant to be said with resignation – I really want something else God, but I guess your will ought to be done.  Instead it is a promise, a pledge to God, I will join my will with yours that your Kingdom might be made real.  


There is probably no more poignant portrayal of that union of will than the scene of Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane.  After he had enjoyed that final Passover meal with his disciples, Jesus went to the garden to pray.  He knew he was in pretty big trouble and the end of his life was at hand.  In anguish, he prayed to God for another solution.  His ministry and message had led him to this climactic clash with the religious and political leaders of his day.  Yet in this very human moment, Jesus was so desperately praying for some other outcome, some other way to accomplish the task of proclaiming God’s message. But when it became ever so clear that was not to be, on his knees Jesus prayed, “not my will but yours be done.”  And then Jesus did it – he joined his will with God’s and never once swerved from the path of compassion and love, even though it cost him his life.  

Thy Kingdom come.  May God’s reign on earth begin.  Thy will be done.  May our will be joined with God’s; may we collaborate, work with God to realize God’s reign on earth.  And finally, may this all happen, on earth as it is in heaven.  There it is, probably as straightforward a message as is possible.  The Kingdom of God is not some future place, some future piece of glory, something we’ll only experience or know at some future time or upon our deaths.  The Kingdom of God is to be made real on earth, just like it is in heaven. Or to quote Crossan again, and this really is a great quip, “Heaven’s in great shape; earth is where the problems are.”
Earth is where the work needs to be done.  Earth is where the work needs to be done to make God’s kingdom alive and real.  Earth is where we need to join our will with God’s to create relationships of loving compassion and to create systems of loving justice and mercy.  The work needs to be accomplished here on earth on both the systemic and the personal levels.  And that work can be daunting on either level.  
An article discussing various facets of the meaning of the phrase Kingdom of God encouraged people to create their own Kingdom of God parables.  Throughout the gospels, Jesus describes the nature of the Kingdom with word pictures or metaphors, the Kingdom is like a mustard seed…or like yeast that a woman took and mixed in with three measures of flour until all of it was leavened…or it is to children that the Kingdom of God belongs.  One writer used a short story by Steven Covey, author of The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People to create a Kingdom parable, a parable that illustrates the personal level of Kingdom creation.  The author wrote that the Kingdom of God is like a subway ride.  It was a Sunday morning and Covey was riding a subway in New York.  Everyone was sitting quietly, some reading newspapers, some lost in thought, some resting with their eyes close.  It was a calm, peaceful scene.  Then a man and his children entered the car.  The father sat down, closed his eyes, while his children proceeded to destroy the quiet, even grabbing at people’s papers.  Though quite irritated, Covey with what he felt was a great deal of patience and constraint, eventually asked the man if he might consider controlling his children a bit more.  The father lifted his gaze, seeming to regain his consciousness, and said, “Oh you’re right.  I should do something.  We just came from the hospital where their mother died.  I don’t know what to think or feel; I guess they don’t know what to do.”  And Covey sat next to the man and talked with him about his grief.  What I like about that story is that no one was right or wrong.  Both men approached each other with, approached a stranger, with a degree of respect.  And the result was not a fearful catastrophic clash but compassion…that’s on earth as it is in heaven, on that personal level.
But then there’s that systemic one.  That’s about confronting systems of injustice, systems that are oppressive, exploitative, unkind and unfair.  Systems that result in the poor black neighborhoods of New Orleans still lying in ruins this many years after the hurricanes.  Systems that resulted in the devastation in Haiti being far worse than it needed to be because of the absence of a solid infrastructure.  As a January 15 boston.com article explained, “Roads, water systems, and electricity were barely functioning before the quake hit.”  “Poverty, overcrowding, poor health, red tape, slipshod construction…” unlike the earthquake these are not natural acts.  Systems can be changed.  Inhumane systems can become charitable.  Unjust systems can become just.  Dishonesty can be transformed into honesty, not easily but it can be done.  A few weeks ago Karen Ansara stood in that pulpit and spoke of The Haiti Fund, committed to disaster relief but also committed to rebuilding a just and equitable infrastructure for all of Haiti’s people.  That’s on earth as it is in heaven, on the systemic level.

Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  May God’s kingdom of loving compassion, justice and mercy be realized here on earth, through your work and mine.  

