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PROLOGUE

The Strangest Prayer




The Lord’s Prayer is Christianity’s greatest prayer. It is also Christianity’s strangest prayer. It is prayed by all Christians, but it never mentions Christ. It is prayed in all churches, but it never mentions church. It is prayed on all Sundays, but it never mentions Sunday. It is called the “Lord’s Prayer,” but it never mentions “Lord.”

It is prayed by fundamentalist Christians, but it never mentions the inspired inerrancy of the Bible, the virgin birth, the miracles, the atoning death, or bodily resurrection of Christ. It is prayed by evangelical Christians, but it never mentions the evangelium, or gospel. It is prayed by Pentecostal Christians, but it never mentions ecstasy or the Holy Spirit.

It is prayed by Congregational, Presbyterian, Episcopalian, and Roman Catholic Christians, but it never mentions congregation, priest, bishop, or pope. It is prayed by Christians who split from one another over this or that doctrine, but it never mentions a single one of those doctrines. It is prayed by Christians who focus on Christ’s substitutionary sacrificial atonement for human sin, but it never mentions Christ, substitution, sacrifice, atonement, or sin.

It is prayed by Christians who focus on the next life in heaven or in hell, but it never mentions the next life, heaven, or hell. It is prayed by Christians who emphasize what it never mentions and also prayed by Christians who ignore what it does.


You could respond, of course, that there is nothing strange there at all. It is, you might say, a Jewish prayer from the Jewish Jesus; hence nothing Christian or even Jewish Christian is present. But that only invites us to start the question of strangeness all over again. It does not mention covenant or law, Temple or Torah, circumcision or purity, and so on.

What if the Lord’s Prayer is neither a Jewish prayer for Jews nor yet a Christian prayer for Christians? What if it is—as this book suggests—a prayer from the heart of Judaism on the lips of Christianity for the conscience of the world? What if it is—as this book suggests—a radical manifesto and a hymn of hope for all humanity in language addressed to all the earth?

 

The Lord’s Prayer is, for me, both a revolutionary manifesto and a hymn of hope. It is revolutionary, because it presumes and proclaims the radical vision of justice that is the core of Israel’s biblical tradition. It is a hymn, because it presumes and produces poetic techniques that are the core of Israel’s biblical poetry.

In ordinary everyday language the word “justice” has come primarily, if not exclusively, to mean retributive justice, that is, punishment. For example, I was working on this Prologue while in Denver on September 27, 2009. The Denver Post’s Sunday headline was about “DUI Justice,” and it discussed whether punishments were fairly and equally imposed on all accused persons. That headline took for granted that most readers would see the word “justice” and correctly understand that it meant punishment—judicial punishment, but punishment nonetheless.

But the primary meaning of “justice” is not retributive, but distributive. To be just means to distribute everything fairly. The primary meaning of “justice” is equitable distribution of whatever you have in mind—even if that is retribution or punishment.

Do not think this is some game with words. Here is what is at stake. The biblical tradition speaks of God as a God of “justice and righteousness” (Ps. 99:4; Isa. 33:5; Jer. 9:24). Those two words express the same content. A God of “justice and righteous ness” is a God who does what is just by doing what is right and does what is right by doing what is just.

The redundant phrase proclaims that God’s world must be distributed fairly and equitably among all God’s people. Whenever, then, I use the term “justice” with respect to the biblical tradition, Jesus, or the Lord’s Prayer, it will be distributive justice I have almost exclusively in mind.

When the biblical tradition proclaims that revolutionary vision of distributive justice, it is imagining neither liberal democratic principles nor universal human rights. Instead, its vision derives from the common experience of a well-run home, household, or family farm. If you walked into one, how would you judge the householder? Are the fields well tended? Are the animals properly provisioned? Are the buildings adequately maintained? Are the children and dependents well fed, clothed, and sheltered? Are the sick given special care? Are responsibilities and returns apportioned fairly? Do all have enough? Especially that: Do all have enough? Or, to the contrary, do some have far too little while others have far too much?

It is that vision of the well-run household, of the home fairly, equitably, and justly administered, that the biblical tradition applies to God. God is the Householder of the world house, and all those preceding questions must be repeated on a global and cosmic scale. Do all God’s children have enough? If not—and the biblical answer is “not”—how must things change here below so that all God’s people have a fair, equitable, and just proportion of God’s world? The Lord’s Prayer proclaims that necessary change as both revolutionary manifesto and hymn of hope.

Do not, by the way, let anyone tell you that is Liberalism, Socialism, or Communism. It is—if you need an -ism—Godism, Householdism or, best of all, Enoughism. We sometimes name that biblical vision of God’s World-Household as Egalitarianism but, actually, Enoughism would be a more accurate description.


 

The Lord’s Prayer is, to repeat, both a revolutionary manifesto and a hymn of radical hope. Hope is already included in calling the manifesto revolutionary—has there ever been a revolution that was not hopeful? But why call it a hymn—that is, a poem—of hope? It is certainly a prayer, but how is it a poetic prayer? And does that format matter?

Just as the content of the Lord’s Prayer is deeply embedded in the biblical tradition of justice, so is its format deeply embedded in the biblical tradition of poetry. Both biblical justice and biblical poetry are recurring emphases in the Lord’s Prayer.

Biblical poetry—whether it is in prophecy, psalm, or proverb—works especially with one major technique. That device is a parallelism in which the second part of a two-part sequence says more or less the same as the preceding one. But everything depends on that “more or less” factor.

The Bible’s poetic parallelism is not simply a lazy redundancy in which the second part repeats the former one to give the oral poet time to think about what comes next. What happens is that the parallelism creates a vibration of thought, a metronome in the mind. It is a tick-tock effect that makes one wonder: Is exactly the same thing being said twice, or does the second part somehow expand on the first? And, if so, how?

In some examples of what is called synonymous parallelism, the redundancy seems to be quite complete. Here is a possible example from Psalm 8:4:

 

What are     human beings     that     you are mindful of     them,

mortals that     you care for them?

 

But are those two lines totally redundant, or is there something new in that second line? Does God’s “care for” us somehow specify or amplify that God is “mindful of” us? It makes you pause to think, does it not?


Here is another example, from Psalm 114:1:

 

When    Israel        went out     from Egypt,

the house of Jacob       from a people of strange language,

 

“The house of Jacob” and “Israel” certainly mean the same people. But “house of Jacob” also recalls the whole saga of Joseph, which starts in Genesis 37. It reminds us that he was sold into Egyptian slavery by his brothers and eventually saved them all from starvation. It reminds us how “Israel” ended up in “Egypt” in the first place. It reminds us that “all the persons of the house of Jacob who came into Egypt were seventy” (46:27). That is not redundant with, but expansive of, the first line.

Poetic parallelism is a lure for meditation. Could it be, then, that the two halves of the Lord’s Prayer—Matthew 6:9–10, which talks about the Father’s name, kingdom, and will, and Matthew 6:11–13, which mentions bread, debts, and temptation—are in deliberate parallelism with each other? Poetic parallelism provokes thought, so I think a lot about that possibility and what it might mean.

Furthermore, that mental dialectic between parallel lines—that question of how much redundancy there is—is even more emphasized in synonymous parallelism when one line is in the negative (“not”) and the other in the positive (“but”). Here is an example of that type of parallelism at the end of the Lord’s Prayer in Matthew 6:13:

 

And    do not bring       us      to the time of trial,

but      rescue us      from the evil one.

 

Poetic lines like that are often called antithetical parallelism, but the process still pushes the ear to hear and the mind to think whether they are exactly the same or whether the second line expands the content. Poetic parallelism is not just about aesthetics, but about interpretation.

Finally, the most fascinating type of parallelism in the Bible is called stepped, climactic, or crescendo parallelism. In that device, the lines are quite parallel in format, but the content increases toward a climax. Here is an example from Habakkuk 3:17:

 

Though      the fig tree   does not blossom,

and            no fruit        is on the vines;

Though      the produce of the olive    fails

and             the fields     yield no food;

Though      the flock is cut off from the fold,

and             there is no herd   in the stalls,

 

Internally, each of those three examples of “though…and” shows a balanced parallelism: (1) fig and fruit, (2) olive and field, and (3) flock and herd. But, overall and externally, there is a crescendo from figs and vines through olives and cereals and on to flocks and herds. We will have to see, for example, whether this also applies to God’s name, kingdom, and will in the first half of the Lord’s Prayer and to our bread, debt, and temptation in its second half.

If any or all of that sounds too terribly technical, here is one famous example from a speech you probably know already, but whose roots in the Bible’s poetic parallelism you may not have recognized. Friday, January 20, 1961, was a freezing winter’s day in Washington, D.C., as John Fitzgerald Kennedy gave his inaugural address as the thirty-fifth president of the United States. In the climax at the end of his speech were two examples of poetic parallelism. Here is the first one:


And so, my fellow Americans:

ask not what your country can do for you—

ask what you can do for your country.




As we saw above, that balance of the negative “ask not” and the positive “ask” is called antithetical parallelism in the tradition of biblical poetry. It is also termed reversed parallelism, from the sequence “your country…you” and “you…your country.”

Then, in the very next sentence President Kennedy gave another—but quite different—example of poetic parallelism:


My fellow citizens of the world:

ask not what America will do for you,

but what together we can do for the freedom of man.



You will notice immediately that President Kennedy did not follow the previous format and suggest the world should “ask not what America will do for you, but what you will do for America.” Instead, he moved up a level from service for “America” to “freedom” for all the world. This is another example of stepped, climactic, or crescendo parallelism. In it the latter part moves beyond the former one in content despite similarity in format.

I will argue that, as the Lord’s Prayer moves from God’s “name” through “kingdom” to “will” in the first part and from “bread” through “debts” to “temptation” in the second part, there is a synonymous parallelism not only between those two parts, but even a crescendo parallelism within each part.

 

I conclude with a few comments on why and how I wrote this book. I have been thinking about Jesus in his first-century Jewish and Roman matrix for about forty years. One obvious way to test my conclusions about him was to see how they compared with the Lord’s Prayer itself. I started with the presupposition that I would find in that prayer what the historical Jesus stood for—or knelt for. The why of writing, therefore, was to test my general understanding of Jesus against the specific details of his own ultimate prayer. I also chose to focus on Matthew’s version as it is the best known and most used.


The how was both more complicated and more simple. An intuitive insight mentioned above was that the prayer came from Judaism and was transmitted through Christianity, but was ultimately for everyone. In other words, the entire biblical tradition flowed through every unit of this prayer. How was I to imagine the way in which Jesus, his first companions, or those first Christian Jews saw that biblical tradition? I certainly did not imagine they could read that entire magnificent tradition or had ever heard it all read orally to them.

What I did was to focus on the key words of the prayer: first, “Father,” “name,” “kingdom,” “will,” and then “bread,” “debt,” and “temptation.” I simply ran each word through a computerized concordance of the Christian Bible, printed each result, and read those lists—in context—over and over again. As I read them, I thought about them until the dominant emphases of each word became more and more obvious. I then discussed each key word in the prayer within those wider biblical emphases. In other words, this book is a biblical meditation on the Lord’s Prayer.

Finally, a word about my title, The Greatest Prayer. It is intended, first of all, within Christianity itself. It is surely our greatest prayer—whether we call it the “Abba Prayer” with the early Christians, the “Our Father” with the Catholic community, or the “Lord’s Prayer” with Protestant tradition. It is certainly the official prayer of Christianity.

But I also intended that title as a challenge to religions other than Christianity. I have absolutely no presumption that the greatest prayer of Christianity must be, or even should be, the greatest prayer for other religions. But I ask this of any and all of them. Does your own greatest prayer speak exclusively to the followers of your religion? Or does it speak to the conscience of the entire world? I propose that the greatest prayer in every religion should speak to all the world and for all the earth.








1

Pray Then in This Way


We do not know how to pray as we ought.

Romans 8:26




There is a design team for airports whose special job is the location of public electricity outlets in passenger terminals. Their job is to make them as few, as inaccessible, and as invisible as is humanly possible. They are immensely talented and superbly successful at that assignment.

Over the last twenty years I have been in the air about every week to lecture at different churches in Canada and the United States. And every week I roam airport gates—or even airport lounges—in search of those elusive outlets as I wait for planes that are on time, late, or cancelled. I even carry a three-way plug so I can share with others whose outlet search has already been successful. I need electricity to charge my computer, which is, by the way, an Apple Macintosh, which I chose initially because the Bible proclaims that “those who look through the windows see dimly” (Eccl. 12:3).

In traveling, therefore, I think a lot about electricity, about how to find it and connect with it. I think about how incredibly powerful my MacBook Pro is, and yet how absolutely dependent it is on getting its battery regularly charged. And, in that process, I have found my metaphor, my generative, constitutive mega-metaphor, for prayer. In that metaphor we are all laptops, and prayer is about empowerment by participation in and collaboration with God.

Think about electricity as a metaphor or symbol for God. Do not respond that electricity is only a metaphor or just a symbol, because the alternative for the mystery of an invisible God is always some other metaphor or some different symbol. But tread carefully here, because metaphors create dreams and symbols create visions.

This God-as-Electricity is always there, whether discovered or not. Even when found, my human freedom allows me to connect or not connect. It never forces itself upon me. I need it without its needing me.

Furthermore, God-as-Electricity is equally available to all comers. You do not have to merit it by your action or deserve it by your character. You can be rich or poor, young or old, gay or straight, female or male, or anything else you can imagine.

Finally, God-as-Electricity works just as well for game and movie players, cell phones, and digital assistants; it even works equally well for Apples and PCs. All we laptops have to do is find an outlet and plug ourselves in; empowerment is the free gift of God-as-Electricity.

 

I imagine God-as-Electricity and think of prayer as empowerment by participation in and collaboration with God. But is that what the Christian Bible understands by God and by prayer? After all, the types and themes of the biblical book of Psalms fall into two major categories, and neither seems to emphasize participation or empowerment.

Psalms of Request. The first and largest category of the biblical psalms is psalms of request—made either indirectly through complaint and lament or directly through plea and petition. Those subcategories are, of course, very closely intertwined. Here are some examples of complaint or lament for either individual or community:


You have made your people suffer hard things;

you have given us wine to drink that made us reel. (60:3)





Hear my voice, O God, in my complaint;

preserve my life from the dread enemy. (64:1)




I pour out my complaint before him;

I tell my trouble before him. (142:2)



The point of those prayers is not just to vent, whine, or emote, but to implore divine assistance by laying out the desperate situation of the individual or the community. And, furthermore, by asserting that it is God who has brought about that very situation, there is a quite obvious request for improved relations. Still, the emphasis is one of absolute trust—simply describing the difficulties is enough to ensure God’s help and protection.

Besides that implicit or indirect mode of request, the biblical psalms contain numerous examples of explicit or direct request by plea and petition. Focus, for example, on words like “grant me/us” or “give me/us” in these psalms:


O grant us help against the foe,

for human help is worthless. (60:11; 108:12)




Show us your steadfast love, O Lord,

and grant us your salvation. (85:7)




Give me understanding…(119:34, 73, 125, 144, 169)




Give me life…(119:37, 40, 107, 154, 156)



Psalm 119 repeats like a drumbeat its requests for understanding and life five times each. In those examples you have, once again, that oscillation between the individual and the communal request for assistance and deliverance.

Some of those prayers of request are positive (for us) and some are negative (against them); some are for an individual and some are for the community; some are implicit, by complaint or lament, and some are explicit, by plea or petition. But in one form or another request is the dominant type of biblical prayer. It is important to notice that, as in the final example, even a personal request does not mean self-centered individualism, but a plea for union with God, for “understanding, that I may keep your law and observe it with my whole heart” (119:34) and for “life according to your justice” (119:156).

Psalms of Gratitude. In the magnificent biblical book of Psalms the second largest category is psalms of gratitude. Sometimes the key word is “praise,” but at other times it is “give thanks.” Very often, however, those two terms appear in poetic parallelism; “praise” in one half verse is balanced by “thanksgiving” in the corresponding half verse:


Sing praises to the Lord, O you his faithful ones,

and give thanks to his holy name. (30:4)




We…will give thanks to you forever;

from generation to generation we will recount your praise. (79:13)




I will give thanks to you, O Lord, among the peoples,

and I will sing praises to you among the nations. (108:3)



The rhythm of prayer in the biblical book of Psalms is that double chant of request followed by gratitude, petition by thanksgiving, and complaint by praise. Whether we look at general types through the entire book of Psalms or themes within individual psalms, that is the dyad that appears again and again.

It is also, of course, a sequence we know full well from the ordinary and everyday human experience of appealing for something and then acknowledging its donor. “Please” and “Thanks” are likewise the systolic and diastolic beats of the Psalter’s biblical heart. But that very dynamism of request and gratitude raises some very fundamental questions about the purpose of prayer.

Is prayer primarily or even exclusively about our wants and needs—even our most altruistic and other-focused ones? Is the combination of request and gratitude primarily or even exclusively about keeping an open contact with divine assistance that both thanks God for past positive responses and ensures future ones? Is Christian prayer a careful cost accounting that thanks God for what has already come our way and praises God for what is yet to follow it? Bluntly, succinctly, is prayer all about me, you, us, and a God who must be regularly praised and complimented for favors past, present, and yet to come?

Based on those biblical psalms, our Christian prayer is full of request of God through complaint and petition. It is likewise full of gratitude to God through praise and thanksgiving. But does Christian prayer also involve empowerment by God through participation and collaboration? I turn next, as a first step toward answering that question, from the biblical psalms to the biblical prophets. I move from those who spoke to God to those who spoke for God.

 

Something surprising happens, however, when you turn from the biblical psalms to the biblical prophets. Something strange happens when you compare those who speak to God in prayer with those who speak for God in prophecy. It is almost as if prophecy and prayer are at war with each other. But how can that be true?

Firmly grounded in the divine dream of Israel’s Torah, the Bible’s prophetic vision insists that God demands the fair and equitable sharing of God’s world among all of God’s people. In Israel’s Torah, God says, “The land is mine; with me you are but aliens and tenants” (Lev. 25:23). We are all tenant farmers and resident aliens in a land and on an earth not our own.

The prophets speak in continuity with that radical vision of the earth’s divine ownership. They repeatedly proclaim it with two words in poetic parallelism. “The Lord is exalted,” proclaims Isaiah. “He dwells on high; he filled Zion with justice and righteous ness” (33:5). “I am the Lord,” announces Jeremiah in the name of God. “I act with steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth, for in these things I delight” (9:24). And those qualities must flow from God to us, from heaven to earth. “Thus says the Lord,” continues Jeremiah. “Act with justice and righteousness, and deliver from the hand of the oppressor anyone who has been robbed. And do no wrong or violence to the alien, the orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place” (22:3).

“Justice and righteousness” is how the Bible, as if in a slogan, summarizes the character and spirit of God the Creator and, therefore, the destiny and future of God’s created earth. It points to distributive justice as the Bible’s radical vision of God. “Ah, you who join house to house, who add field to field,” mourns the prophet Isaiah, “until there is room for no one but you, and you are left to live alone in the midst of the land” (5:8). But that landgrab is against the dream of God and the hope of Israel. Covenant with a God of distributive justice who owns the earth necessarily involves, the prophets insist, the exercise of distributive justice in God’s world and on God’s earth. All God’s people must receive a fair share of God’s earth.

The prophetic insistence that those in covenant with a God of justice and righteousness must also live in justice and righteousness is clear enough. But what do the prophets say about prayer—in all its aspects, from simple words of request and gratitude to more formal acts of ritual and sacrifice? This is where something strange occurs. They do not insist—as we might expect—that God demands both prayer and justice. They do not say we must both pray with fervor and act with justice.

Instead, they insist that God does not want prayer, ritual, liturgy, or sacrifice, but wants instead that righteous justice rule not only the land of Israel, but all the earth. Why put it that way? Why that negative opposition—against prayer—rather than a simple and serene assertion of the positive—for justice? Why do the prophets repeatedly set up a clash that creates a chasm between prayer and justice? And does that help or hinder this book on the Lord’s Prayer? I look first at the evidence.

That rejection of ritual prayer in favor of distributive justice appears in prophets from Amos, Hosea, First Isaiah, and Micah in the 700s BCE, through Jeremiah in the late 600s BCE, to Third Isaiah in the late 500s BCE. (There are, by the way, three chronologically successive sections in the book of Isaiah: First Isaiah, chapters 1–39, from the later eighth century BCE; Second Isaiah, chapters 40–55, from the earlier sixth century BCE; and Third Isaiah, chapters 56–66, from the later sixth century BCE.)

I emphasize those dates for Israel’s prophets because they were turbulent and even terrible years both at home and abroad. On the international level, in the period 911 to 539 BCE, the Assyrian Empire came to power and then fell before the Babylonian Empire, which rose and then in turn succumbed to the Persian Empire. On the local level, during those imperial transitions, first, the northern half of the Jewish homeland, known as the Kingdom of Israel, was destroyed by the Assyrians. Next, the southern half, known as the Kingdom of Judah, was destroyed by the Babylonians and its entire leadership taken into exile in Babylon; later, under Persian control, the exiles were allowed to return.

Throughout those seismic disturbances, that prophetic challenge of distributive justice rather than ritual prayer remained constant and consistent. In what follows, therefore, watch how the negative usually precedes and even overshadows the positive. And wonder to yourself why they speak that way. Why is justice set against prayer rather than joined together with it?

The 700s BCE. I begin with the prophet Amos, from the first half of that eighth century BCE. He was shocked to the soles of his peasant sandals by the ever growing inequality between rich and poor during the long rule of Jeroboam II over the Kingdom of Israel in the northern half of the Jewish homeland. His metaphors are brutal and shocking and must have seared at least the ears if not the hearts of his aristocratic hearers. But I focus here, in this first statement, on the striking dichotomy between prayer and justice. God is speaking through the prophet:


Negative: I hate, I despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies. Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them; and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals I will not look upon. Take away from me the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps.



Positive: But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. (5:21–24)


Once again, by the way, we find that parallelism between “justice” and “righteousness.” It reminds us that both terms mean distributive justice in the biblical tradition.

Next, I turn to the prophet Hosea, in the second half of that same eighth century BCE, and we are still in that northern Kingdom of Israel. Assyrian incursions are gathering force, and the small kingdoms of Israel and Syria are seeking alliances with others against Assyria’s military might. But once again, God is speaking through the prophet with the same disjunction between worship and justice:


For I desire steadfast love [positive] and not sacrifice [negative], the knowledge of God [positive] rather than burnt offerings [negative]. (6:6)



It is the same message that Amos gave us, but now reduced to two terse sentences in an even poetic parallelism of positive and negative: love and knowledge of God over and against sacrifice and offerings to God.

Then, still in the second half of that eighth century, but now in the southern Kingdom of Judah, that same indictment appears at the very start of First Isaiah:


Negative: What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? says the Lord; I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams and the fat of fed beasts; I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of lambs, or of goats. When you come to appear before me, who asked this from your hand? Trample my courts no more; bringing offerings is futile; incense is an abomination to me. New moon and sabbath and calling of convocation—I cannot endure solemn assemblies with iniquity. Your new moons and your appointed festivals my soul hates; they have become a burden to me, I am weary of bearing them. When you stretch out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; your hands are full of blood.



Positive: Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow. (1:11–17)


In the biblical tradition the prophetic God demands distributive justice especially for those socially, structurally, and systemically vulnerable: widows and orphans, who lack husbands and fathers in a patriarchal society, and resident aliens, who lack familial protection in a tribal society.

Furthermore, still in the last half of that internationally volatile eighth century and still in the southern Kingdom of Judah, the prophet Micah gives that same message more gently, as a human question rather than a divine indictment:


Negative: With what shall I come before the Lord, and bow myself before God on high? Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?




Positive: He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God? (6:6–8)




The northern Kingdom of Israel did not survive the 700s BCE, but for the southern Kingdom of Judah the 600s and 500s moved from catastrophe to euphoria. Still, that prophetic demand for distributive justice against ritual prayer continued.

The 600s BCE. The fullest exposition of that disjunction between prayer and justice appears in the prophet Jeremiah soon after the Assyrian Empire succumbed to the Babylonian Empire at the end of the 600s BCE.

Jeremiah is commanded by God to stand before the gates of Jerusalem’s Temple and address the worshipers who enter there to pray. They are not to think that prayer alone is enough, that the Temple is like a den, a hideaway, a safe house for those who have robbed and despoiled the poor. “Do not trust,” God says, “in these deceptive words: ‘This is the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord.’…Has this house, which is called by my name, become a den of robbers in your sight?” (7:4, 11). Notice, then, the repeated “ifs” italicized in this warning:


For if you truly amend your ways and your doings, if you truly act justly one with another, if you do not oppress the alien, the orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in
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