
Explaining the Eucharist (XIV): The Lord's Prayer (Paternoster)

First let us think especially  about the petition “Give us this day our daily bread” because of its
Eucharistic reference.

Give  us  this  day  our  daily  bread  –  what  does  that  mean?  On  the  surface,  it’s  a  simple
acknowledgement  that  the  things  we  need  have  their  source  in  God.  However,  there  is  many
centuries’ worth of puzzlement and scholarly debate hiding under that simple word “daily”. The
original word  epiousios  [in the nominative] is a  hapax legomenon,  an invented word that fills a
unique  need,  and  cannot  be  found  anywhere  else.  It  appears  only  in  the  Gospels.  Origen  of
Alexandria (+253) was the first writer to comment on the unusual word. He was a native Greek
speaker writing only a century and half after the Gospels were composed, yet he did not recognize
the word. He writes: “the word epiousios is used by no Greek scholar nor in the vulgar language,
but seems to be an invention of the Evangelists.” Indeed, the Greek word, directly infused into the
minds of S. Matthew and S. Luke by the Holy Spirit, the main author of Holy Scripture, is therefore
a newly made-up Greek word to translate an original composition of Jesus Himself. It is presumed
to be the Greek equivalent of whatever word Our Lord may have used in Aramaic or Hebrew. When
S. Jerome (+420) was commissioned to translate the Bible into Latin, he decided to translate this
Greek word, appearing twice in the Scripture, in two different ways. So the Latin translation, the
Vulgate,  uses “daily” [quotidianus]  in  S.  Luke,  but “supersubstantial”  [supersubstantialis]  in  S.
Matthew!

So let’s try to get close to, as far as it is possible for us, what might have been Jesus’ new idea,
rendered by the Evangelist, under the influence of the Holy Spirit, with this untranslatable word 

1)  Together  with  S.  Jerome,  a  group  of  church  fathers  also  translated  epiousios  as
“supersubstantial”. To say that something is supersubstantial is to say that it is more than just real. It
is above all substances and surpasses all creatures. It is not from this world. So this translation
suggests that Jesus’ command is to pray for a bread that is not of this world. “Give us this day our
supernatural bread” or “Give us this day our heavenly bread.” Practically, we are praying to have
Him who said: “I am the living bread which came down from heaven.”

Thus, in this tradition, the petition of the Lord’s Prayer is a eucharistic one, and the bread refers
directly to the Bread of Life, the Body of Christ, the “medicine of immortality,” without which we
have no life within us. This eucharistic approach is supported by the prayer itself too. It says: “give
us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses.” Now, there is there a kind of abrupt
transition, from bread to being forgiven. But if the bread Jesus talks about in the Lord’s Prayer is the
Eucharist, it immediately makes sense. As the Church teaches us, the Eucharist is the Sacrament of
Charity, and one of its effects is the augmentation of grace, of virtues, of charity in the receiver, and
thus the abolition of our more minor (‘venial’) sins.

2)  Another  attempt  to  understand  what  Jesus  might  have  wanted  to  say  is  based  on  the
contemporaries of Jesus: those who were listening to His teaching, i.e. the Jews. The Jews of the
time would have immediately understood Jesus’ expression as a clear reference to the manna from
heaven with which God had fed the Israelites in the desert.  Indeed, according to  a  belief  very
popular amongst Jesus’ contemporaries, the Messiah will bring the manna with Him again. So, even
if most scholars today say that we do not know what epiousion means – we only know that it does
not mean “daily” – still, the reference to the manna is a sufficiently good reason for us to accept the
traditional “daily” translation anyway. We know how the Hebrews, wandering in the wilderness for
forty years, were given manna to eat – but just enough for one day, for manna did not keep longer.
So  “daily”  refers  to  God’s  providing  care,  fatherly  love  and  goodness,  hope  and  faith  in  His
providence. By praying for our “daily bread”, and only for that, bread that lasts only for one day, we
are putting our trust in God, the Supreme Good, the Source of Life, from whom “every best gift and
every perfect gift” comes.



3) Finally, another attempt to discover the meaning of the word  epiousios  comes again from S.
Jerome. He wrote in his notes: “The Hebrew word for  epiousios  is the word  maar  meaning ‘for
tomorrow.’”

Thus the petition would ask for “the bread for the future” or “bread of the future.” This tradition is
confirmed by S. Augustine and, much later, Benedict XVI. S. Augustine in a Sermon to the newly
baptized  (who in  those  times  received Holy Communion right  after  their  Baptism)  says:  “You
should realise that you have received what you will receive in the future, what you ought to receive
daily.” Pope Benedict suggests that the petition in the Lord’s Prayer is pointing to the “bread that
really does belong to the future: the true manna of God, the eternal Word of God, who will be our
bread, the food of the eternal wedding banquet.” In other words, it is a petition in anticipation of the
world to come, asking the Lord to give now, the future bread, the bread of the new world, that is
Himself.

So, to sum it up: Eucharist, daily providence, anticipation of the Kingdom... there is no need to
choose. On the contrary, this petition with its manifold meaning, reflects, even if only poorly, the
endless wisdom of our Divine Master.

Daily bread or supersubstantial bread? Well, we are not made of only a material body but neither we
are pure spirit like the angels. We need both: bodily food and spiritual food. Material providence
and spiritual support. Our Lord Himself quoted Deuteronomy, saying: “It is written, ‘Man shall not
live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.’” He Himself does not
deny that we live by eating, but at the same time He reminds us that our life is more than flesh and
blood. Indeed, Theodore of Mopsuestia (+428) translated  epiousios  simply as “bread we need,”
which covers practically all the possible meanings 

I conclude by quoting the Catechism of Cardinal Gasparri: “In the fourth petition of the Our Father
we ask that God may give us both the body’s bread – that is, all things needful for the support of the
body; and also the spiritual bread – that is, all things necessary for the spiritual life of the soul,
especially the bread of the Holy Eucharist.”

We may need to get used to the fact that Pope Francis likes controversial declarations. One of the
latest ones is about the Lord’s Prayer where, following the example of the French church (how
times change!), he proposes a different translation of the words “lead us not into temptation”. He
thinks we should say: “do not let us fall into temptation”. Some Italian newspapers reported the
news with the title: “The Pope corrects the Lord’s Prayer”, strengthening the utterly incorrect idea
of the Pope being an absolute Monarch in questions of faith and morality, rather than being simply
the custodian of it.

This  “magisterial  intervention”  however  raises  some important  questions,  and also gives  us  an
opportunity to reflect on the words of our Lord. But before doing so, we must see clearly the four
fundamental errors behind all this controversy.

The first error is to think that we can perfectly and fully know/understand God (and His revelation).
When God talks to us, He uses a “language” accessible to us, that is why revelation makes sense,
our knowledge of God is correct even if not complete, theology is a science, etc. But at the end of
the  day,  God  is  an  infinite  mystery,  and  sometimes  we  must  humbly  take  a  step  back,  and
acknowledge that we will never fully understand Him, His words, His revelation, His intentions, or
His plans.

The second error is Christological. In simple words: many theologians will erroneously think that
Christ Himself needed to discover His own vocation and mission, was limited in knowledge or
influenced by His own times and culture. So, they will say: Christ’s words reflect the contemporary
Jewish views about temptation, but we have surpassed that limited view. But we know how our



Lord, the eternal Wisdom of the Father, Himself truly God, knew very well what He was talking
about. 

The  third  error  is  to  put  our  own theological  understanding  above  that  of  the  Catholic  (as  in
“universal”)  Church.  The  Church,  because  of  her  Divine  Founder,  is  the  ordinary  means  of
salvation, the realisation of the Kingdom on earth until the second coming, the column of Truth,
Mother and Teacher. According to the divine promise, not even the gates of hell will prevail against
her. All this means that the Church (“the blessed company of all believers”, as the BCP defines her)
cannot be in error for a long time in important theological or moral questions; otherwise we should
suppose that Jesus failed in His promises and efforts regarding the Church. There must be a good
reason why every translation has had “lead us not into temptation” for two thousand years. The
Greek verb is simple: εἰσφερω from εἰσ + φερω (in Latin: in + duco) which literally means to bring
in, to lead into.

And finally, the fourth error regards Holy Scripture. In modern times some theologians introduced
the  concept  of  ipsissima  verba  Jesu  in  interpreting  the  Gospels,  distinguishing  between  the
presumably “very words of Jesus” and the words the holy authors (SS. Matthew, Mark, Luke and
John) “put into” Jesus’ mouth. Part of this problem according to this theological school (to which
the ex-Jesuit Pontiff evidently belongs) is that the Gospels reached us in Greek, and Jesus spoke
Aramaic.  How could we possibly know what  He  really  said or meant...  But  our Catholic faith
reassures us that the Scripture contains no doctrinal or moral error, the Holy Spirit was perfectly
capable of inspiring the Gospel writers to recall the words of Jesus (John 14,26 and Luke 1,4), and
that the main author of the Scripture is God Himself.

Jesus’ words have created great difficulties from the very beginning. As early as the 2nd century
there are already Christian writers (like Tertullian) trying to explain these difficult words. And the
biggest problem has always been the fact that God never tempts us. As St James (1,13-14) writes:
“Let no man, when he is tempted, say that he is tempted by God. For God is not a tempter of evils:
and He tempteth no man. But every man is tempted by his own concupiscence.”

But it is not that simple. The concupiscence is a consequence of sin. It leads into more temptation
and sin, but it cannot be the cause of the first sin. So we must ask the question: who or what caused
the first sin?Most people will quote Genesis, thinking about Adam and Eve in the garden, and say:
the Devil. Fine, there are indeed fallen angels who want our eternal death (1 Peter 5,8) and they do
tempt us. But the first sin in absolute was not that of Adam and Eve. The very first sin was that of
the fallen Angels.  They did not  have the concupiscence to  tempt them, they did not  have evil
creatures to tempt them. How can we explain then their fall?

Let’s start with the fact that the Scripture contains many things that are “hard sayings” for us. In the
book of Job, Satan makes his moves under God’s orders. Israel, especially in the desert, lives under
continuous “temptations” as tests of their faithfulness, and it is God who brings on them all these
troubles (1 Kings 9,9). “The Lord trieth the just” (Psalm 11,5), and: “Thou, O God, hast proved us:
Thou hast tried us by fire, as silver is tried” (Ps 66,10). St. Raphael tells Tobias: “And because thou
wast  acceptable to  God,  it  was necessary that  temptation should prove thee” (Tob 12,13).  The
Gospels are more subtle, but they clearly state that Jesus was led by the Holy Spirit into the desert,
to be tempted (Mt 4,1), and St. Paul teaches (Rom 9,19) that it is God who hardens the hearts of
some.

It is clear that the idea of God leading into temptation is not at all unknown to the Holy Scriptures,
so I do not think the verb “lead” is problematic here but rather the noun “temptation”. The Greek
original does have the meaning of temptation (as in: trying to make someone commit a sin), but its
primary meaning is simply “trial” or “test”. But if so, then what sort of trial or test is it that God
could lead us into, but we would rather He did not? In order to answer this question, at least partly,
we must go back to the fall of the Angels and the temptation of Jesus.



Grace is what makes possible for any rational creature to do good things; faith, charity, and hope are
infused in us together with grace; our supernatural life and vocation are made possible by grace. It
is through grace that God makes us part of His divine life. But this grace is God’s free gift; we
could never merit or deserve it, it is not due to us, and God is in no way obliged to give us grace.
The only explanation for this freely given gift is God’s love. But the nature of free, never deserved,
not due gift is that it can be withheld without injustice (on God's part), or that it can be refused in
pride and ingratitude (on the creature's part).

Since God had foreseen the pride of some of the Angels, He tested them - not to see what dwells in
them (He very well knew it), but in order that they themselves could see it. Because of their pride,
God withheld His grace from them (which, as He had foreseen, they would have refused anyway),
and so they utterly failed the test, falling into darkness, disobedience, hate, eternal death. Without
grace they have been revealed to be barely more than nothing, and have become incapable of any
good at all. There is a great warning for us. As S. Thomas Aquinas writes, God withdraws His grace
from those who continuously and willingly sin, and consequently they will fall  into even more
temptation and sin. And at the end of a sinful life, there is doubt whether they will receive the
greatest of gifts: the grace of last perseverance, the grace of a good and holy death.

In the case of Jesus, on the other hand, the Spirit led Him into the desert where He was “tested” by
God and tempted by the Devil - so that it can be manifestly shown to the whole creation what
dwells in Christ Jesus: obedience, love and charity, the fullness of grace and holiness, every virtue
and perfection, the very fullness of divinity.

In the light of all this, what does and what does not “lead us not into temptation” mean?

It does not mean: “Please, God, do not tempt us to sin”. It would be blasphemous even to think that
God tempts us to sin, and indeed no Christian has ever thought about this prayer in this way. Thus
the  Pope's  proposal  is  not  only unnecessary,  but  is  very uncharitable  as  it  reveals  a  very low
thinking of Christians.

It does not mean “Please, God, save us from temptation” either. Firstly, it would be unrealistic to
ask such a thing. Secondly, disturbing as they may be, temptations may also be greatly meritorious
in the Christian life. As S. James (1,12) writes: “Blessed is the man that endureth temptation: for,
when he hath been proved, he shall receive the crown of life which God hath promised to them that
love Him.” Our Lord Himself did not want to be free from temptation. So the proposal of the Holy
Father seems to be even slightly erroneous.

Finally, it does not mean “Please, God, do not let us be tempted beyond measure” either, since we
have His promise that it will never happen (1Cor 10,13).

The only plausible  explanation  (given by S.  Thomas  Aquinas)  is  that  we implore  God in  this
petition not to deprive us justly of His grace owing to the multitude of our sins. Not to take back His
free gift. Not to put us to test where our nakedness, frailty, nothingness would be revealed. We ask
Him not to let us ever experience how vulnerable, how lifeless, how damned, how incapable of any
good we are without His grace. How we would be but walking in the shadow of death without Him.
We ask Him not to withhold His greatest gift, the grace of last perseverance, this free gift that alone
can assure life eternal for us. Indeed, the last petition says: “but deliver us from evil (τοῦ πονηροῦ)”
- and the Greek word here indicates “the evil thing”, “the one evil thing”; and what else could that
be but a life without God?


