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The short answer is: because we take
the words of the Bible seriously as
a model for our prayer, whether
we’re
praying together
as
a
community or personally.
For example, we take Scripture verses
like Psalm 4:1, 28:2, 41:4, 51:1-2 and
57:1 - that are intensely personal
prayers and yet were also part of the
communal worship of ancient Israel in
both the Temple and the synagogue as models for our prayer today:
Have mercy upon me and hear my prayer. (Psalm 4:1)
Hear my cry for mercy as I call out to You for help, as I lift up my hands in
Your holy Temple. (Psalm 28:2)
I said, “Lord, have mercy on me and heal me for I have sinned against You.”
(Psalm 41:4)
Have mercy on me O God, according to Your great mercy, according to Your
great compassion, blot out my transgressions. (Psalm 51:1-2)
Have mercy on me O God, have mercy on me, for in You my soul takes
refuge. (Psalm 57:1)
“Lord, have mercy” is also based on the cry of the blind man sitting along the
side of the road near Jericho: “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me.”
(Luke 18:38); the cry of the 10 lepers for healing: “Jesus, Master, have
mercy on us.” (Luke 17:13); and the prayer of the tax collector in the
parable that the Lord Jesus told “to some who were confident of their own
righteousness and looked down on everyone else” about the tax collector
(publican) and the Pharisee: “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” (Luke
18:14). “Lord, have mercy” is a prayer that engenders humility. It enables us
to see ourselves more clearly for who we really are and therefore be less
harsh and judgmental of others.
The late Metropolitan Anthony Bloom (1914-2003) mentions in his little book,
Beginning to Pray, that in Greek, the word for mercy has the same root as
the word for olive oil, a substance that was used extensively in the ancient
world to soothe the pain of wounds, bruises and injuries, as – for example –
in the parable of the good Samaritan told by the Lord Jesus (Luke 10:34).
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And in Hebrew, the word for mercy is hesed, which is often translated into
English by the phrase “steadfast love.” In many other languages used by the
Church – Slavonic, as well as Russian, Serbian and Romanian – the word for
mercy has many related connotations: tenderness, kindness, sweetness,
compassion and pity. When we pray for His mercy in the Liturgy by singing
“Lord, have mercy,” we’re asking God - in His limitless love for us - to soothe
our pain by healing the sickness of our hearts and minds and the defects of
character that cause it, and to nurture us with His holy love in a way that
transforms us into merciful, loving, compassionate and humble people – His
people, saints.
And finally, as the Scriptures teach, it is His mercy that will bring us through
death to eternal life!

Orthodox Christians are not merely to read the Bible; we are also to pray the
Bible. This takes place most clearly and completely in the Liturgy of St. John
Chrysostom on a Sunday to Sunday basis. Yes, there are two readings from
the New Testament during the Liturgy – an Epistle reading from one of the
Letters of the apostles Paul, Peter, James and John or other apostolic
writings; and a Gospel reading from one of the four evangelists – but we
pray the Lord’s Prayer and also sing verses from the Book of Psalms. In the
priest’s blessing, “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God the
Father and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with you all,” we hear St.
Paul’s final farewell to the Church in Corinth (2 Corinthians 13:13); and in
the choir’s singing of “Holy, Holy, Holy Lord God of Sabaoth, Heaven and
Earth are full of Your glory,” we hear the song of the angelic cherubim first
heard by the Old Testament prophet Isaiah in the Temple in Jerusalem
(Isaiah 6:1-5). The prayers of the Liturgy are full of biblical imagery and shot
through with hundreds of Biblical quotes. In fact, the Russian Orthodox
theologian, Paul Evdokimov (1902-1970), once calculated that there are 98
quotations from the Old Testament and 114 quotations from the New
Testament woven into the prayers of the Liturgy. The language of the Liturgy
is the language of the Bible! To come to Liturgy attentively is to learn to pray
the Bible!
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