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Today we begin a six-part journey through one of the most familiar passages in all of Christian
faith: the prayer Jesus taught his disciples.

Most of us know these words so well that we hardly have to think about them: “Our Father,
who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name...”

Of course, not everyone has always been entirely clear about what those words mean. There’s
the old story of the child who thought God’s name was Howard: “Our Father, who art in
heaven, Howard be thy name.”

It’s funny -- but maybe there’s something revealing about it too. We can know the words of a
prayer by heart without ever really stopping to ask what we’re saying. And perhaps that’s
precisely why it’s worth slowing down.

Before Jesus teaches us to ask for bread, forgiveness, deliverance, or the coming of God’s
kingdom, he begins by teaching us how to speak to God: “Our Father in heaven, hallowed be
your name.”

In a single line, Jesus gives us both an image and a mystery. God is close enough to address, yet
holy enough never to possess. Near enough to call Father, yet beyond us -- in heaven. Named,
and still beyond every name.

There’s an old saying that has been attributed to many different people over the years: “God
created us in God’s image, and we have been returning the favor ever since.”

There is more truth in that than we might like to admit. Human beings have always imagined
God. We can’t help ourselves. We speak of God as Father, Mother, Shepherd, Rock, Eagle,
Potter, Midwife, Builder, Fire, Breath, Living Water, Light, Wisdom. Every one of those images
reveals something true. And every one of them, if held too tightly, eventually becomes too
small.

The problem is not that we have images of God. We need images. The problem begins when
we mistake our images for God.

Throughout history, every culture has sought language to express the mystery at the heart of
existence. Ancient Hawaiians encountered the sacred in volcanoes, forests, oceans, and wind.
The ancient Egyptians imagined the heavens as a great goddess arching over the earth. The
Hebrew people encountered God in a burning bush aflame but not consumed, in a pillar of
cloud and fire, and in the still, small voice that spoke to Elijah.



Each tradition reached for images because ultimate reality cannot simply be defined. The Infinite
must be imagined before it can be spoken.

And yet Scripture continually reminds us that every image is provisional, refusing to leave us
with only one image. The Psalms sing of God as rock and fortress.

Isaiah imagines God as a mother who cannot forget her nursing child, and later as a woman
crying out in labor. Deuteronomy speaks of God carrying Israel like an eagle carries its young.
Proverbs gives us Holy Wisdom as a woman rejoicing beside God at creation. Jesus compares
himself to a mother hen gathering her chicks beneath her wings.

And yes -- Jesus teaches us to pray, “Our Father.”

That image has nourished generations. For many, it speaks of tenderness, protection, presence,
relationship. It tells us that God is not merely some distant force governing the universe. God’s
relationship with us is like a parent’s relationship with their child. God may be approached.
Trusted. Loved.

But Scripture never tells us that Father is the only image. It simply keeps adding more: Father.
Mother. Shepherd. Fire. Rock. Light. Bread. Living Water. Breath. Wisdom. Spirit. Love.

Why? Because none of them alone is enough.

And that brings us back to Genesis: “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our
likeness.” Then: “God created humankind in God’s image... male and female God created
them.”

Notice what Scripture does not say. It does not say men alone bear the image of God. It does
not say women alone bear the image of God. The image is shared.

Humanity, in its astonishing diversity, reflects something of the One whose image we bear. No
single person contains the whole image. No single culture. No single language. No single
gender. No single tradition. Each of us reflects something. And each of us needs the others.

Which means perhaps the first word of Jesus’ prayer deserves more attention than we usually
give it. Jesus does not teach us to pray, “My Father.” He teaches us, “Our Father.”

The prayer begins by breaking open the boundaries of the self. Before | ask for my bread, my
forgiveness, my protection, Jesus reminds me that | belong to an “our.”

The God to whom | pray is also the God of the person beside me. The person across the aisle.
The person across the border. The person whose politics | cannot understand. The person
whose story is completely different from mine.

Already, the prayer is expanding us. And then come the words: “in heaven.”
Sometimes we’ve imagined heaven simply as a distant location somewhere beyond the clouds --

as though Jesus were giving us God’s address. But the phrase is doing something deeper. It
reminds us that the God we address so intimately cannot be reduced to our own experience.



God is near, and God is beyond. Closer than our breath, yet wider than the galaxies. Present
within creation, yet never contained by creation.

When Moses asks God for a name, God gives one of the most interesting answers in all of
Scripture: “I AM WHO | AM.”

It’s almost as though God says: You may know me. You may encounter me. You may call upon
me. But don’t imagine that you can contain me in a name.

Which brings us to the final words of this first line: “Hallowed be your name.” Holy be your
name. Sacred be your name.

The prayer does not say that we somehow make God holy. It asks that we learn to recognize
God as holy. Even as we speak the name of God, we remember that God is always more than
the words we use.

We name God. And then we bow before the mystery beyond the name.
Perhaps one of the greatest spiritual dangers is not doubt. Perhaps it’s certainty.

Whenever we become absolutely convinced that our understanding of God is complete,
something begins to close. We stop listening. We stop growing. We stop being surprised.

People thought they knew what the Messiah should look like. Then Jesus surprised them. The
disciples expected power. Jesus washed feet. The crowds expected victory. Jesus embraced a
Cross.

Again and again, God refuses to fit inside our expectations. That should not discourage us. It
should fill us with wonder.

The Apostle Paul says, “For now we see in a mirror, dimly.” Not because God is absent, but
because God is inexhaustible. Every encounter reveals something more. Every act of love
teaches us something new about the One who is Love itself.

There is a story told in many traditions about a group of people who are blindfolded and
brought to an elephant. One touches the trunk and says, “An elephant is like a snake.” Another
touches the leg: “No, it’s like a tree.” Another touches the ear: “It’s like a great fan.” Another

touches the side: “Pretty sure it’s a wall!”

Each has encountered something real. Each is also incomplete. The tragedy begins when each
insists that their experience is the whole truth.

| wonder if our conversations about God sometimes resemble that story. We argue over trunk
and ear, wall and tree, Father and Mother, traditional and progressive.

Meanwhile, the living mystery stands before us, infinitely larger than any of our descriptions.

Humility becomes an act of worship.



And perhaps this is part of what Jesus means when he teaches us to pray, “Hallowed be your
name.” Hold the name reverently. Hold the image gratefully. But do not turn the image into an
idol.

When Jesus meets the Samaritan woman at the well, she asks one of the great religious
questions of her time: Where is the right place to worship? On this mountain? Or in Jerusalem?
Which tradition has it right?

Jesus gently lifts the conversation beyond geography. “The hour is coming,” he tells her, “when
true worshipers will worship in spirit and truth.” Then comes one of the most profound
statements in all of Scripture: “God is Spirit.” --- Spirit can’t be possessed. Spirit can’t be
confined. Spirit blows where it wills.

God is nearer than our breath, wider than the galaxies, closer than our heartbeat, beyond every
category -- and yet somehow encountered through them all.

This kind of spaciousness is desperately needed in our world.

We live in a time when people are continually divided into categories: right and left, believer
and unbeliever, citizen and foreigner, male and female, us and them. And often religion has
made those divisions worse rather than better.

But one of the beautiful biblical words for what God desires is shalom. We often translate it as
peace, but peace is too small a word. A fuller sense of the word might be “comprehensive well-
being.” Shalom means wholeness. Harmony. Justice. Healing. Right relationship. Flourishing.
Everything belonging together.

Perhaps our world struggles to find shalom because we ourselves have become fragmented.
We divide strength from tenderness, justice from mercy, reason from imagination, masculine
from feminine, humanity from nature, spirit from body.

We divide what God continually seeks to reunite.

What if spiritual maturity is not becoming more one-sided? What if it's becoming more whole?

Not less courageous, but more compassionate. Not less strong, but more gentle. Not less
truthful, but more loving. Not less grounded, but more open.

Jesus embodied all of it. He overturned tables. He welcomed children. He confronted injustice.
He wept at a friend’s tomb. He spoke with authority. He washed feet.

Power and humility. Justice and mercy. Strength and tenderness. Perhaps that is what holiness
looks like. And so perhaps there is a simple test for the images of God we carry.

Whenever an image of God makes us more loving, keep it. Whenever it enlarges compassion,
treasure it. Whenever it awakens awe, receive it. Whenever it helps us embrace someone
whose life is different from our own, celebrate it.



But whenever an image becomes so rigid that it diminishes another human being -- whenever it
is used to justify fear, domination, exclusion, or violence -- perhaps it is time to let that image
die so that something larger can be born.

Because the true God is always larger than our theology. More loving than our imagination.
More beautiful than our language. More alive than our symbols.

The First Letter of John says it simply: “God is love.”

Not merely loving. Love itself. And if that is true, then every act of genuine compassion
becomes a revelation. Every moment of forgiveness. Every shared meal. Every embrace across
difference. Every hand extended to someone in pain. Every movement toward justice. Every
gesture of reconciliation.

Each becomes another window through which the Holy One shines.

Friends, as we begin these weeks exploring the Lord’s Prayer, perhaps the first line gives us
more than an address for God. Perhaps it gives us a posture for the entire spiritual life.

“Our Father...” God is intimate.
“...in heaven...” God is beyond us.
“...hallowed be your name.” God may be named, encountered, loved -- but never contained.

Perhaps we don’t need fewer images of God. Perhaps we need more. More windows. More
poetry. More metaphors. More silence. More humility. More wonder.

Because the Holy One whom we worship cannot be captured by a single word, a single gender,
a single tradition, or a single culture. And yet this same Holy One meets us through fathers and
mothers, rivers and mountains, bread and wine, strangers and friends, laughter and tears,
Scripture and sacrament, justice and mercy.

The Infinite is not imprisoned within these things. But through them, we catch glimpses.

And those glimpses slowly transform us, until one day we discover that the deepest purpose of
every image was never simply to teach us about God. It was to remake us into the image of
Love itself.

May we become people spacious enough to welcome the mystery, humble enough to keep
learning, compassionate enough to recognize the face of Christ wherever love appears, and
alive enough to reflect -- even if only imperfectly -- the radiance of the One who transcends
every human category while graciously allowing us to encounter the Holy through them all.
Our Father, our Mother, our | AM WHO | AM in heaven --hallowed be your name.

May it be so. Amen.




Questions for Further Contemplation or Small Group Use

1. The God We Imagine

Mark suggests that we need images of God, but problems arise when we mistake our images
for God. He names many biblical images—Father, Mother, Shepherd, Rock, Fire, Breath,
Wisdom, Love—each revealing something while remaining incomplete.

What images or names for God have been most important to you? Have any
changed over the course of your life? What might those changes reveal about your
own spiritual journey?

2. From “My” to “Our”

Jesus does not teach his disciples to pray “My Father,” but “Our Father.” Mark suggests that
this first word breaks open the boundaries of the self, reminding us that the God to whom we
pray is also the God of people whose lives, beliefs, politics, or experiences may be very
different from our own.

Who is easiest for you to include in the word “our’’? Who is hardest? What might
change—in you or in your relationship with others—if you consciously included
them when praying “Our Father’”?

3. Naming the Mystery

The sermon describes the opening line of the Lord’s Prayer as holding together intimacy and
mystery: “Our Father” brings God near; “in heaven” reminds us that God is beyond us; and
“hallowed be your name” invites us to name God while recognizing that no name can contain
God.

Where do you find yourself most drawn right now: toward greater intimacy with
God, greater wonder and mystery, or greater humility about what you think you
know about God? Why might that be the invitation you need at this point in your
life?



