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Luke 11:1-10 — He was praying in a certain place, and after he had finished, one of his disciples 
said to him, "Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.” He said to them, "When you 
pray, say: Father, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come. Give us each day our daily 
bread. And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us. And do not 
bring us to the time of trial.” And he said to them, "Suppose one of you has a friend, and you go 
to him at midnight and say to him, 'Friend, lend me three loaves of bread; for a friend of mine 
has arrived, and I have nothing to set before him.’ And he answers from within, 'Do not bother 
me; the door has already been locked, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot get up and 
give you anything.’ I tell you, even though he will not get up and give him anything because he is 
his friend, at least because of his shamelessness he will get up and give him whatever he needs. 
"So I say to you, Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will 
be opened for you. For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for 
everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. 

“Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord myself to keep, well and happy may I wake, this I 
ask for Jesus’ sake. Amen.” That’s the very first prayer I learned, probably when I was three 
years old. Now I know you all don’t usually do this sort of thing, but just because I’m curious, 
how many of you, as young children, said this prayer, or a similar prayer, most nights before 
bed? If you don’t mind, raise your hand.  

It’s been a long time since I’ve said that prayer, but saying it again now, I think that it’s a pretty 
good one — especially for children who are learning how to pray. I mean, it’s pretty simple, its 
request is reasonable, and it’s fairly easy to memorize and recite. Usually, when we’re teaching 
children how to pray, we begin by giving them something that they can memorize, we give them 
specific words to say. And in doing this, we trust that as they become more and more 
comfortable with those specific words, and with the thoughts and feelings behind them, they will 
eventually become comfortable choosing their own words, expressing their own thoughts and 
feelings.  

In our Gospel reading this morning, a disciple asks Jesus “Teach us to pray,” and Jesus responds 
with what seems like a pretty simple prayer, fit for adults and children alike. Most of us are 
familiar with the longer version of this prayer, found in Matthew chapter 6, but here in Luke, we 
have a shorter version that’s easier to memorize. Now, in my opinion, Jesus’ response to the 
disciple’s request is fairly uncharacteristic of Jesus. Usually, when someone asks Jesus a straight-
forward question, he responds with a not-so-straight-forward answer. Like when a lawyer asks 
Jesus “Who is my neighbor?” and Jesus responds with a lengthy and disturbing parable about a 
Samaritan. The people always want something simple and easy from Jesus, and he rarely gives it 



to them. But here, when a disciple asks, “Teach us to pray,” Jesus honors the simple request and 
says, “Okay, here’s a good one to start out with.”  

But even this short, very familiar prayer is more complex and more mysterious than we’ve come 
to think. This morning, I want to focus on just the first few words in Jesus’ prayer: “Father, 
hallowed be your name.” In these first few words, a tension arises, a tension between two 
different understandings of God: on one hand, the God who can be called “father,” and on the 
other hand, the God whose name is supposed to be hallowed.  

The Greek word for “father” is pater — it’s a standard, formal term. However, Jesus would have 
spoken this prayer not in Greek, but in Aramaic — a language that originated in the region of 
Palestine and that is in the same language family as Arabic. The word for “father” in Aramaic is 
abba, and most biblical scholars regard abba to be a less formal, more intimate term than the 
Greek pater. This makes sense to me, given what I know from living in an Arabic-speaking 
country for a year. The word for “father” in Arabic is ab, and Arab children who are just learning 
to speak are taught the words ab and abba right away. As you can tell, they are very easy words 
to say — in English, it would be similar to calling your father “Pa” or “Papa.” So, when Jesus 
addresses God as abba, and tells his disciples to do the same, Jesus is speaking in language that 
is strikingly intimate and informal, maybe even a little child-like. Imagine if we walked around 
today referring to God as “Papa.” That’s how this prayer starts.  

But then, Jesus says “hallowed be your name,” and that complicates things. The prayer is that 
God’s name, God’s reputation, God’s identity for us would be holy — a word that originally 
meant “set apart.” The prayer is a recognition of God’s holiness — the belief that God transcends 
the created world and is a being utterly distinct from us. Theologian Karl Barth referred to God 
as “wholly — wh wholly — other.” And it seems that Jesus is referring to God in a similar way 
here. Right after calling God abba, Papa, Jesus is praying that all people would come to know 
God as one who is completely other than us, apart from us, beyond us.  

Do you see the tension? Calling God abba makes God sound intimate, familiar, familial, nearby. 
But then saying “hallowed be your name” makes God sound detached, unknown, unknowable, 
and far, far away. So, which is it? Is God close or distant? Does God want us to treat God as our 
papa, or does God want us to treat God as an unreachable other? 

From the prayer that Jesus teaches us, I can only assume that the answer is “Yes.” God is both 
intimate and remote, both our parent and an unknown divinity, both closer than we can possibly 
conceive and farther away than we can ever imagine. We are to regard God as both of these 
things. The tension isn’t meant to be resolved; it’s meant to be embraced. 

In our Old Testament reading today, I think that we see Abraham embracing this tension. In this 
story — which, I acknowledge, is pretty bizarre — Abraham is conversing with God and 
pleading for mercy on behalf of the people of Sodom and Gomorrah, who have been habitually 
hostile, even abusive, to foreigners traveling through their lands. Apparently, God is very angry 



about this. Abraham gets that God is angry, and some of his language reflects that: “Let me take 
it upon myself to speak to the Lord, I who am but dust and ashes”; “Oh do not let the Lord be 
angry if I speak just once more.” In these moments, I imagine Abraham praying with the 
hallowed-be-your-name understanding of God. He is addressing God cautiously, as if this holy 
divinity were supposed to be beyond his reach. But, on the other hand, some of Abraham’s 
language is very different: “Far be it from you to do such a thing! Will not the Judge of all the 
earth do what is just?” This looks more like an abba understanding of God to me, where 
Abraham is, incredibly, holding God accountable. Basically, Abraham is saying, “You haven’t 
made this kind of decision before, have you? It doesn’t sound like the sort of decision you’d 
make.” This language of familiarity, even some sort of equality, between God and Abraham 
suggests that we can address God in ways that we have not previously dared to.  

So, in closing, back to Jesus’ prayer: “Abba, hallowed be your name.” Two different 
understandings of God: Papa and the Holy One. Jesus includes both in his prayer. Abraham 
includes both in his conversation with God. And what about us? Do we include both 
understandings of God in our own lives? I imagine that most people of faith lean towards one 
understanding or the other: people are either more comfortable with God as Papa, or they are 
more comfortable with God as the Holy One. As we close, I’d like to offer a question and an 
invitation. First, which understanding of God were you raised with, and which understanding 
resonates with you these days? And second, whichever understanding you are less comfortable 
with, I invite you to get more acquainted with that aspect of God this week. Friends, the God we 
worship, the God we are invited to meet in prayer, is infinitely complex and infinitely 
mysterious. There’s always more for us to discover. Amen.  


