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“Our Father in heaven . . .” 

For some of us, the word father brings to mind comfy 
memories of happiness, love, warmth, and protection.

But for others, father means the stern and distant 
figure we can never really please.

And for others, father means the unpredictable, angry, 
and abusive shadow that still haunts our dreams.

And for some, father means absolutely nothing. It’s 
simply an empty void.

 Introduction

What Father Means
By Kelli B. Trujillo
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Our Father in Heaven? 
What Father Means

Relating to God as “Father” can be difficult, especially for 
those who’ve had tough relationships with their human 
fathers. But even for those who have great human fathers, 
it can still be a real challenge to come to know God as 
Father. He’s so perfect and righteous, we may feel 
unworthy to come near. He’s so powerful and awesome, 
we may feel intimidated rather than close. Sometimes he 
just doesn’t seem as . . . well . . . as “nice” and 
approachable as Jesus. 

So what does it really mean for us that God is our 
“Father”? How is he like or unlike a human father? What 
does it look like for us grown-up women to relate to God 
as his children? Is it really so important that we do so?

As you read these articles and journey through the Reflect 
questions that accompany them, you’ll explore how the 
Bible portrays God the Father, you’ll confront the 
difficulties you may have in relating to God in this way, 
and you’ll consider how growing in intimacy with God the 
Father can revolutionize your spiritual life. My hope is 
that through this download, you’ll encounter the love of 
your heavenly Father in a life-changing way, and that 
when you pray to our Father in heaven as his beloved 
daughter, it will come mean something profoundly and 
deeply personal to you.

Grace,

Kelli B. Trujillo
Managing Editor, Today’s Christian Woman downloads,
Christianity Today International
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“Our Father in Heaven?” can be used for individual or 
group study. If you intend to lead a group study, some simple 
suggestions follow.

1. Make enough copies for everyone in the group to have her own 
guide.

2. Depending on the time you have dedicated to the study, you 
might consider distributing the guides before your group meets 
so everyone has a chance to read the material. Some articles are 
quite long and could take a while to get through.

3. Alternately, you might consider reading the articles together as a 
group—out loud—and plan on meeting multiple times.

4. Make sure your group agrees to complete confidentiality. This is 
essential to getting women to open up.

5. When working through the Reflect questions, be willing to make 
yourself vulnerable. It’s important for women to know that others 
share their experiences. Make honesty and openness a priority in 
your group.

6. End the session in prayer.

Leader’s Guide

How to use 
“Our Father in Heaven” 
for a group study
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The Smiling 
Grandfather Clock
Connecting the dots to see God the Father

By Evelyn Bence

I n sorting out an old toy box at my father’s house, I 
found two coloring-activity books left behind from 
childhood. One is titled With Jesus by the Sea; the 
other, Captain Kangaroo Trace and Color, the 1960 
“authorized edition based on the popular TV program.” 
Jesus and “the Captain”: the two kindly but 
otherworldly men who sustained me as a child. They 
were both real, just out of reach, and untouchable.

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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The Smiling Grandfather Clock

The ghost of holy Jesus lived inside me. This meant he 
knew everything I said and did. But that was only half 
the story. He had also lived fleshly, long ago and far 
away, not in a house but by the Galilee, before he died 
forsaken for me. Jesus talked a lot to an invisible but 
always present and never sleeping God the Father, who 
lived in the sky but also in God’s house, the church. I 
was supposed to love him if not like him, but actually I 
was afraid of his smoting and smiting. On Sundays at 
the stroke of noon, my pastor-father would close a 
church service with a biblical benediction. “The Lord 
bless you and keep you. The Lord make his face shine 
upon you and be gracious unto you.” Knowing this was 
from the Old Testament, I figured this smiling face 
referred to God the Father, but it was hard for me to 
connect the dots.

The Captain, on the other hand, lived here and now in a 
one-room house with puppets. He welcomed visitors and 
read picture books from behind the TV screen, any TV in 
any house, but only early in the morning. I could see and 
hear him in his house or linoleum yard; he just couldn’t 
see and hear me. Every few days he talked to the always 
present but usually sleeping Grandfather Clock. This 
involved calling Grandfather’s name and jarring him 
awake, to ask him a puzzling question. “Let’s ask 
Grandfather Clock.” I liked the wise and knowing 
Grandfather Clock and wished for him in the corner of 
my house.

In the authorized Captain coloring book, Grandfather 
Clock is outlined repeatedly. Inside the ring of 12 
traditional numbers, he has the old eyes, nose, and 
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mouth of a friendly face, like you would see drawn on a 
sun or moon hanging in the heavenlies. Yes, he’s usually 
sleeping and always smiling.

I watched Captain Kangaroo until I was past puberty. I 
remember my great sadness when I was forced from his 
little house the fall I entered junior high. We had moved 
to a new school district that summer; I had to make new 
friends. But my real-life loss was no greater than the loss 
of Captain and his crew. The new school schedule meant 
the bus would pick me up very early, before Captain came 
on. I knew I was too old for Captain’s jingles, but I 
desperately wanted to hold on.

So in seventh grade, I lost Captain and smiling 
Grandfather Clock, which left me with Jesus and God the 
Father, whose face I still couldn’t color bright, knowing 
his reputation. He expected so much of his beloved! 
There was the Crucifixion and the descent into hell, 
which I knew from the Apostles’ Creed I had memorized 
for my dad.

When I was 23, I rented my first apartment, two landlord-
furnished rooms on Green Acres Drive in White Plains, 
New York, two hundred miles from “home.” That year my 
father made the first piece of furniture I could call my 
own: a grandfather clock. I now call it a grandmother 
clock, since it is only five and a half feet high. But Dad 
always used the masculine form when referring to the 
clocks he fashioned from raw boards: eventually 12 
clocks, one for each of his children and siblings, 
presented with warm wishes for a long life and an 
ordered home.
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I valued that clock for more than its walnut wood, and 
proudly set it ticking in the corner of my living room–
bedroom. I quickly learned to sleep through its quarter-
hour chimes, even when it struck in the dead of night. Like 
Jesus’ God the Father, it neither slept nor slumbered. Like 
Captain’s Grandfather Clock, its golden face smiled on me, 
though it never spoke. I moved my clock with me to a series 
of apartments, soon having a living room I didn’t sleep in 
and owning all the furnishings downstairs and upstairs too.

Once a week I carefully wind my clock, which stands 
constant guard in the dining room that arches wide into a 
living room that visitors say suits me. I’ve added a floral but 
not flashy couch and stuffed chair, a rocker, a front-window 
section of house plants, like a green acre on a white plain 
(but this is sunny Virginia, not snowy New York) and a few 
original paintings and some cheap but masterful 
reproductions.

Captain and his odd house are only memories. I search for 
him but cannot call him up on the glass screen. Holy Jesus’ 
ghost still lives within my heart. The pendulum of my 
father’s gift clock, now 25 years old, swings side to side, 
tick, tock, all night and day. And God the Father—I now 
recognize a different face, revealed just last year, the 
afternoon of Father’s Day.

I was in distress about my time-ravaged 84-year-old father. 
Five of my siblings had dramatically intervened, and the 
next Thursday, Dad would be leaving his home and moving 
to my oldest sister’s. This timing was not according to his 
plan, but in the last month his ability to plan had dived 
below all reasonable expectations.
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Neither he nor I was ready for this. Dad responded by 
blocking all memory of the confrontational meeting. 
Reality struck the morning of Father’s Day. I hear he sat 
and sobbed. As for me in my house, I cried for three days, 
personalizing his loss of home as if it were mine.

In search of Sabbath solace, I drove to the Washington 
National Cathedral to spend the afternoon in the bishop’s 
rose garden. Three hours among the blossoms calmed my 
spirit. I sat and wrote in my journal alongside a bank of 
fragrant boxwood. But the memorable grace was not in 
the garden.

I sat within sight of a stone statue of the Prodigal Son 
enveloped in the arms and bosom of a man who, from my 
perspective, represented an empathic Jesus more than 
his heavenly Father. But the grace was not in the    
carved statue.

I sat near an unshaded sundial, which kept the heavens’ 
right time, off by an hour if you believed the tourists. But 
the grace was not in the metallic clock face circled with 
12 numerals.

Late in that afternoon I went inside the cathedral, to find 
water. Heading back to the garden just at 4 o’clock, I let 
the Evensong processional hymn draw me into the nave, 
to a seat in the back of God’s grand house. Still self-
absorbed, I had no intention of minding the service. But 
then someone on the other side of a lectern and 
microphone started reading the Old Testament lesson—old 
and familiar words from Numbers 6: “The Lord bless you 
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and keep you: The Lord make his face to shine upon you, 
and be gracious to you: The Lord lift up his countenance 
upon you, and give you peace” (RSV).

My father’s familiar benediction prompted a mighty gust 
of emotion: the Holy Ghost coming with grace so I could 
finally connect the dots and trace the outline of the face of 
God the Father, smiling.

Trying to beat the weepy echo, I made for the main doors. 
Outside on the sidewalk, a Filipino woman walked toward 
the cathedral and me. She had not heard the blessing and 
did not know my story, yet she spoke to my distress: “Talk 
to God. Take it to God. Talk to God. Take it to God.” Her 
phrasing surprised me. From someone in my circle, I 
would have expected “Talk to Jesus. Take it to Jesus,” but 
no. This stranger was asking me—telling me—to entrust my 
fleshly father and myself to God the Father, whose mercy 
outruns time.

Evelyn Bence is author of Spiritual Moments with the Great 
Hymns (Zondervan). This article was first published in the 
June 2002 issue of Christianity Today.

See the

Additional Resources 

section at the end of this 

download for a link to an 

online Bible study based 

on this article.
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Reflect
£ As a young girl, Evelyn Bence was able to relate to Jesus, but 
not God the Father. “I was supposed to love him if not like him,” 
she writes, “but actually I was afraid of his smoting and 
smiting.” How have you viewed God the Father during the 
different stages of your life? Why?

£ What aspects of God the Father, described in the Bible, can 
make him seem distant, hard to relate to, or difficult to 
understand? On the other hand, what biblical descriptions of 
God the Father draw you to him or encourage your trust and 
faith in him?

£ “I believe in God the Father, Almighty” are the beginning 
words of the Apostles’ Creed, affirmed by Christians through 
the centuries. This belief that God is “Father” is central to 
Christianity. One reason we call God Father is because Jesus, 
the Son, repeatedly referred to God that way. Read two such 
examples in John 5:16–23 and 10:22–39. How does Jesus 
describe the Father and his relationship with him? Why do you 
think Jesus’ words made the religious leaders so angry? 

£ God is Jesus’ Father, but Scripture also reveals that he is our 
Father. The Old Testament refers to God as Father to his people 
(read Deuteronomy 32:6); Jesus repeatedly teaches that we are 
to relate to God as our Father (for example, read Matthew 5:16, 
44–45, 48); and the apostle Paul encouraged the churches by 
reminding them that God is “our” Father (see Romans 1:7 and   
2 Corinthians 1:2). How is our relationship with God our 
Father like or unlike Jesus’ relationship with him? 

£ In her article, Evelyn reveals that as she dealt with her own 
father’s failing health, she came to know God the Father in        
a profoundly personal, intimate way. When have you 
experienced the reality that God is not just “the” Father but      
is also your Father? 
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“To Rise, It Stoops”
How parenting mirrors the character of God

By Philip Yancey

As a nonparent, I stand in awe of parents. Our 
friends save for years to bring their children to 
Colorado, then spend thousands of dollars on the 
vacation of a lifetime and get little apparent return on 
their investment. The 10-year-old wants to play video 
games all day. The teenager sulks in the back seat, 
plugged into a portable CD player, head buried in a 
sports or fashion magazine, refusing even to glance at 
the glorious views outside the van window.
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Younger children squabble about who gets what seat, feign 
motion sickness at every curve, and whine about how much 
time they must spend in a car. It’s too cold for a picnic—or 
too hot. Why do we have to hike this stupid trail? I thought 
we were supposed to see wild animals—where are they? Can’t 
we just stay home and watch a movie?

Amazingly, these reactions do not faze the parents. They are 
well-accustomed to shelling out dollars, prodding their 
children to get dressed, scraping uneaten food off the plate, 
cleaning up messes, and receiving in return reactions 
ranging from diffidence to sullenness. As parents, they 
understand this is part of what parenting is about.

The self-sacrificing, servant aspect of the Christian life has 
many parallels to parenthood. Every person feels a “cry from 
the heart” to serve those weaker than ourselves, says Jean 
Vanier, founder of L’Arche homes for the profoundly 
disabled. For many people, parenthood satisfies this need. 
Others—like Vanier the priest, like Jesus himself—seek to 
serve the poor, the lonely, the forgotten, the sick or disabled, 
in response to this cry from the heart.

The New Testament contains many passages directed to 
“parental” instincts. Gradually, gently, the writers press 
their readers to move beyond self-fulfillment. For example, 
some passages urge Christians to avoid lawsuits, in effect 
waiving their legal rights, in order to set an example that 
may attract others to the faith. And though the apostle Paul 
himself had no qualms about certain controversial practices, 
he modified his own behavior for the sake of weak and 
immature Christians. “Though I am free and belong to no 
man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as 
possible,” he said (1 Cor. 9:19).

Our Father in Heaven? 
“To Rise, It Stoops”
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The New Testament persistently presses us upward, toward 
higher motives for being good. A child wants to know what 
she can get away with; an adult understands that boundaries 
exist for his own good; a parent voluntarily sacrifices her 
freedom for the sake of others. “Such ever was Love’s way,” 
wrote Robert Browning, “to rise, it stoops.”

God yearns for us to grow toward the parent stage of 
sacrificial love, which most accurately reflects God’s own 
nature. We draw near to God in likeness when we give 
ourselves away. In fact, as Jean Vanier insists, we need this 
further stage as an essential part of spiritual development; 
it teaches what we might otherwise never learn.

I have sat with many parents and listened to their 
heartaches. We did all we could. We gave her everything she 
wanted, loved her in every way we knew how—and now this. 
She blames us for all her problems. She says she hopes she 
never sees us again.

In effect parents struggle with the same delicate issues of 
power and self-limitation that define God’s relationship with 
us. Through parenthood we get a glimpse of the “problems” 
God conceded into existence by creating human beings with 
the freedom to rebel against him.

Parents learn the uses of power and its limits. They can 
insist on certain outward behavior but cannot change inner 
attitudes. They can require obedience but not goodness—and 
certainly not love. How, then, do you build character in a 
child? How do you nurture such qualities as patience, 
kindness, gentleness, and compassion? How do you forgive 
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obnoxious behavior without sanctioning it? Parenthood, 
like nothing else, brings us face to face with these 
theological and ethical dilemmas.

Yet here is a strange thing: When my friends pack their 
suitcases and head back in cars or airplanes to their homes, 
they do not regret what they have just endured. The glimpse 
of wonder in their children who watch fox kits peeking out 
of their den across the ravine, the momentary lapse from 
teenage sulkiness when their son scrambles to the top of a 
mountain and lifts his hands Rocky-style in the air, the 
cuddle of a 10-year-old body against their own at the end of 
an exhausting day outdoors—these memories displace the 
frustration. They have seen progress toward maturity, 
confidence, and independence. What else is the reward of 
parenthood?

Philip Yancey is Editor at Large of Christianity Today and the 
author of many best-selling books. This article was first 
published in the September 2000 issue of Christianity Today. 
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Reflect
£ Philip Yancey writes that the “sacrificial love” required 
of parents “most accurately reflects God’s own nature.” If 
you are a parent, describe recent examples of ways you’ve 
shown sacrificial love in your efforts to raise, guide, and 
care for your child. If you aren’t a parent, describe an 
example of how your own parents loved you sacrificially.

£ Rather than a Zeus-like god playing games with 
insignificant humans or a divine puppeteer controlling 
human beings like will-less automatons, God relates to us 
as a Father who limits his own power and control over us, 
allowing us “the freedom to rebel against him.” Why is 
this significant to you? How does the character of God as 
our loving Father compare or contrast with the portrayal 
of “God” in other religions and popular worldviews?

£ Read Deuteronomy 8:5 and Proverbs 3:11–12. As our 
Father, God actively parents us, disciplining and guiding 
us to shape our character. When have you experienced 
God the Father’s discipline? What effect did it have on 
your spiritual growth or your character?

£ Like Philip’s friends who patiently sought to meet their 
children’s needs during a Colorado family vacation, God 
also provides for our needs. Read and reflect on Matthew 
6:25–34. Do you fully embrace the ideas in this passage 
in your everyday life? Or do you live as if you don’t really 
trust in your Father to provide for you? Share your 
thoughts on the importance and the challenge of living out 
this passage. 
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For many, the way we relate to God the Father is distorted by 
negative experiences we’ve had with our own earthly fathers. 
Authors Lisa Harper and Donald Miller were both raised by single 
moms; here they share how their relationship with God the Father 
was impacted by painful feelings of abandonment and distance 
from their human fathers.

Author and speaker Lisa Harper spoke about her view of God as 
“Father” in an interview with Jane Johnson Struck.

I grew up in a great church, but it definitely 
emphasized conforming to religious standards. I was a 
believer, but I knew God more as Abba Father than as 
Lover of my soul.

Not A Dead-Beat Dad 
Two authors who grew up fatherless describe 
how they’ve come to understand what it really 
means to call God Father.  

Interviews with Lisa Harper and Donald Miller
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My father left when I was young, and my mother 
remarried. When I was in college, my younger brother 
developed a substance-abuse problem. I watched my mom 
transform from a fill-in-the-blanks kind of Christian to 
one whose relationship with God developed a rawness 
and authenticity to it. That began my process of longing 
for more authenticity in my walk with the Lord.

Did your parents’ divorce impact your view of God?
God’s redeemed my relationship with my dad in 
incredible ways. But because he left when I was a little 
girl, abandonment issues affected my relationship with 
God early on. I thought, I’d better be a good girl or he 
might leave.

Today, God’s immutability brings me so much comfort. 
God does not change. Even when the Israelites were such 
stinkers and he disciplined them, he never abandoned 
them. I can’t tell you how much that means to me as a 
woman. God won’t leave me, even on my worst days.

I was reminded of this not long ago when I went through 
a painful breakup.

That must have been excruciating.
It was awful. One of my biggest fears was if someone 
broke my heart, the pieces wouldn’t come back together 
again. But ultimately, I hadn’t been trusting the Lord 
with my heart. Despite having my greatest fear—
having my heart filleted—happen, I discovered God 
really is faithful.

Our Father in Heaven? 
Not A Dead-Beat Dad
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How?
You know how sometimes you’ll read something you’ve read 
a hundred times before in Scripture and all of a sudden it 
pops off the page and you get it? I keep having these “a-ha 
moments” about who God is. And I’ve had situations 
involving my home and career where he tangibly took care 
of me.

£ £ £

Author and speaker Donald Miller spoke about his experience of a 
fatherless childhood in an interview with Lisa Ann Cockerel.

How did growing up without a father affect you?
I felt perpetually out of place, like I didn’t belong on the 
planet. My mom was wonderful, but there was only so much 
she could do. I remember a pinewood derby my Boy Scout 
troop held. My mom dropped me off the night we were to 
build the race cars, trusting that the fathers in the garage 
making their sons’ cars would also help me make mine. 
They didn’t. And I didn’t care. I just wanted to goof off 
anyway. On race night I don’t think my car even had wheels 
on it! Just a lot of WD-40 on the bottom of a block of wood 
and a stripe down the side like the car from the Dukes of 
Hazzard. (laughing) I knew I didn’t really fit in anywhere, 
but I didn’t connect that with the fact I didn’t have a dad.

So when did you start to realize its impact on you?
In my 20s, Father’s Day became painful for me. I forced 
myself to go to church that day without my dad, feeling 
as though God must not love me since he left this out of 
my life.

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com


©2014 Christianity Today  |  TodaysChristianWoman.com  |  21

Our Father in Heaven? 
Not A Dead-Beat Dad

I also became increasingly aware of how I’d isolated 
myself from others. I always thought I was wired to be 
extremely independent. But the truth is, I was scared. My 
dad didn’t love me. Maybe no one else would, either.

How did growing up without a father affect your view 
of God?
Guys who grow up without dads don’t believe God shows 
up. I believed he loved me, but I believed it was an 
absentee kind of love. There was no real intimacy.
But when I was in my mid-20s, I lived with John 
MacMurray and his family for four years. During that 
time I saw a real man be a father and husband for the first 
time. It wasn’t always easy or fun—for John or me—but I 
learned a lot.

John showed me how even he, a very hands-on dad, 
needed to introduce his children to their real father, God. 
As much as John loved his kids, God loved them even 
more and would be their guide long after he was gone. I 
liked the idea that despite the very real pain of my 
earthly father’s absence, I had a Father in heaven. I 
hadn’t been completely abandoned.

Since then, I’ve learned to process my faith in God in a 
way that reflects a Father/son relationship. God is 
molding me in his likeness—through the work of the Holy 
Spirit and other people in my life. He’s fathering me. And 
the thing I learned about fathers, at least in John’s case, 
is that they always have their kids’ best interests at 
heart. That concept changed everything for me.
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How so?
Matthew 6 says God will give us what we need, not necessarily 
what we want. So when I don’t get something I want, I can 
trust God that it isn’t something I need. And I can trust him 
now because I understand, thanks in large part to living with 
John, what it means to be a father.

This excerpt of Lisa Harper’s interview is part of the article 
“What Women Really Want,” first published in the July/August 
2006 issue of Today’s Christian Woman. This excerpt of Donald 
Miller’s interview is part of the article “Solo Son,” first published 
in the September/October 2006 issue of Today’s Christian Woman.

Reflect
£ Can you relate to Lisa’s or Don’s experiences or feelings? If 
so, what specifically do you connect with? Why?

£ What is your dad like? How would you characterize your 
relationship with him?

£ In what ways, either positive or negative, has your 
relationship with your earthly father impacted the way you 
view and relate to God the Father? Share an example.

£ Though our human fathers may fail us—indeed, may even 
completely abandon us—God, our Father, is absolutely faithful 
and trustworthy. Read the descriptions of God the Father in 
Psalm 36:5–7 and 86:15. What does it mean to you that God 
the Father is faithful? How can we rely on him? What can we 
trust him for?
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Jesus painted one 
of the most revealing

portraits of God the 
Father’s character in his parable 

about the Prodigal Son. Open your 
Bible to Luke 15:11–32, and follow along 
with Jesus’ story as you read this 
insightful article.

I was stunned! It was 1958 in Jerusalem. A British scholar 
and churchman, Dr. Kenneth Cragg, was lecturing on the 
Muslim-Christian debates of the Middle Ages. He had 
just pointed out that the Muslim scholars of the period 
loved to quote the parable of the Prodigal Son as evidence 
against Christians. The reason was that, in the story, a 
son who leaves his father (God), goes into a far country, 
gets into trouble, and decides to return home, is on his 
arrival welcomed, and his return is celebrated. He needs no 
incarnation and no atonement, no cross, and no salvation. 
There is no mediator between the two of them. He simply 
returns home and his father accepts him. Ergo: Jesus is a 
good Muslim.

GRAB YOUR BIBLE!

The Pursuing Father
What we need to know about an often misunderstood 
Middle Eastern parable

By Kenneth E. Bailey
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The shock of that speech is still with me. In fact, that 
lecture inaugurated my personal pilgrimage into the mind 
of Jesus of Nazareth with this famous text as a road map. 
Was there any response to this centuries-old Muslim 
challenge?

This story badly needs to be rescued from familiarity and 
from its traditional cultural captivity. For centuries, we in 
the West have read the story in the light of our own cultural 
presuppositions, which have dulled its cutting edge.

I spent most of my childhood in Egypt, and from 1955 to 
1995 our family lived in Egypt, Lebanon, Jerusalem, and 
Cyprus, where I taught New Testament in seminaries and 
institutes. For all of my adult life, it has been my privilege 
to study the New Testament while living and teaching in 
the Middle East. Indeed, when I began to take seriously the 
traditional Middle Eastern culture of which Jesus was a 
part, the parable of “the father and his two lost sons” began 
to unfold for me in a new and exciting way. In the light of 
that culture, available through early Jewish and Eastern 
Christian sources, answers can be found to the original 
challenge with which my pilgrimage began. In short—are 
the Incarnation and the Atonement a part of this crucial 
parable? Yes, they are. I will try to explain why.

Luke’s trilogy 
This parable must be seen as the third part of a trilogy 
in Luke 15. The Pharisees challenge Jesus: “This fellow 
welcomes sinners and eats with them” (quotations taken 
from the NRSV unless otherwise noted). The Babylonian 
Talmud makes clear that rabbis did not eat with the 
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’am-ha’arets (the people of the land) who did not keep the 
law in a precise fashion. Luke records, “So he told them 
[the Pharisees] this parable [singular].” What follows are 
the three parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the 
two lost sons (the Prodigal Son).

Thus we see that Luke understood them to be three parts 
of a single parable. A shepherd pays a price to find and 
restore a lost sheep. The woman does the same for her 
coin. In these two stories it is clear that Jesus is the 
good shepherd and he is the good woman. Which raises a 
question about the third story: Is he also the good father? 
And does this third story parallel the first two stories 
by having the father pay a high price to find and restore 
his son(s)? To answer these questions, which point to 
the larger issues of atonement and incarnation, at least 
14 aspects of the parable need to be rescued from their 
traditional interpretation.

1. The request. The younger son requests his inheritance 
while his father is still alive and in good health. In 
traditional Middle Eastern culture, this means, “Father, 
I am eager for you to die!” If the father is a traditional 
Middle Eastern father, he will strike the boy across the 
face and drive him out of the house. Surely anywhere in 
the world this is an outrageous request. The Prodigal is 
not simply a young boy who is “off to the big city to make 
his fame and fortune.” Rather, this young son makes a 
request that is unthinkable, particularly in Middle Eastern 
culture. The father is expected to refuse—if he is an 
oriental patriarch! In fact, he is not, which brings us to 
the second point.
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2. The father’s gift. The father grants the Prodigal the 
freedom to own and to sell his portion of the estate. Five 
times in the parable the father does not behave like a 
traditional oriental patriarch. This is the first instance. The 
inheritance is substantial. This is a wealthy family that has 
a herd of fatted calves and a herd of goats. House servants/
slaves appear. The house includes a banquet hall large 
enough to host a crowd that will eat an entire fatted calf in 
one evening. Professional musicians and dancers are hired 
for that banquet. The father is respected in the community, 
and thus the community responds to his invitation. 
Transferring the inheritance is a serious matter that should 
only be dealt with by the father as he approaches death.

Furthermore, the Prodigal “gathered all he had,” or as the 
New English Bible puts it, “turned [it] into cash.” This 
means that he is selling his part of the family farm. As that 
happens, this horrendous family breakdown becomes public 
knowledge, and the family is shamed before the entire 
community. Jewish law of the first century provided for 
the division of an inheritance (when the father was ready 
to make such a division), but did not grant the children the 
right to sell until after the father’s death.

In a second departure from the expected norm, the father 
grants the inheritance and the right to sell, knowing that 
this right will shame the family before the community. 
Thus, from the opening lines of the parable, it is clear that 
Jesus does not use an oriental patriarch as a model for God. 
In the contemporary West, Jesus is often accused of having 
done so. Such is not the case. Rather, he has broken all 
the bounds of Middle Eastern patriarchy in creating this 
image of a father. No human father is an adequate model for 
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God. Knowing this, Jesus elevates the figure of the father 
beyond its human limitations and reshapes it for use as a 
model for God.

3. The hurried sale. The Prodigal sells quickly (“A few 
days later”). He is obliged to do so. Anger in the village 
rises against him because he has shamed his father and 
his entire extended family by offering a large portion of the 
family farm for sale with a healthy father still farming it. 
He has to conclude the sale and get out of town as quickly 
as possible. As noted, Jewish law did not permit such a 
sale. The Prodigal does not care.

4. The qetsatsah ceremony. From the Jerusalem Talmud it 
is known that the Jews of the time of Jesus had a method of 
punishing any Jewish boy who lost the family inheritance 
to Gentiles. It was called the “qetsatsah ceremony.” Horror 
at such a loss is also reflected in the Dead Sea Scrolls. 
Such a violator of community expectations would face 
the qetsatsah ceremony if he dared to return to his home 
village. The ceremony was simple. The villagers would 
bring a large earthenware jar, fill it with burned nuts and 
burned corn, and break it in front of the guilty individual. 
While doing this, the community would shout, “So-and-so 
is cut off from his people.” From that point on, the village 
would have nothing to do with the wayward lad.

From the various references to this ceremony, it appears 
that the ban was more comprehensive than the Amish 
“shunning.” When shunned, an Amish person can at least 
eat at a separate table. The first-century Jewish shunning 
appears to have been a total ban on any contact with the 
violator of the village code of honor. As he leaves town, 
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the Prodigal knows he must not lose the money among 
the Gentiles. He does. In the far country he lives among 
Gentiles. They own pigs!

5. Expensive living. Many times the Prodigal is accused 
of “loose living” or “riotous living.” The Greek adjective in 
this phrase, however, does not imply immorality. (Syriac 
and Arabic translations in the Middle East have for 18 
centuries preserved this finely tuned detail.) Jesus gives 
no hint as to how the Prodigal wasted his money. We are 
only told that he was a spendthrift. At the end of the story 
the older son publicly accuses his brother of spending the 
money on harlots. But he has just arrived from the field and 
knows nothing. He clearly wants to exaggerate his brother’s 
failures. This tension in the story disappears when words 
such as “riotous living” (KJV), “loose living” (RSV), or 
“dissolute living” (NRSV) appear in the text.

6. The search for employment. When his money is spent, 
the Prodigal would naturally return home. But he has 
broken the rules. He knows that the qetsatsah ceremony 
awaits him if he returns to the village. He is thus desperate 
to somehow recover the money. For this he needs a paying 
job. Twice he tries to obtain one. The first attempt is 
feeding pigs in the far country. The second is the game plan 
he vocalizes on the eve of his return home. These two plans 
must be looked at with some care.

The first plan, becoming a pig herder, does not work. The 
text deliberately affirms, “No one gave him anything.” Like 
Lincoln’s Gettysburg address, this parable contains no 
excess verbiage. Each phrase is carefully crafted to carry 
precise meaning. As a pig herder, the Prodigal is fed but not 
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paid. The first-century Jewish reader knows the Prodigal 
must earn back the money he wasted if he is to avoid the 
qetsatsah ceremony.

Having failed at his first try, he plans one last roll of the 
dice—he will go home, get job training, and earn his way. To 
be accepted for that job training, he will need his father’s 
endorsement. But how will he convince his father to trust 
him one more time?

7. The self-serving plan. Perhaps the most theologically 
damaging traditional misunderstanding of this parable is in 
the popular perception of the phrase, “He came to himself.” 
This has long been interpreted as meaning “he repented.” 
This reading of the text dulls its cutting edge and breaks 
up the theological unity of the chapter. The good shepherd 
must traverse the wilderness to find his sheep. He does not 
return to the village and wait for the sheep to wander home 
and bleat at the door of the sheepfold. The good woman 
lights a lamp and searches diligently to find the lost coin. 
She does not resume her chores expecting the coin to 
flip itself out of a crack in the floor and land on the 
kitchen table.

In the first two stories, the sheep and the coin must be 
rescued. But if the Prodigal manages to make his way home 
by his own efforts, then does the third story teach that 
people are not impeded by original sin or depraved wills 
and can by their own effort, without divine grace, take 
steps toward salvation? In the first story, the lost sheep 
is a symbol of repentance, and repentance is shown there 
as “acceptance of being found.” The second story confirms 
this definition. But if the Prodigal truly repents in the far 
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country and struggles home on his own, then it would seem 
that Jesus contradicts himself. As traditionally understood, 
the third story affirms the opposite of the first two. So is 
Jesus theologically confused? 

By telling the parable of the Good Shepherd, Jesus invokes 
Psalm 23, which also has a lost sheep and a good shepherd. 
The key phrase appears in verse 3, which is traditionally 
translated, “He restores my soul.” This statement has come 
to mean: I was downcast, and the Lord restored my spirits. 
That understanding is, no doubt, a part of the psalmist’s 
intention. But the Hebrew reads “nafshi yeshovev,” which 
literally means, “He brings me back,” or “He causes me to 
repent.” Clearly, the psalmist is lost, and God, the Good 
Shepherd, brings him back to the paths of righteousness.

When the Prodigal’s speech is read in this light, a new 
meaning emerges. The psalmist believed God brought him 
back (to God) and caused him to repent. The Prodigal is 
going to solve his own problem—he came to himself. The 
verb for return does not appear! The long, rich history 
of Arabic versions contains a number of interesting 
translations of this key phrase. Some read, “He got smart.” 
Others translate, “He took an interest in himself” or “He 
thought to himself.” None of these translators saw the 
Prodigal in the far country as repentant. Ah—but what of 
his “confession”?

The prepared confession reads, “I have sinned against 
heaven and before you,” and this is (understandably) 
usually seen to indicate heartfelt repentance. Jesus’ 
audience, however, is composed of Pharisees who know 
the Scriptures well. They recognize that confession as a 

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com


©2014 Christianity Today  |  TodaysChristianWoman.com  |  31

Our Father in Heaven? 
The Pursuing Father

quotation from the Pharaoh when he tries to manipulate 
Moses into lifting the plagues. After the ninth plague, 
Pharaoh finally agrees to meet Moses, and when Moses 
appears, Pharaoh gives this same speech. Everyone knows 
that Pharaoh is not repenting. He is simply trying to bend 
Moses to his will.

The Prodigal is best understood as attempting the same. 
Hoping to soften his father’s heart, the Prodigal plans to 
offer his solution to the problem of their estrangement: 
job training. He will work as a paid craftsman and be able 
to save money. He will not live at home for the present. 
But after the lost money is recovered, he can discuss 
reconciliation. Having failed to get a paying job in the far 
country, he will try to get his father’s backing to become 
gainfully employed near home. He will yet save himself 
through the law. No grace is necessary. He can manage—or 
so he thinks! But is the lost money the real problem?

In his soliloquy in the far country, the Prodigal opens his 
mind and spirit to the listener/reader. Wanting to eat, 
he says, “I am dying of hunger!” He thinks that if he can 
only recover the lost money, everything will eventually be 
solved. In the interim, he will be able to eat, and once the 
money is returned, the village will accept him back. He 
does not consider the father’s broken heart and the agony 
of rejected love that his father has endured. While talking 
to himself in the far country he evidences no shame or 
remorse. If he is a servant standing before a master, his 
plan is somehow adequate. If he is a son dealing with a 
compassionate and loving father, his projected solution 
is inadequate.
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8. The point of turning. The Prodigal steels his nerves for 
his humiliating entrance into the village. He remembers the 
qetsatsah ceremony and braces himself to endure its shame. 
The painful interview with his father will not be any easier. 
His one hope is that his “humble speech” will touch his 
father’s heart and that he will win his father’s backing for 
the training he needs to become a wage earner. The Prodigal 
is expected to return with generous gifts for the family. 
Not only does the Prodigal return home empty-handed, he 
returns in failure after insulting his family and the village 
at his departure. This painful road back is endured for one 
reason: he is hungry. The bottom line is, “I am dying of 
hunger!”

But what of his father? The father knows his son will fail. He 
waits day after day, staring down the crowded village street 
to the road in the distance along which his son disappeared 
with arrogance and high hopes. The father realizes full well 
how his son will be welcomed in the village when he returns 
in failure. Thus, the father also prepares a plan: to reach the 
boy before the boy reaches the village. The father knows that 
if he is able to achieve reconciliation with his son in public, 
no one in the village will treat the Prodigal badly. No one will 
dare suggest that the qetsatsah ceremony must be enacted.

The father sees him “while he was still far off.” The “great 
distance” is more spiritual than it is physical. If the Prodigal 
thinks he can earn money and with it solve the problem of 
their relationship, he is yet very far away! The language 
is borrowed from Isaiah 57:19, where God affirms peace to 
those who are “far off” and peace to those who are “near.” 
This is precisely what the father sets out to do. Through a 
great, dramatic action, he will offer peace to the one who is 
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far off and then concentrate on creating peace with the one 
who is near (the older brother).

And so, for the third time, the father breaks the mold of 
Middle Eastern patriarchy. He takes the bottom edge of his 
long robe in his hand and runs to welcome his pig-herding 
son. He falls on his neck and kisses him before hearing 
his prepared speech! The father does not demonstrate 
love in response to his son’s confession. Rather, out of his 
own compassion he empties himself, assumes the form 
of a servant, and runs to reconcile his estranged son. 
Traditional Middle Easterners, wearing long robes, do not 
run in public. To do so is deeply humiliating. This father 
runs! The boy is totally surprised. Overwhelmed, he can 
only offer the first part of his prepared speech, which now 
takes on a new meaning. He declares that he has sinned 
and that he is unworthy to be called a son. He admits (by 
omitting the third phrase) that he has no bright ideas for 
mending their relationship. He is no longer “working” 
his father for additional advantages. The father does not 
“interrupt” his younger son. Instead, the Prodigal changes 
his mind, and in a moment of genuine repentance, accepts 
being found.

9. The father acts like a mother. In the parable, a 
traditional oriental patriarch would be expected to sit in 
grand isolation in the house to hear what the wayward boy 
might have to say for himself. The mother could run down 
the road and shower the boy with kisses.

We know God is spirit and thus is neither male nor female. 
But God is also personal, and God is one. A 1,000-year-
old, finely tuned sacred tradition is available to Jesus. 
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The prophets called God Father and partially described 
that father in female terms. This language affirmed the 
personhood and the unity of God for all believers, male 
and female. In the Old Testament, God is already presented 
as a father who also acts with the tender compassion of a 
mother (Deut. 32:18; Ps. 131; Isa. 42:14, 66:13). The Dead 
Sea Scrolls describe God with the same imagery. More than 
200 times Jesus calls God Father, and in John’s gospel, we 
find that the believer must be “born from above.” In 1 John, 
the believer is “born of God.” That is, God “gives birth” 
in the New Testament even as he does in the Old (Deut. 
32:18). In this parable, too, the father appears on the road, 
demonstrating the tender compassion of a mother.

10. Christology. As the father comes down and out to 
reconcile his son, he becomes a symbol of God in Christ. 
“Father,” a symbol for God, ever so quietly evolves into a 
symbol for Jesus. The same shift occurs in the story of the 
Good Shepherd. At three points in the Old Testament, God 
is a good shepherd who goes after his lost sheep (Ps. 23:3; 
Jer. 23:1–8; Ezek. 34). Jesus retells that classical story 
and introduces himself into it as its hero. The Pharisees 
complain, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with 
them.” Jesus replies with this story, which in effect says, 
“Indeed, I do eat with sinners. But it is much worse than 
you imagine! I not only eat with them, I run down the road, 
shower them with kisses, and drag them in that I might eat 
with them!” Jesus is clearly talking about himself. By the 
end of the story, the father does what Jesus does.

A famous eleventh-century Syriac scholar in Baghdad, 
Abdallah Ibn al-Tayyib, identified the father in his self-
giving love on the road as a symbol for Jesus. The great 
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New Testament scholar Joachim Jeremias made the same 
identification this century. I call this “hermeneutical 
Christology.” That is, Jesus takes a known symbol for God 
and quietly transforms it into a symbol for himself.

11. The meaning of the banquet. The banquet in the parable 
has three interpretations. The first is offered by the father, 
the second by a little boy in the courtyard of the home, and 
the third by the older son. The first two are in harmony 
with each other. The third is in sharp contrast to the first 
two. Contemporary readers usually only recall the third. All 
three interpretations must be examined.

Once reconciliation is assured, the father orders a banquet. 
He says, “Let us eat and celebrate; for [now comes his 
reason] this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he 
was lost and is found!” The father does not say, “He was 
lost and has come home.” Instead, we read, “He was lost and 
is found.” So who found him? The father did! Where did he 
find him? At the edge of the village! Thus, in the father’s 
perception, the Prodigal was still lost and dead at the edge 
of the village. Even as the shepherd was obliged to go forth 
and pay a high price to find his sheep, and the good woman 
sought diligently to find her coin, even so the father went 
down and out in a costly demonstration of unexpected love 
to find and resurrect his son. The banquet is a celebration 
of the success of that finding and that resurrection.

Now for the little boy’s interpretation. The older son 
comes in from the field and on hearing the music calls to a 
pais. This Greek word can mean three things. The first is 
“son,” which does not fit this text. The second is “servant,” 
which also does not fit, because all the servants are busy 
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in the house serving the huge banquet. The third option is 
“young boy.” Middle Eastern Syriac and Arabic versions 
have always chosen this third alternative. As the older son 
approaches his family home in the center of the village, 
he naturally meets a crowd of young boys who are not old 
enough to recline with the elders at the banquet, but are 
outside the house dancing in time to the music and enjoying 
the occasion in their own boisterous manner. The young lad 
assumes the role of the chorus in a Greek drama. (We now 
know that there was a large Greek theater in Sepphoris, 
four miles from Nazareth.) The little boy tells the listener/
reader the truth about what is happening in the story. The 
older son asks him what the party is all about and the lad 
says (as I would translate it), “Your brother has come, and 
your father has killed the fatted calf, because (now comes 
the second interpretation) he (the father) received him (the 
Prodigal) with peace!” The word I translate here as “peace” 
is the Greek word hugaino. This means “in good health,” 
and from it we have the English word hygiene. But in the 
Greek Old Testament (the Septuagint), this same Greek 
word appears 14 times, and without exception it translates 
the Hebrew word shalom or peace. When a first-century 
Jew used the word hugaino, he or she mentally translated 
the Hebrew word shalom, which includes “good health” but 
means so very much more.

I am confident that Jesus used the word shalom in the 
story. The point is that the banquet is in celebration of 
the father’s successful efforts at creating reconciliation—
shalom—and the community has come to participate in 
that celebration. Rather than a qetsatsah ceremony of 
rejection, they are participating in the joy of a restoration 
achieved by the father at great cost. Thus the young boy 
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confirms the father’s interpretation. For both, the banquet 
is a celebration of the success of the father’s efforts at 
reconciling his son.

The language of the young boy, “He received him . . .” (and 
plans to eat with him) reminds the listener of the Pharisees’ 
complaint, “This fellow [Jesus] welcomes sinners and eats 
with them.” The young boy’s speech confirms that the father 
has clearly evolved into a symbol for Jesus. Jesus receives 
sinners and eats with them. In this parable, the father does 
the same.

We have yet the older son’s interpretation to consider, 
which he offers after the father tries to reconcile this son 
to himself. He says, “You killed the fatted calf for him!” This 
claim is the exact opposite of what the little boy has just 
told the older son. It is also the opposite of the father’s own 
declared purpose for the banquet. Noting that the older son 
contradicts the two previous interpretations of the banquet, 
the listener must choose between them. Is the banquet 
in honor of the Prodigal or in honor of the father? Is it a 
celebration of the Prodigal’s successful efforts at reaching 
home (on his own), or is it rather a celebration of the 
success of the father’s costly efforts at creating shalom? 
Will the guests congratulate the Prodigal or the father?

It is my 40-year perception that generally, modern readers 
of the parable do not even discern these contrasts or 
observe that there is a choice to be made. The banquet 
foreshadows Holy Communion. Surely we know that 
Jesus is the hero of that sacred banquet and that sinners 
are not the center of attention. The older brother’s self-
righteousness becomes a pair of colored glasses through 
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which he sees the world. All he can understand is that the 
Prodigal lost the money and that he has been reconciled 
to their father without having first returned the money. 
In short, grace has been offered and accepted rather 
than the requirements of law demanded and fulfilled by 
the sinner. The older son’s interpretation represents the 
view of many, then and now. But the father’s view of the 
banquet (supported by the young boy’s speech) is the mind 
of Jesus. For many, grace is not only amazing—it is also 
unbelievable! How could it be true? After all, you get what 
you pay for, don’t you?

12. The older son’s anger. If the banquet were a 
straightforward celebration of the Prodigal’s safe return, 
the older son would enter the hall immediately. It would 
mean that the Prodigal’s position in the family has not yet 
been determined. The older son would be very anxious that 
his point of view be represented when the family discusses 
the matter. Of course, they are all (publicly) glad the 
Prodigal is home and in good health. It would be churlish 
not to rejoice at his safe arrival. But the young boy tells 
the older brother that it’s all over! Their father has already 
reconciled the Prodigal son—and has done so without the 
Prodigal paying for his sins! This is why the older son is 
angry. He is so angry he takes the radical step of breaking 
his relationship with his father.

For a son to be present and to refuse participation in such 
a banquet is an unspeakable public insult to the father. A 
cultural equivalent might be the case of a son in the West 
who has a heated public shouting match with his father 
in the middle of a wedding banquet after a large family 
wedding. A shouting match is not unthinkable—but not in 
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public at such a banquet. The older son’s rejection of his 
father’s reconciliation with the Prodigal leads that same 
older son to break his relationship with the father who 
achieved it.

13. The father’s response. For a fourth time, the father 
goes beyond what a traditional patriarch would do. For 
the second time in the same day, he is willing to offer a 
costly demonstration of unexpected love. Only this time 
it is to a law-keeper rather than a lawbreaker. Amazing 
grace holds true for both sons. Culturally, the father is 
expected to proceed with the banquet and ignore the 
public insult. He can deal with the older son later. But no! 
In painful public humiliation, the father goes down and 
out to find yet one more lost sheep/coin/son.

14. The older son’s response. The younger son “accepted” 
being found. He was overwhelmed by the costly love 
freely offered to him. The older son, in contrast, seems 
unimpressed. Instead, he mercilessly attacks both his 
father and his brother in public. The father is expected 
finally to explode and order a thrashing for the public 
insults. For a fifth time, patriarchy is transcended. This 
is not a remarkable father. Rather it is a symbol for God. 
As Henri Nouwen has written regarding this parable, 
“This is the portrayal of God, whose goodness, love, 
forgiveness, care, joy and compassion have no limits 
at all. Jesus presents God’s generosity by using all the 
imagery that his culture provides, while constantly 
transforming it” (The Return of the Prodigal).
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If the older son accepts the love now offered to him, he 
will be obliged to treat the Prodigal with the same loving 
acceptance with which the father welcomed the pig herder. 
The older son will need to be “conformed to the image” of that 
compassionate father who comes to both kinds of sinners 
in the form of a suffering servant, offering undeserved, 
costly love. Is he willing? We are not told. By this point the 
audience is on the stage and must decide for itself.

Kenneth E. Bailey is a lecturer on Middle Eastern New 
Testament studies and professor emeritus of New Testament at 
the Tantur Ecumenical Institute, Jerusalem. This article was 
first published in the October 1998 issue of Christianity Today.

Reflect
£ After reading this article and reviewing Luke 15:11–32, what 
new insights most stand out to you as you read? Why? 

£ Kenneth Bailey suggests that the father in the story represents 
both God the Father and Jesus. Jesus himself often spoke of the 
unity between himself and the Father (for example, see John 
10:30 and 14:8–11). Do you agree that this story represents both 
God the Father and Jesus? Why or why not?
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£ In the article, Kenneth Bailey emphasizes how five distinct 
times the father in the parable chooses love, compassion, and 
grace over the traditional social rights of a patriarch. When he 
could have been harsh, he chose mercy and love instead. Read 
1 John 3:1; when have you, like the son in this story, been a 
recipient of God the Father’s lavish, undeserved love? How has 
God’s love shaped you or changed you?

£ Read Luke 6:35–36. We show ourselves to be children of 
God as we reflect his merciful, loving character. When have you 
had an opportunity recently to show compassion and grace to 
someone who’d wronged you?
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Naming God
How should we address him?

By Virginia Stem Owens

A t night, when I get down on my knees beside 
my bed and lean my head on my folded hands in the 
posture of prayer I was taught as a child, there’s 
always a moment’s hesitation while I fumble for the 
first word to launch into the cosmos, a name that will 
find the infinite mystery I want my words to reach.

Doubtless my attention to the question of what to call 
God has been heightened by the violent clash between 
partisans from the world’s three major monotheistic 
religions. Muslims call upon Allah, ideally five times 
a day. The Qur’an lists the ninety-nine names of God, 
for example, “He is Allah, the Creator, the Originator, 
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the Fashioner, the Exalted in Might, the Wise.” The name 
Allah itself is the Arabic transliteration of the Hebrew Eloah 
(cf. Elohim, one of God’s names in the Hebrew Scriptures) 
or Aramaic Elah, meaning “Mighty One” or “One Worthy of 
Praise.” But the Qur’an also says that Allah has names that 
he keeps to himself, an option I find strangely appealing.

Jewish prayers most often address God as “King of the 
Universe.” Rabbi Yochanan, who salvaged the Torah when 
Jerusalem was destroyed in ad 70, instructed his fellow 
exiles, “Any blessing which does not include mention of 
[God’s] sovereignty is not a blessing.” During my nightly 
hesitation over what to call God, I often envy Jews that 
substantial prescription. On the other hand, while it seems 
appropriate for an acclamation, it lacks the kind of intimacy 
my Christian ears seek in prayer.

So what are my choices? Do I address myself to Father? 
If so, should it be preceded with Our or My? Should I say 
Lord, perhaps with a prefatory Dear, like the greeting of 
a letter? What about Jesus, Holy Spirit, or just plain God? 
If I say Father, is it because I am a child, seeking comfort 
and certain assurance? Do I say Lord because I feel strong 
enough to approach as an adult, yet humble enough to 
acknowledge servanthood? Can I, this night, transcend the 
barriers of time to experience the personal presence of the 
resurrected Jesus, the one who has “borne our griefs and 
carried our sorrows”? Should I appeal to the Holy Spirit, 
feeling the need for firing up by that life-giving but elusive 
essence? Or do I take the easy way out and just say God, the 
generic term for whatever is infinitely bigger and better than 
I am?

Our Father in Heaven? 
Naming God
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Then there’s Yahweh, that most open-ended of all divine 
names, written in Hebrew today using only the windy 
consonants Y or H. Perhaps the name that God revealed to 
Moses was chosen especially for its exhalation. It is the 
very breath of God breathed into our ears. By omitting 
the open vowels in the written name, the Jewish scribes 
signaled their readers that the name of God is too holy to 
have on their unclean lips. In the Hebrew Scriptures, the 
unspeakable name revealed to Moses is variously translated 
as “I am who I am” or “I will be who I will be” or even “I am 
becoming who I will become.”

It has been left to the foolhardy Christians to stick in the 
vowels and dare to pronounce aloud, albeit with a certain 
awkwardness, the name Yahweh. Even so, we speak this 
name most often when reading aloud certain contemporary 
translations of Scripture or in a few praise songs.

But unless I want to spend all night dithering, eventually 
I have to get on with my prayer, hoping the Great 
Unpronounceable will understand my struggle. So I plunge 
in to address him.

The name I often plunge in with these days is Father. Father 
is what Jesus called God. In fact, the Aramaic word he 
actually used, “Abba,” is more akin to our homely English 
equivalents—Daddy or Papa, simple two-syllable names 
ending in open vowels easy for toddlers to pronounce.

But why would someone such as myself, a 64-year-old 
grandmother, suddenly want a father? Maybe because a child 
is what I often feel like these days. Fearful and impotent, 
and in need of comfort. I’m not ashamed of slipping into the 
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persona of child when I kneel there at my bedside. I want 
a Parent. I need a Parent. Someone who cares for me as 
unfailingly as the mother I lost two years ago.

As for my father, World War II kept me from meeting him 
until I was four years old. Unfortunately, this meant we 
never formed a close natural bond. Moreover, at 88, my 
father has become the child while I have taken on the role 
of parent in caring for him.

In some ways this blank spot in my psyche has been 
beneficial. Many women have trouble with God because 
they identify him with an oppressive earthly father. For 
them, patriarchal oppression is a problem. But calling God 
Father at this point in my life doesn’t put my ideological 
nose out of joint. I don’t spurn or suspect any fatherly 
consolation he’s likely to offer. In fact, crawling into God’s 
lap and going to sleep in his arms seems about the best 
ending to a day—or a life—I can imagine.

Still, to be honest, Father has to be a conscious choice. 
“Lord” is the mode of address that automatically springs 
unbidden to my lips. In my experience, it is also the name 
most often used among Christians to speak about the lump-
sum Trinity.

Why is Lord so routinely spoken? After all, it is an archaic 
word, one we never use outside of a religious context 
unless we’re British. Such a word doesn’t fit in our 
contemporary culture, except in certain kinds of science 
fiction and fantasy (The Lord of the Rings, for example). 
Like Father, Lord puts us in a position of dependence. But 
Lord implies even more. Not only do I depend on this Great 
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Unknowable for my very breath, but with that word I 
acknowledge a kind of feudal relationship in which I play 
peasant to his patron.

Yet I’ve never been in such a relationship. Our word 
“boss” is about as close as we commonly come to Lord, but 
the ties between employer and employee in our capitalist 
democracy are not nearly so close or strong as those 
between Lord and liegeman. So should I call God Boss? 
It would be our own Americanized way of acknowledging 
God’s sovereignty, or at least his right to be in control.

But Boss carries its own baggage, not all of it good. 
There’s a whiff of irony, even sarcasm about the name. 
Boss means, “Okay, you’re in charge here. Do it your way. 
Just don’t blame me when it doesn’t work out.” Calling God 
Boss shuffles all the responsibility for my flaws to him. 
Which I’m already all too tempted to do.

So I’m back to Lord. Even though it isn’t native to our 
times or tongues, it leaps unbidden to our praying 
lips. It’s the name which most of us have heard most 
frequently, both in and out of prayer, whether talking 
to or about God. Because Lord, either in lower- or all 
uppercase letters, stands in for several Hebrew divine 
monikers, it appears more often in Scripture than any 
other name. We often use Lord in offhand colloquial 
expressions such as, “The good Lord willing and the creek 
don’t rise.” We take our troubles “to the Lord in prayer.” 
And I use such exclamatory phrases as “Good Lord” with 
no hesitation whereas I would shrink from using God in 
the same mode.
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One synonym for Lord is Master. This hits me on a deeper 
level. Slaves have masters. Trained animals have masters. 
Disciples of whatever craft or discipline have masters. 
Much more than Lord, calling on my Master puts me in 
a place I know instantly and instinctively. My personal 
history connects with that name as it must for anyone who 
grew up in the segregated South. The history of the slave-
master relationship sets up internal seismic shock waves.

But when his disciples call Jesus Master, they are not 
groveling before him. They use the Greek word for teacher 
(didaskalos) to address him. They are showing him the 
respect due a teacher by recognizing his superiority of 
knowledge or skill. Those fascinated with God, whatever 
manifestation of faith they find themselves in, have 
historically called their spiritual teacher Master. Who 
better to call Master than Jesus?

I have an elderly cousin who sometimes addresses her 
prayers directly to Jesus, adding the shockingly familiar 
accolade, “You’re just so precious!” This woman has been 
throughout her long life a better Christian than I’ll ever be, 
yet I cringe when she says it, picturing her tweaking Jesus’ 
cheek.

On the other end of the spectrum, I once heard a radio 
preacher claim that we are not to pray to Jesus but 
rather, following his divine example, we should address 
our prayers to his Father in heaven. I wonder what that 
preacher has to say about the Kyrie, one of the church’s 
oldest prayers. Christ have mercy, Lord have mercy, Christ 
have mercy.
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I rarely open up my heart with Jesus’ name—no doubt 
a sad loss to my spiritual life. Of such seemingly minor 
distractions are stumbling blocks compounded, a fact that 
should make us all wary of our words. There is more than 
one way to take the Lord’s name in vain.

As for the generic term, God, talk about God can get by 
with that designation, but addressing God directly seems 
to require something more. Prayer bonds us to God with 
a peculiar intimacy. It is what brings us to the point of 
actually needing to name this Person in whose image we 
are made.

Getting that initial address right seems important to me, 
not because I imagine I can really capture this source of all 
being in a verbal container. But the name I call to God with 
determines the guise in which I come to this task, duty, 
privilege of prayer. In naming God, I am in some way—far 
beyond my incomplete understanding—determining my own 
identity. Naming God ends up defining not him, but me.

Virginia Stem Owens lives and writes in Texas. She is the 
author of many books, including Caring for Mother: 
A Daughter’s Long Goodbye. This 
article is abridged from the full 
version which was published in 
the January/February 2007 
issue of Books & Culture.
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Reflect
£ How do you normally address God when you pray? Do you 
often call God Father? Why or why not?

£ Isaiah called God Father when he spoke to him (read Isaiah 
63:16 and 64:8), and Jesus taught us to do the same (read 
Matthew 6:9–13). How does addressing God as “Father” orient 
your mind-set as you speak to him? What does calling God 
Father require of you?

£ Father is a rather formal term in English, but Jesus also 
called God Abba, a familiar and intimate term similar to our 
words Daddy or Papa. Read Mark 14:36 and Romans 8:15. As 
God’s children, we too can call God our Abba. Virginia Stem 
Owens describes the special intimacy a child/daddy relationship 
implies, writing that “crawling into God’s lap and going to sleep 
in his arms seems about the best ending to a day—or a life—I can 
imagine.” What does a name like Daddy for God imply? What 
images or feelings does it bring to mind for you?

£ Virginia often makes a “conscious choice” to address God 
as “Father,” writing that “I’m not ashamed of slipping into 
the persona of child when I kneel there at my bedside. I want 
a Parent. I need a Parent. Someone who cares for me as 
unfailingly as the mother I lost two years ago.” In what ways do 
you most want and need a Parent?
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Is That You, God? 
Learning to recognize your Father’s voice. 

By Alicia Bruxvoort

I was curled up on the corner of our plaid couch, seizing 
the early-morning silence to talk with God, when my 
son’s warm body cuddling next to mine interrupted the 
conversation. I opened my eyes to greet Lukas with a hug.

“Mommy?” he whispered. “Are you talking to God?”

“Yes, honey,” I replied as I kissed his tousled hair, “I am.” I 
closed my eyes to continue my prayer.

Soon, a curious voice interrupted, “Mom?”

“Yes, Lukas?”

“Does God talk back?”
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My heart responded long before my mouth formed the 
words: “Yes, buddy, God talks back.”

Lukas’s blue eyes grew wide as he stammered, “But how do 
you know it’s him?”

Help me, Lord, I prayed silently, attempting to formulate an 
answer. How could I explain recognizing God’s voice when 
I was still discovering it for myself?

I’ve been a believer since I was ten, and I’ve always loved 
the Bible stories that portray a relational God. I knew God 
spoke to Mary through an angel and to the apostle Paul 
through a blinding light; I believed he longed to speak to 
me as well. But as I grew older, my childlike confidence 
faltered. How could I discern God’s gentle whispers from 
my desires masquerading as godly guidance?

A divine progression
In his book The Pursuit of God, A. W. Tozer describes how 
the average person learns to recognize God’s voice: “First, 
a sound as a presence walking in the garden. Then a voice, 
more intelligible but still far from clear. Then the happy 
moment when the Spirit begins to illuminate the Scriptures 
and that which had only been a sound or at best a voice 
now becomes an intelligible word, warm and intimate and 
as clear as the word of a dear friend.”

A few years ago, after moving to a new community, I 
answered the phone and heard a vaguely familiar voice 
invite my children and me to the park. Not wanting 
to embarrass myself or the mystery caller, I asked for 

Our Father in Heaven? 
Is That You, God?
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directions and hoped I’d recognize her face once I got to 
the park. Sure enough, as my children tumbled out of the 
van, I spotted a woman I’d met at church.

A-ha! I thought as I returned her friendly wave. So it 
was her!

My first encounters with God’s voice were much like 
fielding that phone call from a vaguely familiar friend. My 
heart felt his “gentle nudge,” but I was unable to decipher 
specifics. I proceeded in faith and hoped to recognize God 
more clearly in the process.

While seeking our first jobs out of college, my husband 
and I stumbled upon an opportunity to teach in Austria. 
We prayed for wisdom and eventually felt God give us 
the go-ahead. We accepted the job, moved overseas, and 
anticipated a romantic European adventure.

Months later, isolated by language barriers and weary 
from challenging job conditions, we questioned if we’d 
heard God correctly. Only in retrospect did we recognize 
the ways God used that experience to solidify our young 
marriage and prepare us for the difficult years to come, as 
Rob’s commitment to medical school (which coincided with 
our initiation into parenthood) required long hours. With 
hindsight, we recognized God’s purpose for our time in 
Austria and finally said with confidence, “So it was him!”

The right question
One winter day, I met a friend for lunch at McDonald’s. In 
the midst of refreshing “grown-up talk,” I heard a familiar 
high-pitched cry from the noisy crowd of preschoolers 
swarming the play area.
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“That’s Lizzy,” I told my friend.

“How do you know?” she asked skeptically. “There’s gotta be 
two dozen kids over there.”

“But that’s her,” I said resolutely as I slipped off my shoes and 
maneuvered through the tunnels from which my daughter’s 
cries had come. Following the desperate voice, I found my 
two year old hovering at the top of the play structure. With 
reassuring words, I coaxed her to safety.

While I wouldn’t have recognized the cries of my best friend’s 
child, I quickly picked out my daughter’s voice. It’s because 
I’ve listened to Lizzy since she squealed her first sounds of 
life, strained to make sense of her happy baby babble, and 
rejoiced at the first words that rolled off her toddler tongue. 
Her voice is a regular part of my days.

Similarly, the more I make Jesus a regular part of my days, 
the more I recognize his voice. Jesus explained this principle 
in John 10: “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my 
sheep know me . . . My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, 
and they follow me” (vv. 14, 27). As my relationship with the 
Lord has grown, I’ve realized the real question of recognizing 
his voice isn’t “How do you know it’s him?” but rather, “How 
well do you know him?”

Going deep
Recently I browsed some letters I wrote when I was engaged 
to my husband, Rob. I chuckled at my attempts to put into 
words what he meant to me after three years of courtship. My 
definition of who Rob was then seems shallow in contrast to 
who I know him to be now.
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My relationship with God is much the same. As a young 
believer, I viewed God primarily as my Savior, but over time, 
he’s proven himself to be much more.

As a lonely young educator in a foreign country, God stepped 
in as my friend. During the times I handled our family’s 
finances and the money was short, God became my Provider. 
Through years of sharing my life with God, I’ve gotten to 
know greater depths of his character.

In Breaking Free, Bible teacher Beth Moore writes, “We 
can’t always know the mind of God, but we can always know 
the heart of God.” As I listen for his voice, I’m learning to 
evaluate what I hear with who I know my Lord to be.

Listening through Scripture
In The Power of a Praying Woman, Stormie Omartian writes, 
“One of the most priceless gems you will find in God’s Word 
is his voice. That’s because he speaks to us through his 
Word as we read it or hear it. In fact, we can’t really learn to 
recognize God’s voice to our soul if we are not hearing him 
speak to us first in his Word.”

Recently, my husband and I grappled with a possible 
relocation. “God,” I cried out one day while on a walk. “I want 
our family to land exactly where you want us. But I can’t 
figure out where that is!” Then I reached into my pocket for 
the memory verses I’d grabbed before heading out the door. 
As soon as my eyes fell on the words, I began to cry. “If you 
make the Most High your dwelling . . . then no harm will 
befall you . . . For he will command his angels concerning you 
to guard you in all your ways” (Ps. 91:9–11). God was talking 
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directly to my restless heart that morning. It doesn’t matter 
where you move, he assured me. Just make me your home, 
and I’ll take care of you.

Meeting God daily on the pages of his Word enables me to 
recognize him “off the pages” as well. When I keep my mind 
fixed on Scripture as I go about my day, my heart remains 
still before the Lord (Ps. 46:10) even amidst deadlines, 
carpools, and screaming toddlers.

A matter of time
When my second child started preschool, I suddenly gained 
two hours of free time. I immediately filled them with 
an ambitious to-do list and Friday-morning coffee dates 
with friends. One day as I squeezed in a quick prayer time 
before racing my daughter off to preschool, I felt the Lord 
prompting, Let me be your coffee date. At first I struggled 
over exchanging some activity-filled mornings 
for prayer and Bible reading, but I’ve found the rewards 
to be priceless.

Shortly after I started my coffee dates with God, he 
graciously began to answer petitions I’d been praying for 
years. My six-year-old son, who had grappled with anger, 
began to show signs of a softening heart. My four-year-
old daughter began to tell me about her “special ears” that 
listened to Jesus. My husband, who rarely showed interest 
in praying aloud together, began to wake me in the middle 
of the night to pray over our children. Needless to say, my 
coffee dates with God are now a favorite part of my week!

The squeeze of a little hand reminded me my son was still 
waiting for an answer.
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“So how do you know it’s God?” Lukas persisted.

“Remember when we were at that playground filled with 
lots of people and Daddy went to the parking lot to get the 
car?” I asked.

“Uh-huh?”

“Could you see Daddy from where you sat on the swings?”

“No.”

“Well, how did you know it was Dad when he called your 
name and said it was time to go?”

“Mo-om,” he said with a giggle and a hint of exasperation, 
“He’s my daddy. I just know him!”

“You know what, buddy?” I replied. “That’s how it is with 
God, too!”

Alicia Bruxvoort is a writer and speaker who lives in Iowa. 
This article was first published in the May/June 2006 issue of 
Today’s Christian Woman.
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Reflect
£ We not only can speak to our Father in prayer, but we can—
and should—listen to him. However, it isn’t always easy! What 
factors may make it difficult to “hear” God’s voice?

£ In this article, young Lukas found it easy and natural to 
recognize and listen to his father’s voice, saying, “He’s my 
daddy. I just know him!” Practically speaking, how can we get 
to that point in our relationship with God the Father? 

£ What kind of “parental guidance” has God the Father been 
giving you lately? (Or, if you haven’t really been listening, what 
guidance do you think he may desire to speak into your life 
right now?)

£ In light of all you’ve read, thought about, and discussed 
from these articles and from God’s Word, how do you desire to 
respond to God the Father? How, specifically, do you want your 
relationship with him to grow or change? 
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Books:

Abba’s Child: The Cry of the Heart for Intimate Belonging 
by Brennan Manning (NavPress, 2002; 192 pages). Have 
you bought into the lie that you’re worthy of God’s love only 
when your life is going well? If so, when life begins to fall 
apart and embarrassing sins threaten to reveal your less-
than-perfect identity, the inclination is to scramble to keep 
up a good front, to cower and hide until the mask of 
perfection can be slipped back into place. All this time, 
though, God is calling you to take your mask off and come 
openly to him. God longs for you to know in the depths of 
your being that he loves you and accepts you as you are. In 
this book, you’ll be encouraged to let go of the impostor 
lifestyle and freely accept your belovedness as a child of 
God your Father. 

Additional 
Resources
Books and Bible studies to help you further
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The Attributes of God, Volume 1: A Journey into the Father’s 
Heart by A. W. Tozer (Wingspread Publishers , 2007; 320 
pages). This book is an inspiring journey into the Father’s 
revelation of himself, inviting you to look more deeply into 
God’s grace, mercy, justice, holiness, and goodness, among 
other things. 

Embraced by the Father: Finding Grace in the Names of God by 
Susanne Scheppmann (New Hope Publishers, 2010; 224 pages). 
Every woman wants to be cared for by somebody who loves her. 
But not everyone finds that security in her earthly father. 
Scheppmann invites you to dance with God, moving through life 
in his everlasting arms. You’ll find the protection and strength 
you long for in the presence of your heavenly Father! 

The Father Heart of God: Experiencing the Depths of His Love 
for You by Floyd McClung (Harvest House Publishers, 2004; 
144 pages). This book reveals the freedom and healing that 
come from discovering God as the Father—eager to meet needs, 
ready to give love. Readers will learn how to deal with heart 
issues that prevent them from calling God Father, and how the 
Father’s compassion heals the deep emotional wounds caused 
by earthly fathers who don’t know how to love or who just 
aren’t there. 

How to Really Love God as Your Father: Growing Your Most 
Important Relationship by Deborah Newman (Baker, 2005; 208 
pages). In this book, Newman shares the spiritual process she 
went through as she learned how to see God as “Daddy” and 
invites readers not only to embrace and personally identify 
with the process but to actually experience the transformation 
for themselves. This book emphasizes the process of praying to 
God as “Abba,” un-locking the secret to a more intimate 
relationship with him. 
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The Return of the Prodigal Son by Henri J. M. Nouwen 
(Random House, 1994; 151 pages). When Henri Nouwen 
stumbled across a poster of Rembrandt’s Return of the 
Prodigal Son he began a spiritual journey that would help him 
understand the biblical parable as well as the story of his 
own life. Take this opportunity to join Nouwen as he leads the 
wayward prodigal and judgmental sibling who reside within 
each of us towards the open-handed, overwhelming 
compassion and eternal love of the Father. The Return of the 
Prodigal Son will transform your reading of the parable and 
the way you understand your life story. 

Secure in God’s Embrace: Living as the Father’s Adopted 
Child by Kenneth Uyeda Fong (InterVarsity Press, 2003; 132 
pages). Focusing on the biblical theme of adoption, this book 
shows that God doesn’t merely love us by default. Rather, he 
chooses to love us and bring us into his family. As his beloved 
children, we can be certain that God holds us in his heart 
with more than enough love for all of us. 
 

Bible Studies:

Adopted Into God’s Family—This study from 
ChristianBibleStudies.com explores how God becomes 
our Father. 

A Better Look at God’s Face—Based on Evelyn Bence’s article 
in this download, this study from ChristianBibleStudies.com 
challenges us to explore our relationship with the Trinity and 
consider how we relate to God the Father. 

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
http://www.christianbook.com/the-return-of-the-prodigal-son/henri-nouwen/9780385473071/pd/47307
http://www.christianbook.com/secure-embrace-living-fathers-adopted-child/kenneth-fong/9780830823710/pd/23719
http://www.christianbook.com/secure-embrace-living-fathers-adopted-child/kenneth-fong/9780830823710/pd/23719
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/adingofa.html
www.ChristianBibleStudies.com
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/betlookatgod.html
www.ChristianBibleStudies.com


©2014 Christianity Today  |  TodaysChristianWoman.com  |  61

Our Father in Heaven?
Additional Resources

How Should We Address God?—Based on Virginia Stem 
Owens’ article in this download, this study from 
ChristianBibleStudies.com explores how the ways we 
address God reflect who we believe him to be. 

Restoring Our Vision of God—This study from 
ChristianBibleStudies.com examines Jesus’ teachings, 
which enable us to see God not as a stern taskmaster but as 
our loving Father. 

Turning to God in Our Pain—This study from 
ChristianBibleStudies.com looks at how as God’s children, 
we can turn to him when we suffer.
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