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Wearing  Away  the  Heart:
Praying  to,God

the  Father

Long'ago,  when  I was  a little  girl
living  in  New  York  City,  every  sum-
mer  my  mother,  my  two  little  broth-
ers,  and  I would  pack  up  our
suitcases  and  turn  our  backs  on my
Yankee  father  to take  an overnight
train  to my  grandparents'  farm  in
Union  County,  Kentucky.  Once

there,  we  would  visit  and  be visited  for  part  of  eacb  day
by  an enormous  assortment  of  aunts  and  uncles,  great-
aunts  and  uncles,  all  their  children,  my  first  and  second
cousins,  and  my  great-grandparents  as well.

It  was  an overwhelming  experience  for  an over-
serious,  shy  city  child  who  spent  most  of  the  rest  of  the
year  in books.  So much  of  it,  like  taking  baths  in a tin
washtub  on  the  kitchen  floot,  using  the  outhouse  in  the
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chicken  yard,  and  seeing  actual  milk  coming  out  of  live

cows,  was  exotic.  Much  of  it  was  intensely  boring.  The

farm  rhythms  of  early  rising  and  early  bedtimes,  the

country  distances,  and  long,  silent  hours  between  the

relatives' visits made the time in Union Coun7pass
withvividslowness.  Achinghomesicknessformyfather

made  the  time  go even  more  slowly.

I always  perked  up at the beginning  of  the second

week  of  our  visit  when  it was  time  for  vacation  Bible

school  and  revival  at Pond  Fork  Baptist  Church,  my

family's  little  white  frame  church  out  in  the  fields  by  the

Great  Ditch.  Every  morning  for  Bible  school  all the

children  would  gather  for  country  hymns  in the old-

fashioned  sanctuary.  Then  my  class would  go for  an

hour  to a little  room  in the  gallery  on  the  second  floor

at the  back  of  the  church  for  the  Bible  lessons.  Mostly,

these  consisted  of  memorizing  Bible  verses  and  hearing

Old  Testament  stories  of God  rescuing  children  from

bad  situations-stories  of  Isaac  on the  mountain  with

Abraham, for example, or of Joseph thrown  into the pit
by his brothers.  I also  remember  one spectacular  occa-

sion when my great-aunt Jenny, who was teaching the
class,  recited  the names  of all the books  of  the Old

Testament  in one  breath.  I still  can  see her  round  face

getting  redder  and  redder,  her  eyes glazing  over,  and  the

little  spray  of spit  that  appeared  toward  the latter

prophets!  At  the end  of  the morning,  we would  have

Kool-aid  and  cookies,  then  finish  up  withwork  on  some

plaster-of-Paris  crafts  project.  It  was  very  satisfying.

Every  night,  I would  come  back  for  the  revival  with

my  great-aunts,  and  this  would  be a more  ambiguous

experience.  I loved  the music;,we  always  sang  hymns

like  "Throw  Out  the  Life  Line"  and  "Revive  Us Again"

at  the  tops  of  our  voices,  accompanied  by  a honky-tonk

piano.  The  prayers,  on  the  other  hand,  were  intermina-

ble,  and  there  was  too  much  scripture.  But  the main

event  was  the  message-they  never  called  it  a sermon.

To this  I would  listen  with  excitement  and  dread,  lean-

ing,  for  what  safety  I coul'd  snatch,  first  against  Great-

aunt Jenny on one side of me, and then against

Great-aunt  Nacky  on  the  other.

Brother  Smith's  mdssage  was  always  the  same,  and  it

was not  designed  for  the easy listening  of children.

"Sinners!"  he would  shout.  "You  are all  sinners!  Are

you  ready  for  hell?  Do  you  think  you  can  keep  your  sins

hidden  from  your  heavenly  Father?  Don't  you  think

your  own  Father  knows  what  you  do  in  secret?  Do  you

think  he can't  see into  your  hearts?  That  there  will  be

no  day  of  reckoning?  Well,  I'm  here  to  tell  you  judgment

is coming  and  it's coming  soon!  Aren't  you  afraid?"

Soon,  I would  be huddled  down  and  shivering,  not  just

afraid  but  terrorized,  in  my  starched  sundress  between

my  two  big  aunts.  Brother  Smith  would  go on in this

vein  for  a good  long  while,  then  he would  shift  gears

and start preaching John 3:16. "Yes," he would say,
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"you  are  a sinnet,"  his  voice  dropped  to  a whisper.  "But

your  heavenly  Father  loves  you.  He  loves  you  enough

to send his Son to die for  you  and  your  sins. Only

believe,  only  believe  God  loves  you,  or  he'll  send  you  to

hell  for  ever!"

During  the  altar  call,  while  I sang  all  the verses  of

"Just As I Am Without One Plea," I would try my best
to flee  from  the wrath  to come  by believing  that  my

heavenly  Father  loved  me,  sins  and  all-only  I could  not

believe  it.  How  could  God  love  me  in  spite  of  my  sins  if

they  were  bad  enough  to  make  God's  own  Son  die?

After  a few  days,  the  revival  would  be over.  We  would

spend  one  final  week  inUnion  County,  andIwould  take

backmyyearly  allotment  offull-colornightmares  about

God  the  Father  to  New  York,  where  they  confirmed  my

ever-growing  sense  of  guilt  over  the  secret  rage  and  grief

I felt  toward  the  human  father  I loved.

The  source  ofmynightmares  wasthe  assumptionthat

my  heavenly  Father  was like  my  earthly  father,  only

more  so. My  earthly  fathet,  whom  I worshiped  and

resented  in  equal  measure,  was  a remarkable  man.  He

was  brilliant,  funny,  and  full  of  life.  He  was  a loving

man,  but  in  those  years  of  his youth,  he also  tolerated

no  imperfections  or  weakness  in other  people,  no  lazi-

ness,  no  disobedience  from  his  children  or  his  wife,  no

sullenness,  no  arguingwith  him  or  asking  "why."  As  for

his attitudes  toward  women  and  men,  he held  to an

exaggerated version of the cultural  StereOtypeS  of  the

forties and fifties. He only respected  men  who  were

highly intelligent and would stand up  to  him  and  argue

with him. These same qualities in a woman,  howevet,

he -found contemptible. The woman  who  won  my  fa-

ther's approval could not  win  his respect.  A good

woman was sweet and pliant,'quiit  and  obedient.  I not

only knew I could not be sweet,  pliant,  quiet,  and

obedient; I also knew I did not  want  to  be that  way.  But

I had to be! How else could I be, ifI  were  female?  Iloved

my father so much, yet I knew I could  never  please  him.

I was angry with him and guilty  over  my  poisonous

secret, anger. I could not possibly  believe  my  human

father loved me as I was. And if this  was  true  of  my

earthly fath.er, how much more  must  this  be the case

with my heavenly Father. Surely,  my  heavenly  Father's

standards for females had to  be stricter  than  my  earthly
father's.

When I was eleven and a half, shortly after  we

returned from our siunmer trip, my parents  were  sud-

denly and unexpectedly  divorced. Within  two  months,

Mother and I and my two brothers had moved  to

Kentucky. After that, I saw my father only once  a year
during a very  painful  visit.

In the following years of my adolescence,  through

college, seminary, and into graduate school  in  England,

my feelings and my expectations about my  human  and

my heavenly Father continued to be mixed  together.  I
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longed  for  God,  as I longed  for  my  father,  but  I knew  I
was  not  perfect,  and  I could  never  figure  out  how  to
reconcile  all  the  conflicting  expectations  they  seemed  to
put  on  me  as a woman.  My  inadequacies  filled  me with
guilt,  and  my  femaleness  overwhelmed  me  with  shame.

Of  course,  all  this  affected  the  rest  of  my  relation-

ships,  to  myselfand  mywork,  to  my  family,  to  authority

figures,  especially  if they  were  male.  And  almost  all  of
it  was  tangled  up  in  those  bad  old  days  of  the  fifties  and
sixties  with  the cultural  expectations,  in which  the

church  so richly  shared,  about  women,  and  their  inferi-
Ority  TO men.

As I entered adulthood, I liv<:d  out  my  ambiguities,
longings,  and  helplessness  in  many  ways.  I played  out
my  simultaneous  attraction  and  repulsion  toward  God
the Father  by going  to seminary  and  the first  part  of
graduate  school  to study  not  Christian  theology  but
Hebrew  and  Old  Testament.  I had  had  glimpses  in  those
Old  Testament  stories  in  vacation  Bible  school  of  a God
who  did not  throw  people  into  outer  darkness,  where
there  is wailing  and  gnashing  of  teeth.  I avoided  courses

in  the  New  Testament,  church  history,  or  theology.  I sat

in classrooms  and  tutorials  in terror  of  male  teachers

and  students  and  the  judgments  they  might  pass  on  me.
I worried  that  there  was  something  wrong  with  me for

wanting  to  be in  those  male  preserves  at all.  I tried  not
to  see or  think  about  my  human  father  any  more  offen
than  I could  help;  I tried  to  lay  aside  the  parts  of  myself

that had most suffered in my  relationship  with  my

father. As for God, I found that in  public  prayer,  the  very
use of the name Father would  regularly  fill me with  a
sense of inadequacy, helplessness,  and  depression.

All of this is very interesting,  no  doubt,  but  I tell  it
not because I am so infinitely  fastinating.  Itell  it  because
in many different versions  it  is the  personal  history  of
so many people-women,  and a surprising  number  of
men, too, if you  take out  the  parts  about  being  female.

For so many of us the language of God  the  Father,  and
our own painful experiences  of  ourselves  and  our  hu-
man fathers are tangled together.  So many  of  us think
we have no choice but to cut off  great  chunks  of

ourselves as we handle the pain, by either refusing to
call God fath'er at all, or by using  father  language

without  allowing ourselves (or  others)  to  questiotz  what
this language  means  to us.

How has this  situation  for  so many  people  come  to
be? For the early  church,  being  made  in the image  of
God implies  a correspondence  between  ourselves  as
human beings and God,  in which  God  is the original
and human beings  are  the  images.  Practically  speaking,
this means  for  our  Christian  ancestors,  that,  in an
unfallen state,  if anyone  wanted  to  know  what  it  means
to be a human being,  we  could  find  out  by  looking  at
God. At the same  time,  they  believed,  we ought  to be
able to learn  about  God  by looking  at human  beings.

Because human fatherhood  ought  to be the image  of
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God's  fatherhood,therefore,ifwewantedto  knowwhat
God's  fatherhood  is truly like, we would find out by
looking  at out  relationships with our own fathers and
the  people  and perhaps the institutions in our lives who
stood  in  the  place of fathers for us.

Unfortunately,  we do not live in an urifallen w5rld.
The  primary  and earliestplacewe do leatn aboutfather-
hood,  human  and divine, is from our own fathers, but
the  fatherhood  we learn about is not unfallen father-
hood.  In the world of experience, because our own
fathers  were  wounded, even when they long to, they
never  do perfecdy  image God's fatherhood. Without
even  meaning  to, and sometimes even trying very hard
notto,  they  have woundedus, their childten, bythe way
they  were  fathers, just as we wound our own children,
and  so, without  intending to, our fathers pass on a
wounded  image  of God's fatherhood as well.

But  even  if  we have been able to enjoy the blessing of
growing  up  with  a human  father who does come close
to embodying  the life-giving qualities of God's father-
hood,  none of us is free ofthe terrible pull ofthese fallen
and  destructive  images of human fatherhood. Our
larger  culture  still  SuggeStS TO US fathers are somehow
bynature  authoritarianand  perfectionistic, thattheyare
powerful,  dominant  over or exploitive of the women in
theit  lives, emotionally  distant, stoic in the expression
of  feelings, more concerned with the abstract than the
practical.
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Throughout  Christian  history,  like  Brother  Smith  at
Pond  Fork  Baptist  Church's  revivals,  our  churches  have
made  it  far  worse  by  suggestingthatwhatwe  experience
as the  destructive  characteristics  of  a fallen  fatherhood
are not  only  not  destructive,  but  are  truly  modeled  on
God's  own  self.  Tbrough  most  of  Christian  history,  for
example,  right  into  our  present  time,  churches  have
barred  women  from  ordination,  or  devalued  women  if
they  were  ordained,  because  women  were  "less"  than
the  full  image  of  God's  maleness.  But  women  are not
the  only  ones  who  have  suffered.  The  churches  have
used  this  distorted  image  of  God  the  Father  to  shore  up
the  often  destructive  auth6rity  of  our  institutions,  secu-
Jar as well  as sacred,  over  against  the  poor  and  dispos-
sessed, the vary  people  to whom  our  churches  were
meant  to bring  the gospel.  We need  to recognize  out
churches'  complicity  in  distorting  the  image  of  God  the
Father,  and  we  need  a way  out  of  the  impasse  in  which
such  a damaged  image  leaves  us.

As for  myself,  the beginning  of  my  way  out  came
early  in  the  second  half  of  my  graduate  work  at  Oxford,
as a result  of  a liberating  and  life-changing  encounter
with  the  tradition  of  the  church  itself.  I had  begun  my
graduate  work  in Hebrew  and  Old  Testament.  Now,
through  a number  of  unlikely  circumstances,  I found
myself  in  the  Bodleian  Library  unhappily  searching  for
a dissertation  topic  amongst  piles  of  early  Christian
texts.  Day  after  day  I read  page  after  page  of  Christian
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literature,  and  each  page  lay  as heavy  on my  heart  as

Brother  Smith's  revival  messages.

Then,  one  day,  late  in  a dusty  autumn  morning  well

into  my  despair,  I opened  in  the  middle  of  a book  with

the  unpromising  title  The  Thirteen  Ascetical  Homilies

ofPbiloxetxus ofMabbug.  Itwas  a collection ofhomilies

written  in the tradition  of the first  great  Christian

monks  of  the  Egyptian  desert.  Though  I knew  nothing

of  them  at the  time,  I can  tell  you  now  that  these  monks

were  a puzzling  group  of  people  because  they  were  the

great  heroes  of  the  ancient  Christian  world  at the  very

same time  they  challenged  everything  their  world

seemed  to stand  for. By their  own  lives  and  teaching,

they  offered  radical  Christian  alternatives  to the  ordi-

nary  life  patterns  of the culture-alternatives  to the

social  order,  to gender  expectations  and  family,  to the

uses ofmoney  and  powei,  dominance  and  submission-

which  the  rest  of  the  Christian  world  took  for  granted.

God's  love  for  humankind  was  the  foundation  of  their

radical  Christian  vision;  our  love  for  God  and  neighbor

was  its goal.  But  I knew  nothing  of  all  this,  confronted

in the  library  by  the  Tbirteert  Ascetical  Homilies.

Unknown  to me as the monks  were,  however,  the

contents  of  that  book  began  to  open  my  eyes at once  to

another  reality,  in which  I would  learn  that  God  was

very  different  from  the  one  I had  thought  God  to be,

and  that  this  was  going  to  have  immense  repercussions

for  me.
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What I read that day was an exhortation to those
early monks

rather, to treantot TO criticize Or judge One another, but

heavenlyFather,ownehoano"her with the gentleness of our

desp.l,es,and whoa especiallylovestheonestheworldzs always so much more willing  than

human beings to make allowances ior sin, because God

alone understands

temptatl.Ons, andthoeureWirencutmofstances, the depths of Ollr
our sufferings.

I read, and  I

and makes allowwaanscaess'?ouGnoddedtheGFoadthfhere Fafher 's gentle
especially Ioves

the castoffs? What would this mean, if this really Were

true? Was God really uninterested in sin? Could God

the Father expect less of me than my human father?

Could God the Father wam and even like Women  the

churchIknewrejected? I did notthen knowthe  anSWerS
to these

people whqOuelsl:ieodns, but I Jcnew that somehow these

hadspokento  nearly a millennium and a half agO

God's love for mmee.dIirreecstOlylvoeudtOonf tthheeir OWn iove, and of
scholarly life in the  spo" o spend my

teachers, and to Jet thCoemmptaenacyhomf ethwosheatearly monastic
the God they clearly loved and whomchey could ofthey clearly

experienced as loving them as well. And this is what  I

have done.

Of course, my whole life  did

a teachers themselves  na o' change at once; the
tnsist that God rarely

in any "all of a sudden" way without a very  Jong

-and-forth movement of God's grace, insight,  and
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our  own  very  hard  work.  But  over  the  next  many  years

I began  to get some  glimpses  into  their  understanding

of  what  it  means  to  be Christian  that  started  to  turn  my

view  of  God's  fatherhood  upside  down.

I discovered  first  of  all  that  for  the  monastic  tepchers

humility  is the  key  virtue  that  is both  the  starting  point

and  the  enabler  ofthewhole  Christianexperience.  What

they  meant  by  hiunility,  however,  had  little  to  do  with

the  modern,  everyday  use of  the  term.  For  them,  humil-

ity  was  not  about  groveling  before  God  or  other  human

beings.  It  had  nothing  to  do  with  being  passive,  being  a

doormat,  or  glorifying  having  a poor  self-image.  It  was

certainly  not  a virtue  recommended  to  women  or  poor

people  so that  they  would  accept  their  place  in  society.

and  authority.

Theguarantee  ofthis  humilityforthe  monasticteach-

ers is that  it  is grounded  in  the  humility  of  God,  as we

meet it in the person of Jesus. Think  of  it!  -the  humility

of God, who has no need to prove  God's  power  and

might over human beings, who  absolutely  does not

desire to dominate us, or bend us to  God's  will.  God  the

Father? Dimly, I was beginning to see that  this  person

might not be the one I had thouit.  .

I wanted humility. I knew by now,  however,  that

ahumility was not a virtue the ancient  teachers  thought

human beings acquire all at once  by  gritting  their  teeth

and becoming humble. Like all the qualities  of  God's

love in which human beings are  made  to  share  by  virtue

of the image of God, humility, they believed,  is formed

in us as a disposition only over  a very  long  time.  A  vital

part of the progess of formation  was  a daily  practice  of

prayer, including most  especially  reading  and  mulling

over scripture. Because by now  I wanted  so badly  what

they had, the monastic teachers had  convinced  me that

it was worth  the risk to  try,  with  their  help,  to  enter  into

a relationship of daily prayer  with  this  God  who  was

turning  out to be so different from  the  one  I had  so long

thought God was.  This  is what  I did.
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basically  verbal,  petition  and  praise,  and  came  to see

that pr  is a shg54ngof  the whole self ar'ida.n..entire

lifeyithGod.  With  a great  wrench,  I set aside  the

conviction  that  the  process  of  moving  closer  to God  in

prayer  should  also  be a process  by  which  we  discard  the

damaged  parts  of ourselves  of which  we  are most

ashamed.  I learned  instead  that  just  the  opposite  is true,

that  prayer  is a process  of  gathering  in  and  reclaiming

the  lost  and  despised  and  wounded  parts  of  ourselves,

even those parts that could not speak the word father

without  suffering  and  shame.

In  short,  I discovered  for  myselfthat  oneoj  por

worksof  prayer  is ongoipg.oyer-a4ifetimli  and

some  of  this  healing  involves  very  painful  work.  One  of

the monastic  teachers  was once  asked,  "Of  all the

virtues,  which 4s the most doqicult to practice?"  "It  is

prayer,"  he replied,  for "prayer  is gar{are  to t5<; last

breath."l  Prayer,  I learned,  is warfare  to  the  last  breath

because  so much  of  the  healing  work  of  prayer  involves

gaining  knowledge  of  our  own  hearts  as we  strive  to

understand  our  actual  feelings,  attitudes,  convictions,

and  motivations.  "Not  understanding  what  has hap-

pened  prevents  us from  going  on  to  something  better,"

the  teacher  Poemen  used  to say.l  Keeping  ourselves  at

the  introspective  work  offacing  "what  has  happened"

1. Agathon  9, in Sayings of  the Desert  Fathers, trans. Benedicta

Ward  (Oxford:  Mowbray,  1981),  pp.  21-22.

2. Poemen 200, Sayings of  the Desert  Fathers, p. 194.
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head on in the preSenCe of God can be so hard and  SO  '

painful that sometimes we would almostrather die  than  :

do it. I began this very painful, introspective work  of :

prayet:

It was a long time, however, before I WaS able  to face

directly the whole issue of fatherhood in my  prayer.  At

however, I had learned twp of.the most important

about prayerthemonastic teachers have  to  teach.

first is that healing depends upon facing the  very

veryyotuifningdyOyuouaraebmsoOlsuttCeelyrtcaa1nnnot face, and doing
you  cannot  do.  The

is that, because human beings are related to  One

and to God throqgh the image of God,  being

to use a particular name for God MEANS casting

both the human relationship the name signifies,  and

of ourselves as well.

I decided, then, that I must go through a limited

aod in which I would deliberately call God Father  in

daily prayer, and ask God to tell me what it  meant

call God Father. I prepared to allow the mOSt  vulner-

parts of myself to enter into conversation with  the

I would call by this name. I knew this WaS going  to

"  bepainfulandveryrisky.Ihadcontinuedalltheseyears
feel judged and rejected by the human father I still

for, and it seemed to me that my only chance  of

a the pain was to avoid him and try  not  to

about  it.
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As for  my  heavenly  Father,  what  if I allowed  the

Fatherto  see all  mycharacterflaws  and  weaknesses,  and

God  responded  by  leaving  me? I knew  that  the  central

Christian  tradition  had  insisted  that  God  is not  male.  At

the same  time,  there  has always  been a strong  voice

within  the  tradition  that  has suggested  that  on}y  men

can  truly  be the  image  of  God  because  they  alone  are

male like God the Father and Jesus. What if God the

Father  were  to tell  me that  this  tradition  within  the

tradition  was  right,  and  that  I, as a woman,  should

accept  myself  as a second-rate  human  being?  That  I did

not,  therefore,  belong  in a leadership  position  in the

church?  h  short,  that  the God  I had  gradually  been

getting  to know  and  love  was  really  a figment  of  my

imagination?  That  God  the  Father  was  exactly  who  I

had  always  feared?  How  was  I going  to be able  to  do

such  dangerous  praying?

One  reason  I was  able  to take  the risk  was  that  I

trusted  my  monastic  teachers.  My  teachers  in  fact  were

called  Abbas,  or "fathers"  by those  who  had  learned

from  them  in  the  ancient  world.  In  their  spiritual  father-

hood  they  had  deliberately  modeled  themselves  on  God

in Christ,  and  they  had  been  the source  of  so much

gentleness,  grace,  and  liberation  for  me.  Could  God  the

Father  be so different  from  them?

Iwas  also  able  to  risk  it  because  fromthe  time  I began

my  daily  prayer,  I had  taken  seriously  Abba Poemen's

advice to Abba John:

The  nature  of  water  is soft,  that  of  stone  is hard;  but

if  a bottle  is hung  above  the stone,  allowing  the  water

to fall  drop  by drop,  it wears  away  the stone.  So it is

with  the word  of  God;  it  is soft  and  our  heart  is hard,

but  the [one]  who  hears  the word  of  God  often,  opens

his [or  hetl  heart  to the fear  of  God.3

Scripture,  particularly  the psalms,  was  the  very  back-

bone  of  the  prayer  of  the  ancient  monastics,  and  I had

tried  to  model  my  own  prayer  on  theirs.  I could  not  call

God  Father.  Yet,  the  hard  rock  of  my  fear  was  being

worn  down  daily  by  hearing  in  my  heart  in scripture  a

whole  set of  names  for  Goa  I had  not  been  able  to  hear

before:  faithful  one;  shelter  from  the scorching  heat,

wings  of  a great  bird,  sider  with  the  outcast  against  the

powerful;  mothet,  creator,  quiet  voice,  light,  love.  I was

beginning  to  understand  how  these  names  of  nurture,

life, and gentleness not only modified the meaning of

the magisterial  names  of God,  like  almighty,  king,

warrior,  and  judge,  but  actuallyseemed  to  have  turned

their  meaning  upside  down.  Perhaps,  I thought,  scrip-

ture  turns  the  meaning  of  the  name  "father"  upside

down  as well.

But  scripture  had  also  already  begun  to wear  away

my  heart  in  another  way,  too.  Now  I knew  that,  though

3. Poemen  183,  Sayings,  Ward,  p. 192.
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Jesus told us to call God "father,"  and though  the

language of "father"  hurtme,  Jesus is aboutthe  business

of bringing  life to people, not  death. Jesus preaches the
Kingdom,  and  he teaches  us to  pray  for  the  coming  of

Kingdom,  for  the  time  when  our  life  together  and

God  will  be characterized  by its  love,  and  by its

from  all  that  keeps  us from  love.  I knew  that

esus was my ally in my struggles, for Jesus does not
knuckling  under  to the  status  quo  on  any  issue.

was the Pharisees who  did not  like Jesus' healing  on
Sabbath,  or  association  with  the  undesirables,  like

collectors  and women.  It was Jesus who  healed, and
with  the outcasts  anyway,  and  who  said

and  was  saying  to  me  now,  "Be  not  afraid."

erhaps, I thought,  the Father  of  Jesus may not,  in fact,
a God  who  uses God's  authority  to demand  obedi-

to  the  status  quo.

So I began  my  experiment  in  calling  God  father.  As

true  in prayer,  some  of the insights  I had  came

uickly,  and  some  slowly,  in  fits  and  starts,  and  needed

uch  unraveling  over  a very  long  time.  It  would  not

useful  to  chronicle  what  came  out  of  that  prayer.  I

ould,  however,  like  to pass on three  insights  from

t period  that  have  been  extremely  helpful  to me

er  SlnCe.

The  first  of  these  insights  came  the  day  I read  in  the

of  my  morning  prayer  the  familiar  account  of

esus' conversation  with  the disciples in John 14. The

conversation recounted in this chapter of John takes
place after Jesus' final  meal with  the disciples  in  which

he has washed  their  feet. Now,  he is trying  to make

them ready for what  lies ahead by telling  them that

he is going to his Father  to prepare  a place for  them.

As is often  true in the Gospels,  the disciples  do not

understand what  he is talkin'g  a6out.  "What  do you

mean, aprepare a place'?"  they  ask him.  "How  will  We

get there?"  "Who  is this father?"  they ask  anxiously,

"and what is he like, anyway?"  Jesus tells them not
to worry.  "If  you know  me, you will  know  my  father,

also. From  now  on you  do know  the [Father]  and  have

seen him."  "What  do you mean?"  Philip  cries  out.

"Lord,  show  us the Father, and we  will  be satisfied."

And Jesus answers, "Have  I been with  you  all  this

time,  Philip,  and you still  do not  know  me? Whoever

has seen me has seen the Father. How  can  you  say,

'Show  us the Father'?"

"Whoever  has  seen  me  has  seen the  Father!"  I am  an

early  church  historian,  and  my  speciality  is in  christol-

ogy, and I have  done  a lot  of work  on trinitarian

theology,  as well,  so whatI  am  going  to  saynowis  really

embarrassing  to  me.  For  years  I had  taught,  according

to the witness  of  the  whole  church  through  the ages,

that Jesus is God  among  us, completely  human  and

completely  God. I had  also  taught  that  with  respect  to

the Trinity,  the  Son  is not  subordinate  to  the  Father,  but

' fully  equal to  the  Father.  Together  these  two  statements
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clearly  mean  that  if  we  want  to  know  who  God  is, we

can look  to Jesus to find out. Now,  I was realizing  that,
though  I had  believed  this  in  my  bead  and  taught  it,  I

had  neither  believed  it  in my  heart  nor  understood  in

my  heart  the  significance  of  the  traditions  I was  teach-

ing.

What  I bad  believed  in  my  heart-at  opposed  to  my

head,  where  I knew  better-was  what  I imagine  a lot  of

us believe, that  Jesus was fully  God among us when he
showed  forththe  will  ofthe  Father  in  the  great  universal

and  symbolic  acts of  salvation  history,  from  incarna-

tion,  through  the crucifixion  and  resurrection,  to his

final  coming.  At  the  everyday,  ordimry  level,  however,

I was convinced, the human Jesus was not only subor-
ditzate  to  the  Father;  I actually  thought  in  my  heart  that

Jesus' rejection of the status quo, his friendship  and
support  of  women,  and  his  refusal  to  be intimidated  by

religious  authoritytoldusnothingaboutGodtheFather

at all.  In  other  words,  for  those  of  you  who  have  been

to seminary  and  remember  your  church  history,  for  all

practical  purposes,  I had been one of the heretical

Arians,  who  believed  that  the second  person  of the

Trinity  is subordinate  to  the  first.

Now,  for  the  first  time,  I could  see the  point  of  the

orthodox  insistence  that  the  Son  is not  subordinate  to

the Father.  I could  understand  in my  heart  and  in my

head what  it means to say that  if anyone sees Jesus that
person is seeing the Father. It means, if  the human  Jesus

who is also God does not spend his time bossing around

his friends, intimidating or demanding obedience from

them, then the Fathermustnot demand our  unquestion-

ing obedience, or wish to intimidate  us, either. It means,

if Jesus is not interested in drawing  his disciples from

among the religious hierarchy  of his day, neither is the

Father. It means, if Jesus' particular  concern  was  for  the

healing and empowerment  of the poor,  the widows,

those with loathsome social diseases, and the crooks, so

was the Father's. Itmeans, ifinthe  Gospels Jesus' closest
friends, Mary and Martha,  are women, most  certainly

God the Father does notremotelyvalue  women  the  way

my human father, the church, and the larger culture
value  women.

Indeed, if-this is who God  the  Father  is, I discovered,

to name God Father in  prayer  is not  to  submit  to  a God

who tells us as women  to  be respectful  of  the  status  quo.

It is, rather, to iwoke  God's fatherhood  as a mighty  !
corrective against all the murderous images of fallen  t
fatherhood  that hold  our  hearts  and  persons,  our

churches and our  world captive.  This  was my first
insight.

Several months latet, the second of these insights

came to me. I was still  pondering  Jesus' saying "the  one
who has seen me has seen the Father" when John 11
turned up in the daily lectionary  reading. Until  this

reading, which  we know  as the raising  of Lazarus,  I had

heard John II  as a statement of  Jesus' mighty  Lordship
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over  death.  I had  understood  the  chief  character  in  the

story to be Jesus, and the central event, Jesus' powerful
summoning  of  the  dead  Lazarus  from  the  tomb.  Mary

and  Martha  I understood  to be secondary  characters,

whose  passive  weeping  was  there  only  for  the  contrast

with the active Jesus.

The  day  of  my  insight,  however,  it  struck  me like  a

blinding light that the powerful Jesus who is God is

not, in fact, the only major character in John 11.
Rather,  Mary  and  Martha  have  equal  place  in the

story with Jesus. This is because the  not so
much  about  Lazarus  being  raised  from  the  dead  as it

is aboutthe  way Jesus and his friends re.latr to one
another.

You  recall  the  story.  It  begins  in  Bethany  when  Mary

and Martha call Jesus to come heal their brother Laz-
arus,  who  is dying.  With  uncharacteristic  insensitivity,

Jesus does not go until Lazarus has actually died and

been in the tomb four days. When Jesus comes, Martha
and  Mary  both  confront  him  openly  and  even  bitterly

with  their  bewilderment  and  anger.  "Where  were  you

whenweneededyou?"  theyaskhim.  "Doyounotknow

that  Lazarus'  death  was  completely  unnecessary?  How

could you have betrayed us like this?" Jesus, on his part,
does  not  threaten  them  for  refusing  to accept  his will,

nor  does  he accuse  them  of  lack  of  faith.  He  answers

them  seriously.  Only  then,  weeping  in  frustration  on  the

hold death still has on fife, does Jesus raise  Lazarus  from

the  dead.

This time I heard the story  in the  context  of  my

pondering on "whoever has seen me has seen the

Father." Now, I recognized something  else enor-

mously significant I had believed about  the  meaning

of God's fatherhood that I never  before  had  known  I

believed. In my heart, I had been assuming  that  when

Jesus told us to call God "Father"  he had  meant  that

as God's children we were  to  relate  to that  Father  r'
as very little children relate to  the  kind  of  benevo-  ;'

lent, dominant  parent gho prefers  toddlers  to  ado-

lescents because toddlers  are so sweet  and

adolescents are so complicated. My  whole  life  had

been spent trying to become an adult!  I had  always

known in my heart that I needed to  be an adult,  and

my instinct  for self-preservation had  been  telling  me

that I could not afford to relate to  a Father  God  who

demanded that I live  as a helpless  child.

Now I could see that I had misunderstood  all  along.

If it is true that "whoever has seen [Jesusl  has  seen the

Father," it is important that in John 11  Jesus gives  no

sign that he expects Mary and Martha  to  reJate  to him

as passive, obedient, little children.  Martha  and  Mary

are Jesus' adult frietzds. Because they  love  him,  they  are

not submissive or subservient. They  are  not  in  the  least

afraid of him. They are not  sullenly,  silently  angry  with

him. They do not accept  what has  happened  as the  wilI
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of  God.  They  tell  him  they  are  angrywithhim,  and why.

As for Jesus, Jesus does not simply tolerate these uppity
women. He vthem.  H7esthemforhis  closest
friends. He truststhe.m in;5.eirariger  with him, and he
trusts th3r3gith  his life.

This moves me to my4and  perhaps moat life-
transforming insight from @aying scripture, which is
that God does3qtsimplyy4g@our  friendship. God
actually  chooses  to  rxeed us. At the beginning of John
12  stands  the  story  of  the  woman  who poured perfume

over Jesus' feet. In Mark,  this woman is nameless, but
in John it is the same Mary we have just met in the
preceding  chapter.  The story  begins with  Jesus at table
with  the  disciples  during  Easter week. Jesus is warning
diemofhis  comingdeath,  and as usual,theyare  refusing
to  listen.  Then,  Mary  comes  in and pours the perfume
over  his  feet.  "How  wasteful!"  one of them says. "No,"

says Jesus. "She is preparing me for my burial." How
abandoned Jesus must have felt in his disciples' refusal
to  listento  his  watning  about his upcoming death! How

much Jesus needed Mary's affirmation of his own fear
of  death,  which  we  see displayed so painfully  in Geth-
semane!

Why  was  Mary  able  to  do this for Jesus? I believe it
was  because  she had an adult friendship with  Jesus. She
had  not  backed  away  from him and obediently accepted
her  brother's  death in  chapter 11, but rather she had
pushed Jesus and argued with him and held him ac-

countable.  Now,  as an adult,  she was  able  to see the

truth  of Jesus' impending death and accept both his fear
and  her  own  grief  and  pain  over  her  coming  loss.

Eleven  years  ago  my  father's  sister,  whom  I had  not

seen since  childhood,  moved  to  Atlanta,  and  we  began

to spend wonderful time together. Throughout my rela- 
tionship  with  my  ancient  Christian  teachers,  they  had

been  warning  me  that  the  work  of  prayer  and  healing  is

pot only an internalmer4tal.  process. It involves work 
and  often  major  risk  in  the  external  wqrld  of  relation-  :

ships aswell. In the midst of my pondering John 11, my
aunt  suggested  that  I go  and  visit  my  fathet,  whom  I had

not  seen for  a number  6'E years.  I knew  that  he was

remarried,  that  he was  ill  with  emphysema,  and  that  he

was  retited...

I was  terrified  by  the  idea  of  a visit.  I also,  however,

remembered  my  monastic  teachers'  insistence  that  heal-

ing  comes  not  by avoiding  but  by facing  what  we are

most  afraid  of  facing,  and  by now  I truly  trusted  my

teachers.  In  fear  and  trembling,  therefore,  I took  a trip

to Connecticut.  It  was  not  an easy  trip,  since  I was  still

so afraid  of  him.  I found,  nevertheless,  that  my  new

insights  about  God  and  my  relationship  to  God  made  it

possible  for  me to  begin  to  relate  to  my  father  not  as a

little  child  but  as an adult.

And  now,  amazingly,  being  able  to see him  for  the

first  time  through  adult  eyes,  I began  to  be able  to  see,
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not  my  childhood  image  of my  powerful,  mythical

father,  but  rathermy  actual,  flesh  and  blood,  realhuman

father.  In  that  trip,  I began  to  learn  that  my  father  had

changed  over  the  years.  He  still  had  a formidable  mind,

but  from  somewhere  and  against  all expectation,  he

himself had learned a great deal of gentleness. Just as
surprising,  considering  his  previous  history,  he had  be-

come  a Christian  to  the  core.

As I began  to  visit  him  regularly,  hard  as it  was  at

first,  knots  began  to untie  within  me,  and  parts  of

myself  long  gone  started  to  return.  I gave  him  every-

thing  I wrote  in  those  last  years,  and  he always  was

able  to  see to  the  heart  of  what  I had  written.  I argued

with  him,  for  the first  time  in my  life.  He  told  me

frequently  that  he was  proud  of  me.  I found  that  as I

Q (,!10 longer needed God to take care of me as I had
before,  as a little  child,  so I no  longer  needed  myfather

to  take  care  of  me.

I am  not  sure  at what  point  I realized  that  the  man

whom  I had  seen as my  all-powerful  and  invincible

father  not  only  wanted  me  as I am,  but  also  needed  me

to  stand  by  him  through  the  long  journey  into  his  own

death.  My  father  needed  myjri.endship.  It  still  seems  to

me to be an astonishing  gift  of  God's  grace  that  in  the

last  years  of  his  life  I was  able  to stand  with  him  as his

friend  who  was  his  adult  child.

This story, like my life, is not yet over, butfromwhere

I stand in both I would make some final  reflections.

First,Iwouldsuggestthatnoneofuscanreallyaffnrd  ---'

to sy, "I cannot cope with my relationship either  to  my  :

ownfatherortoGodtheFather;therefore,Iwillsimply  i
setitallaside."  -"J

This does not mean, however, that I am  offering  a

dogmatic defense of the use of "Father" language  for

God in public worship, but rather, it  means  that  I am

offering some suggestions for healing the  wounds  con-

nectedwithfatherhoodthatsomanyofus  carryaround.

Pastors especially have a responsibility to make  sure

that the language of worship does not  hurt  people  or

make God distant. I believe this means  both  that  we

must be extremelycautious inthe use  ofFather  language

and that we must deliberately seek out  and  strengthen

the use of other names and images of God  for  people

who are suffering over "father"  language. Some  people

will never be able to use father language without  this

language harming  them.

At the same time, the work oflearning  to name  God

"father" is work  that each of us must  do in otir  private

prayer. Public prayer may make the work  easier  or

harder, but it will not take the place of our  own

personal wrestling with God, scripture,  and our  own

hearts.
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Second,  in the  context  of  this  work  of  prayer,'  thetradition  has, indeed,  often  been  the carrier  of  fallenimages  of  God's  fatherhood.  At  the  heart  of  the  tradi-tion,  nevertheless,  is the  gospel,  and  the  gospel  presentsan image  of  fatherhood  that  stands  in  judgment  overany  other  image  that  destroys  or  belittles  anybody,  evenif  that  image  is conveyed  by  the  tradition  itself.  '

Third,  I know  now  that  Brother  Smith  was  wrong  allthose  years  ago in the revivals  at Pond  Fork  BaptistChurch.  We  are  eachone  ofus  infinitely  precious  to  Godthe  Father.  God  does  not  love  me,  or  Brother  Smith,  inspite o7"awho we are. Goyg4,,us  as the v,@y people weare. God  has chosen  to  need  us, and  God  longs  for  ouradult  friendship.

Praise  be to  the  God  who  creates  us and  re-creates  us,who shows us the meaning of fatherhood in Jesus, whocalls  us into  friendship,  and  whose  names  are  withoutnumber!

Praise  be to  the  one  God  who  speaks  continually  toour  hearts,  "Be  not  afraid!"Finally,  God's  Fatherhood  is not  an invitation  tohave  our  needs  met  in  exchange  for  becoming  obedi-ent  or  subservient  little  children.  It  is an  invitation  tostand with  God as .z4ult  jri,=ds  of God. It is also onlyas we can set aside  our  wounded  images  of God'sfatherhood  to  accept  this  invitation  to become  adultfriends  of  God  that  we are able  to let  our  humanfathers  be our  actual  fathers,  neither  more  nor  lessthan  who  they  really  are.

My  father  is dead  now,  and  I miss  him  very  much.  Hedied  this  past  year  on March  28,  Holy  Thursday,  andis  funeral  was  on Holy  Saturday  in a church  alreadyfilled  with  wite  dogwoods  for  Easter.  As I looked  at  my


