
      

 

A NOTE TO PARENTS 

In one of those conversations where a bunch of parents start repeating all the 
clever things their children have said, a mother reported that her five-year-old 
had been trying to figure out the idea of God, and had finally decided that God 
was “magic air.”  The mother was impressed, and remarked that at the same age 
she had imagined God as an old man in the sky, with a long white beard.  We 
Christians tend to be embarrassed by the accusation that we teach a naive and 
childish faith, where the Son of God comes down from heaven, goes down to hell, 
and goes back to heaven to sit in a fancy chair at the right hand of his bearded 
Father.  My daughter at three told me that God has brown hair and wears pants.  
I would have been more impressed if she had said God was “magic air.” 

Now and then, especially in the Gospel of John, Jesus is depicted as correcting 
someone’s naive or over-literal concepts.  But much, much more often, Jesus 
seems utterly untroubled by such thinking:  indeed, he positively encourages it.  
He teaches in stories, where God is a shepherd, a master, a king, bridegroom, or 
judge ... or a Father.  For centuries, the God of Israel had had no name but “the 
LORD.”  Jesus gave him a new one:  Father.  Jesus was much more interested in 
our relationship with God than our ideas about him. 

We can’t think about God without images.  If we are apologetic about “crude” or 
naive ones like father, shepherd, savior, creator, light, water, wind, dove, we will 
find ourselves instead using philosophical or technological ones like “force” or 
“dynamo,” “perfect Mind” or “the Ground of our Being.”  We may think of these 
as advanced, because they come less easily to children, and use more “modern” 
ideas or language.  But they are still picture-thinking.  They are merely more 
difficult—and do less than the “crude” or naive images to help us know, love, and 
obey God.  And if the child who thinks God is “magic air” never learns to love 
him, she will be far less advanced in faith than the child (or adult) who imagines a 
heavenly king and father, prays to him, and tries to do his will. 

(The version of the Lord’s Prayer on the reverse of this page is in the “contemporary” 

translation that is easier for children to understand.  If your church uses the traditional 

“who art in heaven” phrasing, you may wish to use this version at home.)  
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