Father of us, [who is] in the Heavens
What language can we use to talk about God?

Despite the many beautiful descriptions and names for God that we find in the Old and New Testaments, the only literal word we have to express our understanding of God is ‘God’ – all the rest is metaphor. ‘Father’, ‘Shepherd’, ‘King’, ‘Creator’, ‘Most High’, ‘Lord of Hosts’ – are all no more than small arrows pointing in the direction of something completely outside the scope of  language. I use the word ‘something’, not because I believe that God is impersonal, but because there is other word in our language to express such an identity and experience – neither male nor female, mystery yet deeply personal and intimate.
Yet we need to talk about God. We humans find our meaning in communication. We learn and develop by talking about things. We use language to express our deepest needs and emotions.  And we use language to worship, pray, praise and petition God. The language we use both reflects and shapes our understanding of God. The metaphors for God that come to our minds and lips express our theology far more closely than our reasoned arguments do. (

But it is very easy for us to turn our metaphors into literal understandings. To constantly refer to God as ‘King’, with all the associated imagery of throne, wealth, hierarchy, power and military might, leaves us with the sense of a God who is in a power relationship with his people, a God who orders and subjects who obey. It legitimises earthly ‘Kingship’ and power relationships. No wonder Islam warns against the use of metaphors for God as a form of idolatry. God is ‘merciful’ and ‘compassionate’, but never ‘King’ or ‘Lord’. (Bailey pp. 88-9) (

There were so many ways Jesus could address God? Why use “Father”? Scholars point out that in the Old Testament God is described occasionally as a Father, and the phrase ‘our Father in Heaven’ appears in private prayers and in the penitential prayers for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. God is addressed as ‘Father’ in a number of the intertestamental writings, (Charlesworth pp. 7-9) so it is likely that Jesus was familiar with the practice as a personal, devotional way to address God.

Note that the word ‘Abba’ does not necessarily mean ‘Daddy’. (Charlesworth p. 9) ‘Abba’ is the word children use even today in Syria, but it is the normal word for ‘Father’. There was no familial term like ‘Daddy’ in Aramaic. There is in Greek, so if the tradition were that Jesus used a child-like expression to address God, then the Gospel writers could have used an equivalent in Greek. They did not.

However, ‘Abba’ was so important to the early Christian community that the Gospel writers and Paul preserved it in its Aramaic form, before translating it into Greek. So you find ‘abba, ho pater’ in Mk 14.36, Rom 8:15, Gal 4:6. Each of these is a fervent prayer to God. (

The word, ’Father’, however, is a loaded word in the 21 century. What of those people who have had bad fathers? (Note the warning about metaphors becoming literalised.) Is the concept overly patriarchal? Is the word inclusive (parent) or exclusive (male parent)? (

Crossan suggests that the use of ‘Abba’ is a metaphor of God as a householder. The head of first century Jewish household had a complex task. He or she – and there were female heads of house (possibly including Martha?) – provided for  a multigenerational household, ran the farm or business, kept order, administered justice and was responsible for the behaviour and social interaction of all under his or her roof. The Householder had the ultimate authority, but also the ultimate responsibility. God, as the Good Householder of the earth, sees that the members of the household – slaves, clients and heirs – receive an adequate share of resources, care and love so that they can be fruitful. Justice in God’s eyes is ‘distributive’ – that means that all receive what they need to reach their potential as God’s children.

Bailey sees the epitome of the model of Father as the Father of the prodigal son in Luke 15. Here the father exhibits some extraordinarily atypical behaviour – running down the road, forgiving without question, feasting the reprobate and expecting the dutiful son, out in the fields and getting on with his work, to rejoice as well. (

In the end, no one understanding of ‘Father’ is totally adequate. For this father is completely different from any human father. God is ‘utterly other’, holy – set apart, not of our own human fabric. This is a Father in the Heavens. (

Is Heaven a place or a condition? Does Heaven imply a residence or a state of being? Can we talk about Heaven without invoking metaphor? As when we talk about God, how do the metaphors we use reflect our understanding about Heaven? (

How do we deal with the paradox of our Father who is completely other? (
And although God is our Father, we must never let that ‘our’ become exclusive. The Greek word order is ‘Father of us’ – and that would imply ‘us all’. We can never pray the Lord’s Prayer without reminding ourselves that we are all in relationship with God and with one another.

When using the phrase “Our Father” the worshipper is obliged to look down the pew and across the world and see brothers and sisters in every land. Only in the unity of the family of God is the title “Our Father” legitimately invoked. (Bailey p.101)

Later, Bailey writes: “God is ‘my Father’ because he is ‘Our Father’” (Bailey p. 103,  italics mine). If we were to take this opening address to God seriously, what changes would it make in our lives? (
(1 What are your favourite images or words for God? Why do they mean so much to you?





(� What do the following images for God tell you about the writer’s understanding of who God is?


Ps 18.1-2, 	Ps23.1, 	Ps. 24.8, 	Ps 29.3-4, 	Ps 47.2,


Ex 19.4, 	Malachi 2.2, 		Ps 50.1, 	Ps 61.4, 	


Hosea 3.1, 	Ezek 1.26-28		Isa 2.4





(� Look these reading up. What does each of these prayers tell us about the attitudes of the pray-ers to God?





(� Crossan asks what is the difference in the use of the word ‘men’ (a) on a public toilet sign and (b) in the phrase ‘all men are created equal’. (Crossan 35-36) What other examples can you think of where words are used both inclusively and exclusively? What difference does it make to your reading of the Bible to realise that it was written in a highly patriarchal society?





(� Where might this image for God [the father of both the prodigal son and the older son] fail or be inadequate?





(� Matt 7.21, Luke 10.21, Ps 2.4, Ps 150.1, Isa 6.6 – What do these readings tell us about the otherness of God?





(� What are some of the images/ideas you have about heaven? How have they changed over the years?
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