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A few weeks ago, we received five of our youth as active members of this congregation 

after they had spent several months intentionally reflecting on what they believe through 

confirmation.  It’s no secret to any of us that if we had been born to Hindu parents in India, we 

would most likely believe in Vishnu.  Or, if to Muslim parents in Saudi Arabia, we would likely 

pray to Allah.  But as it is, most of us were born to Christian parents in America, so we pray to 

the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Inheriting the faith of your parents is a double-edged sword: 

there’s comfort in knowing where you belong, in the safety of the “faith of our fathers,” as the 

hymn says.  But, there’s also the danger of inheriting faith in a casual, thoughtless way – much 

like how I buy Tide because that’s the detergent my parents used, and if it was good enough for 

them….  It’s not perfect, but the Church’s response to this danger is confirmation: the 

opportunity for teens to ask honest questions and have honest conversations, we hope, about the 

faith and their beliefs.  To wonder for themselves whether this was simply the faith they were 

born into or whether it’s one they want to claim for themselves.   

 A number of years ago, I was one of many leaders for confirmation at a very large 

church.  I was responsible for leading conversations, after the whole group presentation, with a 

group of six fourteen-year-old girls.  The girl I most appreciated in the group was the girl who 

was least-churched, which meant that she felt no compulsion to say what she thought I wanted to 

hear.  The week we were discussing the God the Father we were to ask the students what other 

terms could be used for God, what other images for God were meaningful in their faith.  This girl 

was the first to respond by saying, “I don’t really know what we could say besides ‘God the 

Father,’ but I know we could never use ‘God the mother’ because that would make God seem 

caring, nurturing like a mom, not a disciplinarian like a dad.”   

 Admittedly, my first reaction was to think to myself, “what must your relationship with 

your father be like?”  I still wonder occasionally how her baggage from her relationship with her 

father continues to color her life and, probably, her faith.  My second reaction was to realize the 

power of words to communicate so much more than we intend or expect.  For someone like me 

whose father walked away from a high-paying job to be a Mr. Mom (at a time when, frankly, 

that decision drew some ridicule), “God the Father” means something totally different than it did 

to that girl in confirmation.   

 Other than my own dad, when I think of a father, I think of golf – but not for the reason 

you might guess.  My love of watching golf was passed down to me by my mom and grandma, 

and it’s one of my favorite things – other than yesterday when Phil Mickelson played a dumpster 

fire round and quintuple bogeyed a hole at the US Open.  I’m pretty sure God created Sunday 

afternoons, in particular, for watching golf, and there’s no better Sunday for watching golf than 

Sunday at the Masters.  The soothing voice of Jim Nantz, the perfectly manicured course, the 

green jacket.  Two years ago, a player named Danny Willett climbed his way up the leader board 



somewhat unexpectedly.  In fact, he wasn’t even expected to be at the Masters.  His wife was 

pregnant and was due that Sunday.  He told everyone he would skip the tournament rather than 

risk missing the birth of his first child.  But eight days before he won, his wife gave birth, so 

Willett arrived at the last minute and competed.  As he slipped into the green winner’s jacket at 

the end of the tournament, Jim Nantz memorably declared: “Beware of the joyous father.”  

Willet was the third father in Masters’ history to win only days after the birth of his child.   

 I hope for personal and spiritual reasons that more people are familiar with the joyous 

father than the disciplinarian known by my confirmand, but I imagine there’s a spectrum even 

within this room.  And it should make us cautious about our language for God.  I’m not 

suggesting we scrub paternal language for God from our lexicon, but I am suggesting that it’s 

incomplete language – no matter how great our relationship with our earthly father may be.  How 

many of us even think of a father – whether joyous or disciplinarian – when we say the Lord’s 

Prayer?  Or, are we saying it more out of habit, custom, rout memory?  “Our Father,” we say, 

thinking not about parental love but about the fact that those words mean the service is almost 

over and we were going to stop by the store on the way home and did I remember to add eggs to 

the grocery list?  I can’t forget the eggs again….   

Of course, the irony of the Lord’s Prayer is that Jesus suggested it to his disciples as a 

way of teaching them to pray thoughtfully, purposefully, intentionally.  When you’re praying, 

don’t heap up empty phrases, Jesus told them.  But we’re human, and we like routine, habit, a 

script even.  So, “our Father” becomes less a way of addressing God and more of a placeholder, 

something that can be spoken inattentively.   

 A few years ago, Lauren Winner, a professor at Duke Divinity School wrote a book on 

the lesser known metaphors for God.  When she was asked how using the same few metaphors 

for God – like Father, King, and Shepherd – limits our understanding of the Divine, she said: 

“That question is best answered with another question: what happens when you think about God 

as the Psalmist did, God as a wild dog?  Maybe that image holds some things ‘shepherd’ doesn’t.  

When I restrict my prayer to a small cupful of images, I wind up insensible to them.  Scriptures’ 

inclusion of so many metaphors for God keeps us awake to the fact that none of them captures 

the whole of God.”1   

 So, what are some of these not-new-at-all ways of talking about God?  I’ll say these 

entirely Biblical metaphors slowly to give you a moment to think about God as: a beekeeper, a 

mother hen, a tower, flames, laughter, a woman giving birth, a midwife, a Cyprus tree, a loaf of 

bread, clothing.  It takes you to a different place, doesn’t it?  God as a wild dog, a beekeeper, 

clothing.  Asked how God as clothing could enlarge our picture of who God is, Winner said: 

“Just start brainstorming all the things clothing does in your own life: clothing communicates 

things about you to other people.  It carries memories.  It connects people to each other – thus 

my students in their Duke sweatshirts help make them part of a shared student body.  Also, 

clothing is very intimate.  It’s pressed right up against us, against even those parts of ourselves 

we would rather hide.  So, think of God as hovering right up next to those parts of yourself you 

are ashamed of.  [When we speak about] God as clothing, God as bread, [when we use ordinary 

figurative language,] it suggests that what you wear, what you eat, and how you experience the 

weather has something to offer you about God.”2   

                                                           
1 “God as a wild dog… and the Bible’s other surprising divine metaphors” by Jonathan Merritt, Religion News 
Service, March 25, 2015. 
2 Ibid. 



 The way we talk about God has a lot to do with how we talk to God.  If you doubt it, I 

dare you to substitute any of those metaphors in the Lord’s Prayer today.  Start your prayer, “Our 

Clothing,” or “our Beekeeper,” or “our Midwife.”  One of my favorite metaphors for God is one 

that gets precious little airtime, likely because it comes from the book of Revelation, and we’d 

rather avoid that book than try to make sense of it.  It’s God as the one who smells.  While our 

prayers are often word-filled, and I imagine many of us picturing God receiving our prayers like 

so many word-filled emails in an inbox, the Bible doesn’t describe an onslaught of requests.  

Rather, our prayers are like incense lifted up to God, surrounding God, encircling God, and God 

is the one who smells them.  Yep, in this metaphor God doesn’t hear our prayers, God smells our 

prayers.  Bible scholars like to remind us that “smell often implies absence.  Scents help calm 

people when they are separated.  This is why you might sleep in your beloved’s clothing when 

he’s not home.  Psychologists call this ‘olfactory comfort.’  I like to think of God inhaling all that 

incense in the context of olfactory comfort [like a lover sleeping in an old sweatshirt].  We are 

separated from God, and God mourns that separation.  Maybe the smell of our prayers comforts 

the God who grieves our absence.”3   

God as the one who smells… is the same God who is as close to us as the shirt on our 

back.  The God who helps birth new life in us like a midwife.  The God who enlivens us like 

laughter, burns off indifference like flames and protects us like a wild dog.  The God who 

shelters us under her wings like a mother hen.  The God who is our Father.   Amen.   

                                                           
3 Ibid. 


