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            Preface: The Lord’s Prayer

The words of the Lord’s prayer, as I memorized them in my younger years:

Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory, forever and ever. Amen

The words as they appear in scripture:

Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil [footnote to verse 13: Or the evil one. Other authorities, some ancient, add, in some form, For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory, for ever. Amen.*] (Matthew 6:9–13).

And whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against any one; so that your Father also who is in heaven may forgive you your trespasses (Mark 11:25).

Father, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Give us each day our daily bread; and forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone who is indebted to us; and lead us not into temptation (Luke 11:2–4).

*The statement of praise appended to the end of the prayer is not included in the biblical text of the ancient manuscripts considered most reliable. Some commentators believe it was added by a scribe during the early years of Christian history and may have originated with these lines from a prayer attributed to King David:


Blessed art thou, O LORD, the God of Israel our father, for ever and ever. Thine, O LORD, is the greatness, and the power, and the glory, and the victory, and the majesty; for all that is in the heavens and in the earth is thine; thine is the kingdom, O LORD, and thou art exalted as head above all. (1Chronicles 29:10–11).




        

    
        
            Our

Standing alone before God is a terrifying thing. I’m utterly exposed. Naked. All my faults hanging out. Ashamed of what I’ve done. Ashamed of what I haven’t done. At least this is how I imagine it. And, based on some Biblical stories, others share my opinion. When Ezekiel saw the glory of God, he fell down (Ezekiel 1:28). When Job finally got his interview with the almighty, all he could do was repent in dust and ashes (Job 42:6).

So, I have to confess that I’m somewhat relieved that the first word Jesus teaches me to offer in prayer — in a conversation with the potentially all terrifying almighty — is “our.” Jesus doesn’t command me to summon my courage and address God on my own. He asks me to join him, hand-in-hand, and enter into conversation together. The strength of this bond is personal. “Our.” There isn’t a me and an other, there is us, “our.” Jesus joins the effort and supports and bolsters me when I approach the spiritual throne room.

This reminds me of a scene near the end of The Fellowship of the Ring, the first of the Lord of the Rings movies directed by Peter Jackson based on the trilogy by J. R. R. Tolkien. In the books, the scene I want to discuss occurs at the opening of the second book, The Two Towers, where its dialog is more extended and some of the ideas are expressed subtly in a song. In the movie, the action and its pathos are condensed and more explicit. (Spoiler alert: In the next three paragraphs, I’m going to divulge some important plot points. If you don’t know the story and you’d like to read it without advance knowledge of these details, just skip ahead and rejoin me at the paragraph that begins, “This scene resonates with me…”)

Let me set the stage: The fellowship mentioned in the book’s title consists of nine mutually dedicated associates. I almost said “people,” but only two are technically people (men). The rest of the group is comprised of a wizard, an elf, a dwarf, and four hobbits. I also almost said “friends,” but there have been tensions and rivalries from the beginning of their association, and friendship can be a fluid thing. Tension has been particularly high between the two men, Boromir and Strider, who is also known as Aragorn. The tension stems from the fact that Boromir is the eldest son of the currently reigning ruler in a particular city, and he is next in line to inherit the mantle of its government. Aragorn, on the other hand, is the actual legitimate heir to the throne.

The sequence of events in the movie goes like this: Boromir is enticed by the evil ring, but his attempt to seize it fails. This action results in two members of the fellowship (hobbits named Frodo and Sam) going off on their own. A battle immediately ensues between the remaining members of the fellowship and a group of orcs, who are agents of a bad guy who is also trying to snatch the ring of power. During the battle, orcs, with many arrows, use Boromir as a pincushion. After the battle, Aragorn finds Boromir lying on the ground, dying. Aragorn kneels over him. Boromir confesses his past mistakes. He says, “I have failed you all,” and he despairs over the things he cares about the most, the fate of his city and his people. “My people… my city,” he says as he grieves for the ruin he foresees.

Aragorn promises to take up the cause. Aragorn repeats some of Boromir’s words but with a subtle change. Aragorn says “our” people. Boromir’s ears mark the change immediately. “Our people,” he repeats. Boromir is no longer dying as a lonely failure. He has a champion, and the two of them are united in a common purpose. The purpose of “our.”

This scene resonates with me because I see myself and Jesus in it. Like Boromir, I make mistakes. I try to grasp what I shouldn’t, and I mess things up. When it comes to the important stuff, like facing the God who created the universe, the only thing I’m really qualified to do is to despair and fall down dead. But Jesus comes and takes my hand. He offers assurance and offers an intimate bond of common purpose.

As I write these words, I’m not literally, physically dead. But when I come to God in prayer, it seems that the first order of business is to take the notion that I’m a deserving, independent person and let that thought die. Instead, I need to take the hand of the legitimate ruler, Jesus, and let him take over the battles that seemed so important to me. “Our.” In all things, I am not alone. This single word reminds me that Jesus is my brother as well as my savior, and I have a personal relationship with God, too.

“Our.” Jesus and me. Together facing all that comes my way.

Then I notice the “our” isn’t just Jesus and me. It turns out that the “me” part of the equation is bound to someone else, my husband. When I come before God and I say “our,” I often mean it in the sense of the two of us together with Jesus. Jesus and we. Jesus stands with both of us as we ask God to guard and guide us. Help us. Direct us. Unite us and strengthen our marriage. Help us to stand and to reach out to others. Teach us.

And, yet, the two of us are not alone. We often stand together with concerns about our children. We come to God not just as parents, but as brothers and sisters in Christ with them. Jesus walks with us all as we approach God and seek his guidance on behalf of our family. Watch over us. Hold us on the course that is right for us. Hedge us in and keep us secure.

When I look more closely at my children standing with my husband and me, I notice a host of others I hadn’t initially seen. In-laws. Aunts, uncles, cousins. Grandparents. Bosses, coworkers, colleagues. It takes a moment to realize that “our” covers us all.

I watch amazed as an entire parade of others marches into my thoughts. My friend whose mother is ill. “Our.” The clerk who bagged my groceries yesterday. “Our.” The anonymous person who posted a kind comment in response to something I said online. “Our.”

Then, a random concern floats into my mind: I recall a recent emotional wound. I’ve been misunderstood. I went out of my way to do someone a favor, and they misread my motives. My feelings are hurt. “Our?” That other person? In my thoughts, I welcome her into the group standing together with me and Jesus in the “our” of my prayer.

Suddenly, I’m forced to acknowledge that although I’m supposed to love everyone, there are some people I don’t like very much. I don’t think of them as enemies in the sense of adversaries who actively wish me harm, but they certainly don’t qualify as allies. I keep a note on my desk, written to myself during a time of frustration, copied from a long-forgotten piece of self-help literature. It says, “Avoid people who treat you badly.”

Jesus specifically said to pray for our enemies, so I ask him to let even these people into my prayer.

The growing assemblage of diverse people in my prayer reminds me of a congregation, and once I’ve seen one congregation, I see another. They carry denominational labels and other titles of religious affiliation: “The True Church,” “The Only True Church,” The Truly Only True Church." They’re all shouting at each other, but with Jesus’s help I can mentally get them to quietly join the rest of the people in my prayer.

The word “our” continues to stretch more broadly. It’s bigger than my nuclear family, bigger than my extended family, bigger than my entire faith family. It spills out to impact my community. Everything I do impacts my community, and I am impacted by events in my community. “Our” includes those who govern and protect us. It includes the homeless among us. It includes teachers, pastors, and volunteers. Children. Executives of major corporations and owners of small businesses. Office workers. Laborers. Craftsmen and artists. Wait staff and civil servants. Retirees. It even includes villains and thieves. One-by-one all these people walk into my prayer. I gather them under the umbrella of “our.”

And my community is bound together with others in a nation. And our nation is bound together with other nations around the world. In the room where I typically sit to pray, I keep a globe. Sometimes, I get up and give it a spin. “Our.” All people everywhere are united in this one word. When I open my prayer with the word “Our,” I can include them all in my prayer. “Our,” an all-encompassing word.

The universe God created houses more than just people. I don’t know how plants and animals, rocks and water, and planets and stars all fit into the roles assigned to them, but when I incorporate them into the “our” of my prayer, I feel an intimate awe. It deepens my respect for nature. I feel responsible for the stewardship choices I make, and I nod in agreement as Jesus incorporates these elements into my prayer.

“Our” is so big, my mind can’t hold it. Some days, I am overwhelmed by its inclusivity. I spend my entire prayer time letting God open different doors to reveal new rooms within “our.” On other days, different assortments of groups arrive for my prayer time, and my thoughts are shaped by their specific needs. Sometimes the concerns of a friend or a child overshadow everything else. Then, there are days of intensely personal prayer. Just Jesus and me. Jesus, holding my hand as I stand before God. “Our.”


        

    
        
            Father

If there’s ever a contest held for the most controversial word in the Lord’s Prayer, surely this one will be a top contender: Father.

Earthly fathers can be a bit ambiguous. Some are wonderful men. Others aren’t. Most have moments that fall along a spectrum that ranges from saint to scoundrel. The fact that a child’s perspective of her or his father shifts throughout the years complicates matters.

My own earthly father demonstrated some of the best qualities of fatherhood. And some less so. The very first piece of my writing that was accepted for publication was an essay about my father. I described the awe and wonder and security of having a Daddy hold my hand and teach me about the world. I also talked about the things that changed when Daddy morphed into a stranger named Dad.

That transformation occurred abruptly. One day, I realized that although cream and sugar were normal accoutrements for a morning cup of coffee, rum was not. I watched Dad prepare his usual eye-opener — a ratio of about three-quarters rum to one quarter coffee. My perception shifted. The context in which I understood my life changed. Although Dad and I did not openly discuss his alcohol dependence, I think he saw discernment dawn behind my eyes.

Dad and I lost our connection. Our relationship became marred by doubt and distrust. I no longer believed in him, and he reciprocated by withdrawing emotional support from me. As I navigated my final years of adolescence, he expressed a deep disappointment over choices I made. Admittedly, some of my choices were regrettable, but others merely represented the growing distance between us. I chose a career path that differed from his, a choice that left his dreams unfulfilled. I maintained relationships with family members from whom he was estranged. Perhaps most significantly, I abandoned his atheism in favor of exploring spiritual matters.

Many young people go through similar periods of alienation from one or both parents. For the lucky ones, adulthood brings reconciliation. Dad and I never had that chance. He suffered a traumatic brain injury in an automobile accident. Although he lived through the experience, he did not recover normal cognitive functions. He lost all restraint in his desire for alcohol. When doctors asked him to stop drinking, he refused. Then, because they might ask again, he rejected all medical care. Eventually, his mental and physical functions just petered out, and he died.

So, when I encountered the admonition to address my prayers to a heavenly Father, the word Father carried too much emotional baggage. It became a stumbling block. I learned to adjust the words of my prayers so I could say “Abba” instead. Jesus himself told his disciples they could use this word when addressing God, so the substitution seemed divinely authorized. I’ve read differing accounts as to how closely “Abba” parallels with “Daddy.” Some say pretty close; others say the cultural overlap is minimal at best. Irrespective of which point of view represents linguistic reality, Abba is certainly a family word. And, for a while, it helped me to cross a chasm until I could embrace the word Father.

I associated the word Father with rejection. The very word became entangled with strict criteria for acceptance, and it left me doubting my value. I was worthless when measured against all the ways I fell short of expectations. I wasn’t smart enough to be wanted. I wasn’t poised enough to be tolerated. I made bad choices and didn’t deserve to be loved. Why would I even consider acquiring another Father, even a heavenly one, if having one meant all those things?

The word Father left me cold and indignant. An odd Bible verse even popped up to offer some justification: “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26). From within the mindset of the hurting child I was, those words seemed to offer permission to wallow in angry memories.

To make matters more complicated, I understood that other people experienced issues with their earthly fathers that made mine appear saintly. I had friends who had been abandoned — literally, not just emotionally. I had friends who had suffered all kinds of abuse. I read about fathers who had committed every kind of degradation imaginable. Did God expect all these people to call him “Father” too?

Apparently so. God wanted to redeem the word so that I could understand his unconditional love for me. Another passage of scripture began working its way into my mind. Found in Isaiah 42:3 and quoted in Matthew 12:20, the verse which speaks of Jesus says, “he will not break a bruised reed or quench a smoldering wick.” A bruised reed, damaged and bent. Me. An ineffectual, smoldering wick on the verge of being snuffed. Me. God’s promise: He will not destroy me. He will rekindle me.

I began to see the possibility of a Father in another light with a different set of expectations. A father was one who held a child by the hand and didn’t let go during the turbulent years of adolescence. A father provided guidance, offered support, and always believed the best. From a father, a child learned the social graces, a work ethic, and the obligations of piety. The wisdom to deal with disappointment and the humility to deal with happiness derived from lessons that came through the office of fatherhood.

Although it may seem counterintuitive, once I had a better idea about what a father ought to be, I could actually remember my own earthly father in a more compassionate way. I realized that he carried the wounds of his own journey through life, and as a result, he couldn’t reach the lofty goals he set for himself. He, too, was bruised and barely smoldering. I bore the brunt of his frustration with himself. He wanted the best for me. He wanted me to be faultless for my own benefit, not just to make him look good.

I was forced to acknowledge that, despite a few bad memories, many of my recollections did align with the ideals of the very best. His death preceded my understanding, so I cannot provide a glorious account of our reconciliation, but I am no longer ashamed to admit that he contributed to my genetic makeup and my upbringing. He fathered me, truly. He taught me to stand in awe before nature’s wonders. He demonstrated hospitality to people from all walks of life. He respected individuals irrespective of race, social status, or language. He played with words, joyfully creating new expressions.

Although my understanding came too late to tell him so, I forgave him for what I perceived as his shortcomings. This provided me with a new experience of freedom, and I could begin to address God as Father.

Then I stumbled over a curious verse in Matthew 23:9: “And call no man your father on earth, for you have one Father, who is in heaven.” In this context, I wondered whether I needed to reconsider the evolution of my feelings toward my father on earth, and I was confused about denominations where the leader of a congregation is addressed as “Father.”

The word father carries multiple meanings. Father is a title for a male parent — whether by the biology of procreation or by laws of adoption. A father is an ancestor, a forebear. A father is a priest. A father is a founder, a patriarch, a head.  Father is a title of respect for an older, wiser man. As a verb, to father is to beget.

In which of these contexts did father apply to men of the earth, and in which did the word apply exclusively to the one Father in heaven? As I worked through this question, I uncovered surprising correlations between the role God wanted to play in my life and the various manifestations of fatherhood. True, I had a familial father on earth and I had benefited from the guidance of men (and women) who were older and wiser than I was. But I discovered that I wasn’t to view just one person or even one patriarch as the fulfillment of all that a father should be. The one Father in heaven would be a father to me by reaching out through the arms and actions of many.

Beyond these concerns about the word Father, the politics of gender introduced another stumbling block. In contemporary times, efforts toward achieving gender neutrality have gained prominence, and some people reject the term entirely, especially as applied to God. In their view, using a masculine word to define God diminishes women. It is a contentious issue, but as far as I know, no one has yet come up with a word in English that carries a sufficient amount of linguistic overlap with Father to serve as an all-inclusive substitute.

The term parent maintains the appropriate familial connection but it incorporates a nebulous uncertainty as to which parent. The ambiguity robs it of intimacy. Parent serves best as a term of formality and distance. Parent marks a fill-in-the-blank space on a permission form. It isn’t a tender word. It doesn’t cry with heartaches, kiss wounds, or laugh with joys. Our parent. Our guardian, our patron, our protector, our caretaker. God is certainly all these things, but none of the words carries the semantic fullness of father.

The feminine counterpart, mother, might serve some people equally as well as father, but when I try to embrace it as a substitute, I encounter a different problem. Mother lacks some ancient metaphoric associations. Sexist history certainly taints western culture, but even if this is regrettable, it is true. In the context of the writings that have been passed down through centuries, father was the specific parent who gave a name and identity to the family. Father was the parent responsible for providing for the family. Father was the parent who trained up a child for a trade or consented to a marriage.

I am the child of a generation that grew up with these associations embedded in my internal lexicon. As future generations grow up in a world with different gender-related experiences, these associations may become more fluid, and the people who experience them may have an easier time relating to God as mother. Afterall, God has no gender. God is spirit. Male and female were both made in God’s image (Genesis 1:27).

I don’t argue with people who prefer to address God as mother. I respect their journeys in linguistic evolution. In communal prayer, I can even join my thoughts with theirs. But, in the quiet of my own heart, I’m not one of them.

When I pray to God the Father, I’m not addressing a male authority figure. I’m simply addressing the divine parent who gives me spiritual identity and spiritual belonging. I’m praying to the transcendent One who is concerned about training me for my mission in life. If you prefer to address your prayers to a differently titled spiritual parent, go ahead. For myself, I’ve made peace with Father.


        

    
        
            Who Art in Heaven

One of my neighbors hosted a party. I can’t remember the reason for the gathering, but I do remember one of the women I met. We talked for a bit about things in general, then about our families, and finally about our concerns for our children. She had something weighing on her mind and needed a sounding board. Apparently, I was it.

The gist of the problem was that her 14-year-old daughter had recently declared that she wanted to be an atheist. After being raised in a church-going family, attending Sunday school regularly for the entire span of her still-short life, and listening to sermon after sermon, she had concluded that it was all bunk. My new confident told me, “I don’t mind that she’s thinking about religions questions and sorting things out for herself. I applaud her honesty. What bothers me is why she came to this conclusion.”

She paused, so I supposed I was supposed to ask, “Well, why did she?”

The woman answered, “She tells me that she doesn’t believe that there’s an old man with a white beard who sits on a cloud continually circling the planet watching over us. She just doesn’t believe there is a heaven in the clouds.”

The image came from a poster in their church’s preschool classroom. An artist, no doubt with good intentions, created it to help four-year-olds visualize something their minds weren’t ready to embrace more fully. To this questioning teen, however, it stood as the totality of the Christian message, its simplicity abetted by years of illustrations in children’s Bibles, pictures on pajamas, and sweet stories told during children’s sermon time.

My new acquaintance continued, “I don’t believe that either, but I can’t convince her that the church never meant it literally.”

Perhaps someday that teen will make the leap toward understanding a more adult version of the concept that was presented with such simplicity to preschoolers. Yet many others have struggled with a similar question: Where exactly is heaven?

The scriptural account is a bit vague. Some verses suggest it is “above” (for example, Colossians 3:1–2) and others that it is “within you” or “in the midst of you” (Luke 20:21).

Ancient peoples often depicted it as in or beyond the sky. I once had a discussion with a college-aged student who argued that if heaven really existed, the astronauts would have located it. The student’s logic concluded that if those who had been in orbit hadn’t passed the pearly gates, or if someone from NASA hadn’t found it with the Hubble Space Telescope, then heaven obviously didn’t exist.

The question isn’t even limited to the young. Not long ago, during a Bible study group discussion, a woman in the group, a mature woman probably in her 70s, asked the question: Where is heaven, anyway? I was a visitor and unsure of that denomination’s teaching, so I kept quiet, but I noticed that no one answered the question. The leader diverted the discussion to other things, and left the location of heaven hanging.

One of the books that has given me the most profound insight into the likely location of heaven was Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensions, originally published with the pseudonymous name A. Square. The author behind “A. Square” was Edwin Abbott Abbott. The novella, originally published in 1884, has become a classic, and it is usually marketed as science and mathematical fiction. In my opinion the work is profoundly religious. Abbott himself was a schoolmaster and a theologian, so I believe the heavenly implications in his work were intended. Let me recap the story. (Spoiler alert: I’m going to summarize the whole story, but I still recommend it for a full reading and much pondering.)

The narrator of the tale is A. Square. Mr. Square lives in a two-dimensional world where all the inhabitants are geometric figures. They exist on a plane that has width and depth but no height. None at all. Most of the story involves detailed description of how this society functions, how its inhabitants are socially stratified based on their angles, and how architecture works in just two dimensions. There is also some two-dimensional humor. (Although in contemporary times, some folk complain that it reflects the misogynistic attitudes of the late nineteenth century; for example, women, who are in a lower class than men, are “all point.”)

Mr. Square is a fairly prosperous member of the community. His sons and grandsons are higher in social ranking than he is, and he is content with his life. But that’s when the trouble starts.

Mr. Square is visited by a sphere. He doesn’t know where the sphere came from (“above” has no meaning to him). The sphere tries by diverse methods to get Mr. Square to raise his eyes into the new plane. It doesn’t work. Ultimately, the sphere resorts to a more hands-on approach and pulls Mr. Square up into the third dimension, extending him into height, essentially creating a cube. Mr. Square has an epiphany. His “insides” are extended “up.” He is now able to view an entire new dimension about which he was previously ignorant, and from this vantage point, he can clearly see things about his world that he had previously only inferred.

Mr. Square also has had a dream about Lineland, where the inhabitants exist in a single dimension. They don’t even understand the two dimensions that seem intuitive to Mr. Square. By considering the things that one-dimensional beings don’t understand about two dimensions, Mr. Square is better able to grasp by analogy the realities of the third dimension.

He takes an additional mental step and thinks about the possibility of a fourth, fifth, or even more dimensions. All these extra dimensions represent heresy to the sphere, who is quite content with just the three.

Learning about new dimensions of existence isn’t problem-free. Many prophets have been labeled — and even executed — as heretics. Likewise, after returning to Flatland, Mr. Square ends up in prison for preaching the heresy of the third dimension.

I believe Mr. Abbott wanted his readers to ponder the possibility that the three physical dimensions we experience in our daily lives, those of length, width, and height, may not fully represent all of reality. But perhaps our reality can be extended in a new way by taking our “within” and extending it “above.” Above and within. This seems to me to be exactly how the Bible describes the location of heaven. Heaven can’t be located anywhere with just the three spatial dimensions because the spiritual realm comprises so much more.

The heaven in which our Father resides presents multiple mysteries to three-dimensional beings such as humans. The Bible presents clues that heaven may represent much more than we can imagine. The opening phrase of Genesis says, “In the beginning God created the heavens (yes, the plural heavens) and the earth” (Genesis 1:1). Some old translations of the Lord’s Prayer even use the plural. In the fourteenth century, John Wycliffe, the first person to translate the Latin Vulgate Bible into English, wrote “Our Father that art in heavens,” and at the end of the nineteenth century Robert Young, who provided posterity with Young’s Literal Translation, concurred: “Our Father who [art] in the heavens!”

Pictures and talk about heavenly locations provide analogies that can help us embrace concepts. But if we keep looking, literally, within the limits of three-dimensional, physical reality, heaven will remain elusive.

But who is the Father residing there?

Some versions of the Lord’s Prayer, address Our Father and then continue directly to “in heaven.” They omit the phrase “who art” or its equivalents entirely.

The original Greek text doesn’t directly include “Who art.” I can’t read Greek, but I do have some resources that reproduce the Greek text. I’ve also got an interlinear translation, a concordance, and some other tools. As best as I can make it out, the original language — with the words in their Greek, non-English order — says something like “Father of us the (or who) in the heaven.” The phrase apparently contains no verb related to being.

The “Father of us” part seems pretty straight forward. With the words in typical English order it becomes “Our Father.” “The/who in the heaven,” however, introduces an odd problem. To the Greek speakers of the first century, I’m sure it made perfect sense, but the words don’t readily align themselves to my own use of my native language here in the twenty-first century.  Might it mean something like “the one who is” in the heaven? Or perhaps harkening back to the name God used of himself when Moses asked (Exodus 3:14), could it possibly be interpreted to be along the lines of “Our Father, the I Am” in the heaven?

Early translators who worked to render the Greek text into Latin came up with the famous opening phrase that appears in the Vulgate version of the Bible, “Pater noster qui in caelis.” Literally, word for word, “Father ours who in heaven.”

In his translation, Wycliffe didn’t actually use the word “who.” He said, “Our Father that art…” A few centuries later, William Tyndale oversaw the first attempt to translate the New Testament from the original Greek instead of the Latin version. When he translated the verse during the 1500s, he wrote “which”: “Our Father which art in heaven.”  The Geneva Bible, also produced during the sixteenth century, agreed, “which.” The original King James Version of the Bible in 1611 retained the word “which,” as did the 1662 version of the prayer found in the Anglican Book of Common Prayer (BCP).

Many later translations of the Bible in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries — including the American Standard Version, Young’s Literal Translation, and the 1899 American Edition of the Douay-Rheims version — along with the updated 1928 BCP all adopted “who.”

I once talked with a man who believed that this difference in terminology indicated that Biblical translators originally thought of God as an object. The man claimed that the notion of a personal God — a God who was a who rather than a God that was a thing or a principle — entered contemporary thought and began to spread sometime during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The idea supported his theological suppositions, but linguistically, it overlooked the normal evolution of grammatical patterns and word preferences in formal English.

During the formative years when modern English was being standardized, thats and whiches commonly referred, without any ambiguity, to persons. In casual conversation even today, the word that is often heard instead of who: The girl that played the piano. The boy that sang in the choir. An English teacher or careful writer might cringe, but people do make statements like these all the time.

As to which, the Oxford English Dictionary documents that the word was used to refer to persons for centuries. Writers of no less stature than Chaucer and Shakespeare used it to refer to people.

The real issue, irrespective of grammatical evolution, is God’s relationship with humanity as a personal Father. Our Father is a who, and he has revealed himself as a God with personhood.

Art is another old-fashioned word that doesn’t immediately work well in contemporary English. The word is a verb, a form of to be, that infamous, irregular verb responsible for such oddities as I am, you are, and he is.

In current, standard English there isn’t an equivalent for “he art.” The closest is in a nonstandard dialect with a phrase such as “He be.” “He be” has a meaning slightly different from “He is.” He is, refers to the moment. He is at home. That’s where he is right now. But, if he be at home. That’s an enduring or habitual presence. If he be at home, that’s where you should expect to find him.

“Our Father, who is in heaven,” is a fine statement in modern English. But “Our Father, who art in heaven” brings to the modern ear a sentiment that may not have been originally intended but that can yet have meaning. That presents an emphasis on the permanent: Our Father, he be there. Enduringly. Always. For all the yesterdays and for all the tomorrows. Our Father who art in heaven. Art, as in the “I am.” Not our father who was in heaven or who will be in heaven. Not even our father who just happens to be in heaven at this moment, but Our Father who exists, everlastingly in heaven.

When I offer my prayer to Our Father, I find comfort in the personal connection of “who” and the enduring quality of “art,” but I can also appreciate the immediacy of “is.” When those words are omitted, these aspects of God’s character are not lost. Their meaning is still present even if I pray more simply: Our father in heaven.


        

    
        
            Hallowed

Hallowed is an old-fashioned word that doesn’t get used very often these days. It shows up in the word Halloween (originally from Hallows Evening, the night before All Saints and All Souls Days), but in the modern context the word doesn’t carry the weight it used to. We occasionally remember it when talking about hallowed ground, and in that context it comes closer to its full meaning. Hallowed ground means someplace where something significant happened, such as an historic battle where many people died or occasionally a place associated with some honored past celebrity, such as how some people view Elvis Presley’s homestead. Hallowed.

Perhaps in a more formal time, and in cultures with an increased number of social niceties, there used to be more examples. I remember my grandmother’s china. She used it only for special events, such as Thanksgiving dinner. After my mother inherited it, she hallowed it by setting it aside and never using it. Then I inherited it. But I also inherited a culture that said “Use the good china!” And, I do. Perhaps it’s a little worse for the more frequent wear, and maybe this ultimately isn’t a good attitude, because a few pieces have been broken and some aren’t as shiny as they once were. They are no longer hallowed; they’ve become every-day dishes. I enjoy them, but I don’t venerate them.

But should some things be kept special?

In the context of tangible things, I don’t own anything that I revere. To be sure, I have a few special-occasion dresses. There’s the purple one I wore to my son’s wedding. There’s a black one that’s fairly plain but quite formal, and one that is cerulean blue with elaborate beads. A dearth of appropriate events keeps them in the closet most of the time. Yet, although the fabrics are elegant, I don’t consider them hallowed.

My closest candidate for a hallowed possession may be my collection of Christmas decorations. I have a few glass ornaments that belonged to my husband’s grandmother. We handle these with great care. I have precious stars made long ago by little fingers who pasted their smiling faces onto precut cardboard forms in a Sunday school class. Our tree features other mementoes in paper, including snowflakes, looped chains, and even a sign instructing Santa to leave gifts beneath the tree. There are three special bells made of Styrofoam, ribbon, and sequins. I made them myself when I was young. There are myriad other ornaments. Some are gifts that serve to remind me of the giver. Some are souvenirs that call distant places to mind every time I unpack them. These things are special in a sentimental way, and I drag them out for use only seasonally. But does this make them hallowed? Cherished, maybe, but hallowed seems too strong a word.

Hallowed becomes a difficult concept for my contemporary mind, because I have so few connections with it. It ought to encompass awe, wonder, and even a bit of fearful respect. I have to leave the world of things and step into the realm of events to find experiences that help me approach an understanding of what hallowed might actually mean.

One that comes to mind is a trip to Utah that included an off-road excursion to see some petroglyphs (ancient rock carvings). We rode all-terrain vehicles along an astoundingly beautiful trail that wound its way up into some really rocky country. This is where I should confess that I’m not overly fond of heights. Actually, the height itself isn’t the problem. My problem is more concerned with depths and my respect for — or rather, fear of — gravity. The trail narrowed, and the mountain’s edge crept ever closer to my tires. Finally, our guide directed our group to disembark and follow her. Doing as I was directed involved climbing over boulders up a steep stone path and then walking through a long, dark tunnel. We emerged suddenly into light on the thin lip of a vertical wall of rock. A magnificent valley stretched out about 2,000 feet below us. It was glorious. It was terrifying. I felt overwhelmed by something that was full of splendor, and yet I was petrified. These feelings contributed to the perception that I was in a sacred place, a holy place. Perhaps it was hallowed.

Encountering church architecture provides another example, although a controversial one. Churches used to be set aside as holy spaces. Generations of workmanship produced cathedrals with high vaulted ceilings and breathtaking stained glass windows. Altar decorations and utensils were made of precious metals, and church furniture was carved by skilled artisans. Admittedly, these niceties weren’t necessary to worship God, and today there seems to be more of a focus on spending the money in more pragmatic ways. But still, walking into an old cathedral is a humbling experience. Modern worship spaces can seem somewhat diminished. Where is it that we go and feel the need to take off our shoes because we’re standing in the presence of something very special? Or to be profoundly quiet because we’re on hallowed ground?

Some of the words that help us try to define what hallowed truly means, include consecrated, holy, and sanctified. These are not rare words, at least among people who frequent churches, but they are frequently used without any connection to exactly what they may mean. I’d like to try to help bring the concept of hallowed into focus by exploring the realms of these words.

Consecrate: According to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), this word made its way into Middle English (a precursor to Modern English) around the time Chaucer was writing. It was formed from two roots meaning “with” and “sacred.” One of its early meanings included the legal implication of dedicating something (such as property for a church) to keep it set apart for religious purposes.

Consecrate is also the word used in ecclesiastical settings in which the bread and wine used in church services become sacramental (a sacrament is thought to be the physical, observable sign of grace received). Another use of the word invokes a special ritual by which someone is officially installed in an office of high honor, such as a king or queen or bishop.

Consecrate, therefore, means something along these lines: To dedicate something or someone in a special way for a special purpose in such a way that the action has legal force and resonates deeply with a fuller, metaphysical meaning. In other words, it means to make something sacred or holy. So, let’s look at “holy” next.

Holy: Again, using the OED as a source of information, this word can trace its roots back to Old English. It is related to the word hale, in the sense of without any injury (still surviving in the phrase “hale and hearty”). Because the word has such historically long roots, its exact development is debatable, but the OED editors feel that it may have originally carried the sense of “inviolable” (something that can’t be broken or infringed). On the other hand, it could have developed along a path that more closely relates to the word that became “health.”

As the use of the word holy in Christian settings developed, it came to mean something so pure and perfect and so awe-inspiring that it deserved reverence and honor. In short, holy describes something that is so wonderful it engenders worship. When holiness is ascribed to something, it is said to be sacred or sanctified.

Sacred and Sanctified: Sacred is something set apart because of its association with the divine, something worthy of veneration. And sanctified? To see in something, or to impart to it, a sense of divine purity. To make someone or something holy through the act of consecration. In other words, to hallow it.

We’ve now come full circle.

Hallow: To recognize something’s fundamental nature — its deep, primary elemental being — as inviolably pure and set apart because it is worthy of and elicits worship, love, reverence, and devotion.

Coming into an awareness of God’s presence elicits a response that acknowledges its hallowed nature. God isn’t a thing. He can’t get used up, be dented, or become less shiny. But human thoughts and perceptions can still be careless. Throughout history, people have treated God disrespectfully. This fact ought to make us cry out for God to be honored as holy, worshipped as sacred, and respected as worthy. Hallowed.


        

    
        
            Be Thy Name

So, what is it we’re supposed to hallow? God’s name.

Hallowed be thy name. When I think about the phrase, I interpret it as a statement of awe. Hallowed be thy name! An exclamation that would gush out of a person’s being when they encountered God, similar to the way a marvelous sunset catches the breath and evokes a response of “Wow! Beautiful is that sky!” Hallowed be thy name!

But I’ve encountered people who explain the phrase as a prayer request. They approach it from two different perspectives. One involves voicing a passive wish: May your name be kept hallowed among people. The other asks God to be a bit more proactive in the hallowing process: May you hallow your name, O Lord!

But what is it about a name that deserves such special attention?

Names identify us. They explain to other people who we are. My name is Karen. It isn’t a unique name. The year I was born, it was one of the top ten most popular names for girls. I’ve gone through life among a host of people who wear this same label. But, within the circle of my immediate family and my closest friends it still sufficiently identifies me. In this context, I’m just Karen, and other people who happen to share the name need to be identified with more information: Karen from work, Karen from next door, Karen with a last name.

During the past few years, my name has become entangled with unflattering associations. The collective cleverness of internet users decided that the name Karen would be a convenient stereotype to identify middle-aged or older females who are white, racist, self-entitled, obnoxious busybodies. I want to object, but then I wonder whether my age, generation, and race simply make me blind to offenses I’ve committed. When I hear my name used to identify behaviors that would make me feel ashamed, I want to protest, but doing so would just reinforce the label. So, I keep my mouth shut and pretend that people know the difference between the invention and the reality. I sometimes wonder if God feels a similar type of perplexity when people misuse his name.

Names also define us and place our relationships in context. For example, consider my childhood friend, Pamela. Well, our teachers called her Pamela. I called her Pam. So did all our friends. Her parents and older siblings called her Pammy, but that version of her name — an endearment tossed about so casually in her home — was out of place on the lips of anyone but immediate family.

My own name didn’t lend itself to much variety, and I felt the absence of a nickname. No one ever coined a private, cozy moniker to use in special rapport with me. Once I grumbled about this to my friend Robert. I got no sympathy. Not even a shred. He hated it when people misused or adulterated his name. Bob, Bobby, Rob. Anything but Robert. And he was Robert. No question about it. He admired my name because it wasn’t susceptible to such corruption.

And that’s the point. Names and how they are used reveal a lot about the one named and that person’s relationship with the namer.

People are also identified in more ways than just names. Titles expand and clarify who people are and the relationships among them. When I married my husband, I decided to take the title Mrs. with his last name. Many people make different decisions that reflect varying ways of evaluating how they want to be identified. Some of the issues involve societal expectations, legal hassles, professional continuity, heritage, individualism, collectivism, racial or ethnic associations, perceived status, or even promotional or iconoclastic tendencies.

Other designations aren’t specifically chosen. They are bestowed as the result of a specific relationship or they are earned by my actions. My children call me mom. Serving in various other capacities, I’ve been called by many titles depending on the work underway: wife, co-worker, editor, writer, member, chairperson, volunteer, and so on.

Sometimes mail arrives at my home addressed to “Occupant.” I answer to that name, although usually not with much attention. Occasionally seed catalogs come with their beautiful pictures of plants. They’re addressed “To the gardener at…” Gardner? With my black thumb? They aren’t for me. That’s not my name. They’re intended for my husband. “Resident.” “Concerned citizen.” Neither of us pays much attention to these generic salutations.  “To the book lover at…” Yes, that got my attention.

In Hebrew, words used to refer to God included El or Elohim or El Shaddai (God almighty) or Adonai (lord; master) and other similar terms, but these were not names. These were titles.

Yet, God also has a name, a unique name that belongs to God alone. Translated, it means roughly “I Am” (Exodus 3:14). In ancient times, the Jewish people kept God’s name so holy they didn’t speak it aloud. When they wrote it down, it was represented by four characters in the Hebrew alphabet. This special four-letter representation itself has a fancy name: Tetragrammaton. In English, the four letters are often given as JHVH or YHWH, and the most commonly used pronunciations given to them are Jehovah or Yahweh. But these are approximations, guesses.

There are people who feel comfortable using versions of this holy name. I am not among them. If we’re declaring that God’s name is hallowed, or if we’re asking him to hallow it, I hesitate to speak it carelessly, especially if I might mispronounce it.

In the New Testament, even Jesus’s name is used sparingly among the people who address him. Most often they rely on titles, Rabbi, Teacher, Lord, or Master. Narrative portions of the text identify him by name when describing things Jesus did.

Here are some specific instances where Jesus was directly addressed by his name:

Demons:


	What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Mark 1:24 and Luke 4:34

	What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? Mark 5:7; Luke 8:28



People pleading for mercy:


	Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me. Mark 10:47; Luke 18:34

	Jesus, Master, have mercy on us. Luke 17:13



People who were dying, literally:


	Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom (spoken by the thief on the cross). Luke 23:42

	Lord, Jesus, receive my spirit (spoken by Stephen as he was martyred) Acts 7:59



And, Pilate or whoever else may have inscribed the sign that was hung over Jesus when he was crucified:


	This is Jesus the King of the Jews. Matthew 27:37

	Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews. John 19:19



But, although many people who had interacted with him seemed to prefer to use Jesus’s titles, his name permeates the New Testament and examples of doing things in his name, through his name, or because of his name abound.

Some people argue that with Jesus’s advent we’re closer to being buddies with God, and therefore, have the right to use his name with abandon. But I notice that Jesus himself, in teaching his disciples to pray, addressed God with a title (Father) and prayed: Hallowed be thy name.

There are a host of titles that describe many of God’s and Jesus’s attributes, actions, and relationships. Perhaps the most frequently used is Lord, which honors God’s power and authority. The list that follows includes some that are especially meaningful to me. It may be that other titles are more meaningful to you (see “Titles and Characteristics that Describe God,” at the end of this book, for a longer list). The dozen included here provide an indication of the various ways I have stood in awe before God. They help me focus my prayer to God in a way that identifies God and still hallows God’s name:


	Abba (Mark 14:36)

	Comforter (Psalm 23:4; Isaiah 51:12)

	Creator/Maker (Genesis 1:1; Genesis 14:19)

	Fortress (Psalm 59:9; Psalm 91:2)

	Hiding Place (Psalm 32:7)

	Hope (Psalm 71:5; 1Timothy 1:1)

	Immanuel (Isaiah 7:14; Matthew 1:23)

	Light (Psalm 18:28; Isaiah 49:6; John 8:12; Revelation 21:23)

	Majesty (Psalm 68:34; Hebrews 1:3)

	Master (Jeremiah 3:14; Luke 5:5)

	Teacher (Psalm 143:10; John 3:2)

	Wonderful Counselor (Isaiah 9:6)



All these titles and more belong to God. And, to the Son. And to the Holy Spirit. Let us speak them and hallow God’s name.


        

    
        
            Thy Kingdom Come

Kings and kingdoms aren’t part of my everyday experience. I live in a country that operates under a different style of government. I’ve never even been to a kingdom, excepting Disney’s Magic Kingdom.

Most of what I know about kingdoms comes from reading tales of King Arthur and his gallant knights or stories by the Brothers Grimm. With this background, the word kingdom serves up romantic notions of princesses in flowing gowns.

On the less fanciful side of kingdoms, my understanding comes from history books. Good kings, bad kings, mediocre kings. Kings judged by their constituents, their supporters, their adversaries, their successors. Growing kingdoms, benevolent kingdoms, malignant kingdoms, fallen kingdoms.

And there are kingdoms of other sorts. A kingdom can refer to any sphere of influence across which a designated condition reaches. For example, a kingdom of cuteness might exist on a webpage where pictures of baby animals predominate. A kingdom of bliss might have no borders, existing anywhere lovers meet. A kingdom of animosity might be established when rivals on opposing sides of a topic vent their fury.

A kingdom can also refer to a domain of nature. The animal kingdom. The plant kingdom. The mineral kingdom.

Irrespective of the details, what makes a kingdom a kingdom, seems to be some piece of commonality, a shared characteristic or identifying trait, that categorizes constituents as the same kind of something. Biological characteristics. Chemical composition. Emotions. Citizenship. Spiritual allegiance.

I can imagine all sorts of kingdoms, but when it comes time to contemplate God as King and consider his jurisdiction as a kingdom in the governmental sense, I simply lack the life experience to appreciate what the concepts meant to people millennia ago. I’m missing the kind of first-hand involvement that would help me perceive even the most basic concepts.

Consider the very notion of a king. A king is a person who functions as a sovereign, preeminent, independent, autonomous, supreme, absolute ruler over lands and subjects. I have lived my entire life in a nation and during an era where no person or institution holds analogous power. The government of my nation comprises three separate branches that (at least theoretically) hold each other accountable. None reigns supreme. Leaders rise to power through election, and to maintain authority they must be reelected.

Kings are not elected. People living in kingdoms typically do not choose the king, although the king does need their support — or at least the support of some of them — to make things run efficiently.

A kingdom ruled by a king can incorporate a single community, constrained territory, or broader realm. Its borders are defined by the reach of the king’s authority and power. Territories beyond the reach of the king or the influence of the king’s subjects belong to other kingdoms. Sometimes kingdoms are subordinated to higher structures called empires. In this situation, a king holds a lower status than an emperor. And sometimes lesser kings hold their positions under the oversight of a greater king, a king of kings so to speak. Earthly kings usually ascended to power by virtue of inheriting or winning the position (through assassination, conquest, competition, or promotion).

There are several ways to become a citizen of an earthly kingdom. A person can be born into it. Depending on jurisdictional alignments, a person can voluntarily elect to become part of it (although various types of coercion sometimes masquerade as choices freely made). A person can be conscripted by subjugation, imprisonment, or enslavement, either individually or as part of a conquest.

Being a citizen within a kingdom often confers privileges and responsibilities. Some advantages include protections from miscreants and foes. There may also be communal benefits, such as the maintenance of infrastructure, an efficient division of labor, and a stable monetary system. The costs of these privileges may include surrendering freedoms and taking on responsibilities through swearing allegiance, paying taxes, and obeying laws. Often the benefits and risks associated with being part of a kingdom are directly related to the king’s competence and benevolence. Earthly kingdoms aren’t permanent, and when kings prove to be inept or malicious their actions tend to sow the seeds of their eventual undoing.

When Jesus described God’s realm as a kingdom, he created an analogy to something with which his disciples were familiar. They had an intuitive, personal, hands-on understanding of what it meant to live in a kingdom, albeit one ruled by flawed humans. God stands as the absolute ruler of God’s kingdom by his divine authority to be the one in charge. Citizens of God’s kingdom enjoy heavenly wonders. They also consent to shoulder obligations.

Certain attributes identify the citizens of God’s kingdom and describe its boundaries. Jesus mentions several, including humility, actions, fruit (results), and love. Concerning humility, he told his disciples, “Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever humbles himself like this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:3–4). About actions, Jesus asked, “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and not do what I tell you?” (Luke 6:46). Regarding the results generated, he said, “Every sound tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears evil fruit” (Matthew 7:17). And, with respect to love, he instructed, “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you” (John 15:12).

Although the kingdom of God is the realm in which God’s jurisdiction is recognized, it doesn’t mean that every citizen obeys God perfectly. As with earthly kingdoms, there are factions within the kingdom. There are groups who interpret God’s laws in various ways, and some who seek to enforce their viewpoint on others who understand things differently. There are warring intertribal blocs, riots of the self-proclaimed righteous, and mutinies by the oppressed. There are insurgencies led by heretics who are later honored as prophets, and there are uprisings led by prophets who are later condemned as heretics. If history is an indication, human attempts to establish a specific interpretation of God’s kingdom typically end with dreadful results.

Nevertheless, according to Jesus, there is a kingdom where God reigns. And God doesn’t need our help to establish it. He wants us to enter it. According to Jesus’s words, access is granted to any person, “who does the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 8:21). This kingdom of God is extended every time a person decides to become an instrument through whom the kingdom reaches the earth.

Regarding the coming of God’s kingdom, the words Jesus taught his disciples seem somewhat ambiguous to me. Did Jesus mean them as a declaration, a recognition: “Your kingdom has come!” Or were the words intended as a request: “Please, extend your heavenly kingdom to the realms of earth.” Or, perhaps more personally, “Please, extend your heavenly kingdom to the realm of my heart.”

When I open my eyes to spiritual possibilities, I realize that these possibilities occur simultaneously. When my Father God extends his kingdom in my heart, I become a princess, a daughter of the king. This means I bring God’s kingdom with me everywhere I go. When I walk humbly and love others as I practice doing the work God has instructed me to do, I bear fruit. When the fruit is good, I see God’s kingdom being made manifest. Thy kingdom come!


        

    
        
            Thy Will Be Done

What is God’s will? Some people talk about God’s will as an excuse for every tragedy or unfortunate event. Was there an earthquake? Did a volcano wipe out a community? Oh, they’ll moan, it must have been God’s will. Was someone murdered? Did a child die? Sigh. Surrender to God’s will. Did you fail to get a well-earned promotion? Did a spouse betray you? Did a friend stab you in the back? God’s will be done.

Stop. Just stop. These are not examples of God’s will.

I understand how the concept became embedded in the Christian mind. When Jesus was facing crucifixion, he prayed that God would spare him if possible. But, if sparing him wasn’t possible, he prayed that God’s will would be done. Jesus prayed for the strength to do God’s will (Matthew 26:36-46): the strength to endure, the strength to hold fast, the strength to remain faithful to his message and mission in the face of suffering. Jesus’s actual suffering resulted from the will of the people who shouted, “Crucify!” (Luke 23:20–25). The suffering was not God’s will.

So, what was God’s will for Jesus? According to Jesus, “This is the will of him who sent me, that I should lose nothing of all that he has given me, but raise it up at the last day. For this is the will of my Father, that everyone who sees the Son and believes in him should have eternal life; and I will raise him up at the last day” (John 6:39–40).

And, what is God’s will for the rest of us? You can find a list of examples in 1Peter 2:11–17. It includes items such as refraining from “passions of the flesh,” maintaining good conduct, doing good deeds, and respecting legitimate government. The text recommends that its readers live as free people but avoid using that freedom to do evil. It also advocates serving God, honoring others, loving fellow servants of God, and revering God as sacred.

The next verse addresses servants or slaves. Understanding its context is problematic. The advice was written to people who lived within a culture where some people were enslaved, and many contemporary readers wish that the author had taken time to speak against the practice instead of tacitly endorsing it. I find myself among them.

The text acknowledges that doing good sometimes leads to being on the receiving end of suffering. “Let none of you suffer as a murderer, or a thief, or a wrongdoer, or a mischief-maker; yet if one suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but under that name let him glorify God” (1Peter 4:15–16). God’s will may involve enduring the suffering (1Peter 4:19), but the one who actually wills the suffering is “your adversary the devil” (1Peter 5:8).

There is another misconception regarding God’s will. One specific Bible verse is often misquoted by those who seem to enjoy watching others suffer. The oft-spouted and ill-adapted paraphrase goes like this:  “If you love God, everything that happens is good.”

Again, please stop saying this. It isn’t true.

The utterance is intended to implicate Romans 8:28. It doesn’t accurately represent what the verse says. Instead, this altered sentiment implies that you must not love God if you don’t call everything good, irrespective of how bad something truly is. Once, I even heard it used during the funeral of a child who had drowned. The speaker claimed that those who were in right standing with God would look on the calamity and declare that it was good. This insinuation is diabolically twisted.

Let me quote what Romans 8:28 actually says: “We know that in everything God works for good with those who love him, who are called according to his purpose.”

Just to prove I’m not cherry picking a translation that can be twisted to prove my point, here are a few other versions:


	“And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good* for those who are called according to his purpose (English Standard Version).” *A footnote offers two other renderings of this phrase: “God works all things together for good”; or, “God works in all things for the good”

	“And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who* have been called according to his purpose” (New International Version). *A footnote offers these additional possible alternatives: “that all things work together for good to those who love God, who”; or, “that in all things God works together with those who love him to bring about what is good — with those who”

	“And we know that God causes everything to work together* for the good of those who love God and are called according to his purpose for them” (New Living Translation). *A footnote offers this alternate reading: “And we know that everything works together”

	“And we know that God causes all things to work together for good* to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose” (New American Standard Bible). *A footnote explains that one early manuscript can be translated as “all things work together for good”

	“And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are called according to His purpose” (King James Version).



Let’s look more closely. In each translated version, even in the alternate footnote readings, everything and all things are not what the verse declares as “good.” All things and everything include good things, bad things, tragic things, and even indifferent things. All kinds of things. Every kind of thing. Things that make God laugh and things that make God cry. All things.

Here’s the miracle of the verse: Out of all these diverse everythings, whether in the face of joy or in the midst of unbearable pain, God chooses to work with people who love God. When this happens, God and God’s people can achieve something good. When people respond to God’s call and seek to fulfill God’s purposes, good things can happen irrespective of the circumstances. Those who love God and who are called according to God’s purpose can choose to be his hands and feet and bring comfort. They can choose to be his ears and listen. They can choose to be his voice and speak words of encouragement.

There is nothing, absolutely nothing, in this verse even remotely suggesting that God thinks favorably on inflicting pain. Rather the reverse. The verse suggests that people who love God will seek God’s help so that they can contribute toward something better, something good.

Did a natural disaster cause suffering? Let those who are called according to God’s purpose do good in the aftermath. Did death strike without warning? Let those who are called according to God’s purpose comfort the bereaved. Did life’s circumstances bring woe to an innocent person? Let those who are called according to God’s purpose demonstrate kindness.

God’s will is not the same thing as “whatever happened.” It may be that within God’s eternal realm God knows ends and beginnings in a way that humans do not. The mechanism by which time is reconciled between our earthly domain and the spiritual one, remains a mystery. But the presence of a timekeeping mystery does not indicate that everything that happens is what God would have wanted to happen.

If you’ve been taught that God’s will is the same as “whatever happens,” it may help to look at some Biblical stories that tell about incidents where God’s will was not done.

Let’s start in Genesis. God made Adam. God made Eve. And God told them not to eat the fruit from a certain tree. They ate. (Genesis 2:15–3:19)

Fast forward to Noah’s time. Things were not going well, people were corrupt and wicked. God said he was sorry he had made people (Genesis 6:6–7).

Moses. God speaks out of a burning bush and tells Moses what to do; God specifically tells Moses his will. Moses replies with a series of excuses: But who am I? What’s your name? I need a sign. Public speaking, are you crazy? Finally, “The anger of the LORD was kindled against Moses” (Exodus 4:14a), and God acquiesces to let Aaron do the speaking. It doesn’t sound to me like that was the original plan. God’s will seems to have been modified.

If God’s will could be interpreted as merely being aligned with whatever happened, Jesus would not have needed to instruct his disciples to pray in this way. Instead, praying for God’s will to be done is necessary because, in everyday reality, God’s will is done only sometimes. Sometimes it is not.

For myself, a prayer for God’s will to be done, often brings into focus my own confusion. What does God want? Does God want me to send $100 to ministry A or give it to person-in-need B? Am I supposed to be following the example of the seventy (or seventy-two) people Jesus sent out to preach the kingdom of God and heal the sick (Luke 10:1–12) or that of Martha’s sister Mary, who simply sat at Jesus’s feet (Luke 10:38–42). The Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes famously declares that there is a time and a season for everything (Ecclesiastes 3:1–9), so what does God want me to do today? Right now?

In years past, I have begged God to be clear about the details regarding what I was supposed to be doing. I asked for visions or voices, but they didn’t come. I asked for written directions, perhaps even telegrams. Nothing. Yes, of course the Bible is said to contain everything necessary, but it doesn’t work as a guide for specific actions. The Bible tells me to love God and to love my neighbor. It tells me not to commit adultery, not to steal, and not to murder. These general guidelines certainly provide a starting point, but nothing in the Bible says, “Sit next to that woman rather than the other one across the aisle.” Or, “Volunteer next Saturday at the food bank instead of at the medical clinic.” Or, “Write this book instead of something else.”

It seems that Jesus summed up God’s will for everyday life in this way: Love God with your whole heart, soul, strength, and mind, and love your neighbor as yourself (Luke 10:25–28). When Jesus’s listener pressed him to define who exactly qualified as a neighbor, Jesus told the story of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:30–37). In other words, we aren’t supposed to look for neighbors; we’re supposed to be neighbors. Doing God’s will doesn’t involve following step-by-step instructions. It entails loving God and loving the people he created (that’s all of them).

On the other hand, when I read the Gospel accounts, it seems to me that Jesus had a connection with God that did provide direct, specific instructions. He knew when to tell someone to “Come follow me” (Matthew 4:19) and when to tell someone “Go home” (Mark 5:19). He knew which person to approach and heal at the pool by the Sheep Gate (John 5:2–9). And, when all the disciples were gathered together at the last supper, Jesus knew to whom he should pass the morsel of bread (John 13:26).

I don’t know how Jesus knew these details about God’s will. Perhaps someday, I’ll discover a way to hear God more clearly. So far, the best specific instruction I’ve discovered is this one: “Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 5:16).

If my purpose is oriented toward doing God’s will and I am seeking to serve his purposes, God can work through my actions to accomplish good things. God’s will can be done through my hands. Thy will be done.


        

    
        
            On Earth as It Is in Heaven

Earth. It’s a nice little planet. I call it home. And so do more than seven billion other people.

From a physical point of view, the earth is a round, rocky planet with a diameter that measures just under 8,000 miles and a circumference approaching 25,000 miles. The earth has one natural moon, and the earth-moon system orbits a star at an approximate distance of 93 million miles.

That star, the sun, is frequently described as “average.” Astronomers have identified bigger stars and smaller stars, older stars and younger stars. Many stars have companions, but our sun appears to be solitary. Its importance to life on earth cannot be described as “average.” Without the sun, life could not exist. The sun is essential.

When I think about the things that happen on earth, I can identify several different kinds of causes that share responsibility. Geological forces build mountains, open oceans, and cycle rocks. The results include earthquakes, volcanoes, gems, and hot springs. Hydrological forces move water. Evaporation leads to condensation, which creates rain drops that collect in streams, which help wear down mountains. Physical causes lead to physical effects within earth’s every nook and cranny.

Biology also plays a role in shaping the world. After volcanoes erupt, after forest fires, and after floods, pioneer species move in. These forerunners establish homes that create environments for others to follow. Even the air we breathe owes a debt to earth’s biology. You may already know that trees produce oxygen, but did you know that more atmospheric oxygen comes from phytoplankton than from trees? Phytoplankton, microscopic photosynthesizing organisms found drifting in the oceans, produce an estimated 50% to 85% of the oxygen available for breathing organisms, such as you and me.

Everything that lives on the earth occupies a niche among interconnected ecosystems. Because of life’s amazing diversity, earth’s deepest oceans host life. Its driest deserts host life. Organisms live on mountain tops, in caves, on open plains, and in the soil. Then, of course, there are those seven billion plus people. They certainly cause a variety of effects.

As far as anyone knows, at least during the year I’m typing this, no human lives on any other body in our solar system, or anyplace else in the Milky Way galaxy, or even in the entire universe. Spaceships have visited other places in the solar system, but human beings have set foot on only one extraterrestrial body: earth’s moon. All combined, throughout all of history (at least to date), a mere dozen people have walked on the moon. They didn’t stay long.

Speculation abounds regarding life in places other than the earth, what it may look like, and whether its existence would support or contradict biblical precepts. The Old Testament book of Isaiah quotes God: “I made the earth, and created man upon it; it was my hands that stretched out the heavens, and I commanded all their host” (Isaiah 45:12).

The verse affirms that God’s creative processes made the earth and formed humanity. It doesn’t specify how, and it doesn’t talk about other planets. The more familiar and somewhat more detailed accounts in the opening chapters of Genesis provide two additional proclamations that God made the earth and the heavens (Genesis 1:1 and 2:4), and they also omit any discussion of extraterrestrial happenings.

Biblical information concentrates on the people of earth, yet even in this limited focus, it is not comprehensive. Among all the varied groups that inhabit continents around the globe, the Bible presents the history of those who live in only one of earth’s geographic regions. The text completely ignores genealogies, dynasties, accomplishments, and challenges of people living in Australia, eastern Asia and the Japanese islands, North and South America, northern Europe, a host of islands scattered across the South Pacific, and the frozen lands of the Arctic. It cannot be that these people are unimportant to God. After all, Jesus’s instructions to his followers directed them to reach all nations (Matthew 28:19 and Luke 24:47). Apparently, diverse civilizations aren’t discussed in biblical documents because the essence of the Bible’s message can be communicated through a story that focuses on the history and experiences of one specific group of people (Genesis 18:17–18).

The Gospel of John concludes with these words: “But there are also many other things which Jesus did; were every one of them to be written, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written” (John 21:25). If Jesus did so many things during his brief lifetime on earth, that the entire planet could not contain all the books that could be written, how much larger would be the corpus of literature if it contained an account of all the things that God has done throughout eternity. No wonder the information we have doesn’t provide specific answers to every possible question about what happened elsewhere in the universe.

Yet irrespective of what else may be out there in the universe, or even out there in our own solar system, Jesus instructs us to pray for things on earth. If humanity’s reach ever extends to other physical places, our understanding of what “earth” means may also need to be extended. This parallels the manner by which people today understand that the whole world encompasses more than just the geography and inhabitants around the Mediterranean. For now, however, let’s set these speculations aside and assume that by “earth,” Jesus meant this physical, terrestrial ball upon which humanity dwells.

Apparently, there is a difference between what happens on earth and what happens in heaven, that mysterious spiritual dimension that is both within and above. In heaven, it seems that God’s will is done. Jesus offers words that leave a lot of details to the imagination when considering how this may be. Does God directly affect the doing of his will? Are there hosts of spiritual entities that never assert their own wills? And, if heaven is perfect, how can it exist within and above the fallible human mind?

I don’t understand.

But because the prayer asks that God’s will be done on earth as it is in heaven, there must be a difference between when or how God’s will is made manifest. The nature of the difference seems ambiguous. The problem is with the word “as.”

For example, if I say, “Walk down the sidewalk as I do,” am I requesting that you accompany me (walk when I walk)? Or, do I want you to mimic my method of walking, irrespective of when you do it?

Another example: Do your math homework as you listen to your favorite music. Does this mean you should consider the attention, focus, and passion involved in listening to the music and apply those same attributes to the process of doing the math? Or, does the statement recommend listening to the music during the process of doing the homework?

So, if I request that God’s will be done “on earth as it is in heaven,” am I asking that God’s will be done on earth and in heaven simultaneously? Or am I asking that the manner by which God’s will is done in heaven be repeated on earth?

And, Jesus doesn’t give instructions about praying for what might be done elsewhere in the vast reaches of space. All the members of the heavenly host apparently operate under God’s command, but on earth, man was created. God’s Kingdom is apparently still spreading to earth, where it appears that his will is sometimes not done.

My prayer that his will be done on earth needs to be accompanied by my willingness to participate in causing it to be done.


        

    
        
            Give Us This Day

The prayer Jesus taught his disciples takes a turn with this phrase. It opens addressing Our Father and recognizing Our Father’s position and authority. At this point, the focus turns to practical needs.

Give. It’s a simple request indicating a desire to receive something wanted. Give. Not sell, lend, borrow, or trade.

When I ask for something to be given, I’m asking to receive possession of something I didn’t already have. Something I need. Something I want.

Sometimes it feels selfish to pray with words that sound like “gimme, gimme.” But the prayer isn’t “give me,” but give us. All of us. All the folk who are children of Our Father.

Give us. Everything we have ultimately comes from the hand of Our Father, but in our everyday experiences, many of the blessings and necessities of life arrive only through the assistance of other people.

For example, my husband and I routinely give thanks to God when we sit down to a meal. Perhaps you do the same. Saying “grace” is a common practice, acknowledging the divine source behind earth’s bounty. But, there’s more. God does not miraculously cause food to spontaneously arrive on the dinner table.

Food reaches our tables thanks to the efforts of many. Farmers and ranchers care for crops and animals. Agricultural workers help cultivate fields, tend to livestock, and bring in the harvest. And, even though I live in a rural area surrounded by farms, acquiring the ingredients that end up in my kitchen doesn’t typically begin with a trip next door. It begins with a trip to the grocery store, where products are available only after they have been processed, inspected, packaged, and delivered. Retail workers stock shelves and operate the cash registers (or at least monitor the self-checkout lanes) so that I can get the food that will end up on my table.

The list of people responsible for my dinner doesn’t end there. In today’s world, moving food from field to table requires the participation of researchers who help improve yields, reduce diseases, and explore ways to mitigate unwanted environmental consequences. Equipment manufacturers design and build tools to facilitate every step of agricultural processes. Trucks and trains that deliver products rely on laborers who build and maintain the necessary infrastructure. The list goes on and on.

If I knew the name of everyone who played a role in my evening meal and stopped to mention them individually, I would never have an opportunity to take a bite. So, I give thanks to God, and ask him to give to us all. Give us.

While food is important, I remember many other necessities of life. Air. Water. Shelter. Relationships. Meaningful purpose. They all come from God’s hand. And, there is a lengthy list of things that are important or desirable for comfort, even if not technically necessary. Plumbing. Air conditioning. Reliable transportation. Adequate phone signal. A dependable internet connection. Everything ultimately rests on God’s provision.

But when do I want us to receive? This day. On one level, the request is for the immediacy of current need. Give to us today, for this current 24-hour cycle. On another level, day addresses the needs of this current industrial and computer age in which we are all so interdependent. Or again this day, this time in history when humanity lives on earth in the flesh.

Although the exact timeframe that gives rise to need may be unclear, a request for current aid seems intended. So, what do we want God to give us? And, perhaps more importantly, how should we offer our hands for God’s use in giving to others?


        

    
        
            Our Daily Bread

One of my friends hosts an annual St. Patrick’s Day party. Typically, entertainment is provided through music from a local band that specializes in Irish music. One song frequently requested is called “The Fields of Athenry,” a ballad by Pete St. John. The lyrics tell the story of a young man who has been arrested for stealing food to keep his child from starving. As punishment, he is separated from his family and deported to Australia. If you’re not familiar with the song, take a minute to look it up on YouTube. There are many versions. I’m partial to the one by Paddy Reilly.

In the song, the accused is guilty of stealing “Travelyan’s corn.” I didn’t know Irish history well enough to understand the reference, so I looked it up (yes, I found it on Wikipedia; I also read accounts by the BBC and found mentions on a few history-related websites). I learned that Sir Charles Trevelyan, a British civil servant, held a position in Ireland during the middle of the nineteenth century, during a time called the Great Famine. Leading up to the crisis, political turns and government policies had contributed to a situation that left Ireland’s poor dependent on potatoes, which could be grown in small plots, as their main source of nourishment.

One governmental policy involved exporting food items to England where landowners and upper classes members could afford to pay higher prices than Ireland’s agricultural workers could pay. Because of the focus on market values, virtually all food commercially produced in Ireland was exported. When the potato blight struck, the food crisis worsened.

Travelyan’s duties included overseeing a government relief program. He believed that the famine was God’s will, that it represented a judgement against the Irish people. And, from his political perspective, he believed that goods should be sold in markets able to pay the best price. Because of these opinions, he limited access to aid. Estimates suggest that a million people starved to death. A million more emigrated.

The events are tragic. Their unfolding reads like a horror story. The human suffering is unimaginable. The human callousness seems unimaginable. Except that it repeats around the globe and throughout the centuries, even to today.

Famine and food insecurity seem to have touched every corner of the globe at one time or another, and everywhere, people still go hungry. Africa. India. Asia. The Middle East. Russia. Europe. Brazil. North America.

Perhaps you think the need for aid and compassion today occurs only in remote regions of the earth. You would be wrong.

I volunteer at a local food pantry. Recently I talked to someone who had tried to recruit additional volunteers. Among those approached was a young man who said that giving out food was contrary to God’s principles. He claimed God wanted those in need to take responsibility for themselves. God didn’t want them to be lazy and take handouts. A better way to serve the poor, he claimed, would be to permit them to suffer so they would be motivated to seek employment.

Never mind that many who receive food aid do have jobs; the jobs just don’t pay enough, especially when medical bills are also due. Never mind that better jobs are scarce in our rural area, and most of the poor do not have access to transportation. Never mind that many who receive food have physical and mental handicaps that make them unemployable. Never mind that many are elderly and infirm. Many have been ill served by corporate policies and political turns, some are descendants of slaves, and some are children of a generation denied access to education. Apparently, Travelyan still lives.

Jesus told his followers to request bread. At a strictly literal level, bread refers to a baked product made from some kind of floury dough. In a more figurative sense, bread commonly refers to a range of food products required for nourishment. It could even include water. Or the meaning of bread can encompass all things needed for physical life, including food, clothing, and shelter. There’s a reason that one of the slang terms used for money is “bread.”

Or, bread might not mean physical stuff at all. When Jesus said, “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35), he probably didn’t mean that he had been baked in an oven and was now ready to be sliced and served with jam. More likely he was making a metaphor. Around the world and across many diverse cultures, breads are staples. A staple is something that is used routinely to fill a dominant need. Food staples vary regionally depending on what is available, but typically they are things that provide a foundational supply of a wide variety of nutrients. By making a metaphor based on bread, Jesus was claiming that he was a staple requirement for spiritual life.

So, when he gave his disciples instructions to pray for daily bread, perhaps he didn’t mean just by the slice or loaf. And, perhaps he didn’t mean just for physical sustenance. Perhaps he meant that his followers should ask God to provide all the staple requirements for their physical and their spiritual needs.

Furthermore, according to the footnotes in several Bible translations, translators aren’t exactly sure what the Greek word often translated as “daily” really means. They claim the form of the word suggests something that occurs repeatedly. The implication is that we repeatedly need to receive from God that which will meet our needs, but not to the extent that we stockpile a reserve that would make us be independent from needing God’s provision again.

The phrase may be an allusion to a prayer request found in Proverbs. “Two things I ask of thee; deny them not to me before I die: Remove far from me falsehood and lying; give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with the food that is needful for me, lest I be full, and deny thee and say, ‘Who is the LORD?’ or lest I be poor, and steal, and profane the name of my God.” (Proverbs 30:7–9). In his Old Testament translation, The Hebrew Bible, Robert Alter notes that the phrase rendered “food that is needful for me” in the Revised Standard Version (quoted) is a component of the prayer’s request for avoiding common temptations associated with being poor or with being rich. Alter explains that it means something along the lines of that which is allotted for the day. Not too much, and not too little.

An alternate suggestion is “for tomorrow.” In that case, the prayer would come out something like this: Give us this day our bread for tomorrow. If “this day” means this age (as in our life here and now) our bread for tomorrow might mean what we will need to sustain us as we transition into eternity (tomorrow).

Why is it important to rely on God to give us everything we need? Because when we know we can depend on God, we can relax. This is how it works: When I am not anxious about meeting my needs, I can be more generous about helping others. I don’t need to grasp for pennies and clutch them. I can let gifts flow freely through my hands and be used as God directs.

And yet, many people, even people who call upon God to uphold them, do not have and do not receive food on a regular basis. I wonder if God’s failure to meet this need is due to the lack of hands through which to deliver the basic necessities of life.

Our daily bread: It belongs to all of us included in the prayer. Let’s pass it on.


        

    
        
            And Forgive Us Our Trespasses

A trespass seems like such a small thing. It makes me think of a child on the way to school who cuts across a neighbor’s lawn instead of keeping to the sidewalk. Over time, I suppose this could cause a problem if the repetition of little footfalls creates a pathway, trampling an otherwise lush lawn. Or, perhaps it could be more immediately problematic if the child happened to destroy a garden or break a fence. It could be harmless if the owner didn’t care. Or, it could potentially be dangerous if the shortcut involved a risky route through a vacant or dark lot.

Trespassing means being someplace where you are uninvited. Businesses sometimes post No Trespassing signs intended to keep people, presumably noncustomers, from loitering or to discourage folks with nefarious intent from hanging around after hours.

Yet, although the word trespass may bring encroachments onto privately held property to mind, sometimes the infringements involve other types of infractions. When I trespass, it simply means I have ventured into a place or situation where I am not welcome. For example, if I try to give advice where it is not wanted. Or help to someone who wants to act on their own. I remember when my daughter was learning to tie her shoes. Sometimes in my impatience, I would reach to do the laces for her. She’d stamp her foot and declare, “I do it!” reminding me that I was trespassing on her emerging autonomy.

To me, these types of minor lapses never seemed sufficiently egregious to warrant their own line in a prayer as important as the one Jesus taught his disciples. But, in fairness to tradition and translators, at an earlier stage of the English language, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, a trespass was associated with failing to perform a duty, creating an offense, or violating the law in a variety of ways. One citation from 1330 mentions that someone was hanged for a trespass, so it must have involved some serious wrongdoing. Yet even then, a trespass was not a felony.

I presume that others have also felt this way about using the word trespass as an English equivalent for the Greek (ὀφειλήματα; the transliteration is opheilēmata. Source: BibleHub.com). Some versions of the Lord’s prayer use other words. One commonly employed is debt. Forgive us our debts.

A debt can be anything owed (honor, esteem, reverence, respect). In the biblical context, perhaps it means to forgive us our obligations or forgive us regarding our guilt. But in today’s world debt usually refers to money. When I hear the line recited as, Forgive us our debts, it makes me think that people want God to pay off their credit cards, student loans, and mortgages.

Although these debts can mount up to great sums and seem more significant than a minor trespass, the request from this perspective feels contrary to good stewardship and responsibility. I can’t help wondering if it is proper to ask God to forgive financial obligations that I may owe to another person or business rather than accepting accountability for them myself.

But perhaps Jesus did have money in mind as a metaphor. In Matthew 18:23–35, he tells a story that goes something like this: A servant owed his master a ton of money, ten thousand talents. Footnotes in various Bible translations estimate that the total represents the equivalent of 15 to 20 years of wages, so this may be a way of saying that the debt was more money than the servant would likely earn during his remaining lifetime. The master planned to sell the man and his family to raise funds to settle the debt. The man begged for mercy and received it. His master cancelled the debt. Later, the man encountered a peer who owed him a hundred denarii (about a hundred days’ worth of wages; for someone working six days a week, about four months). Despite having receiving great mercy from the master, he offered none to his fellow servant and had the man put into prison. When the master found out about it, the first debtor was put into prison until such a time as he could pay off the original debt, presumably forever.

The debt in this parable clearly refers to money. It is specifically identified in terms of monetary units appropriate to the age. Yet, I think Jesus had other types of debt in mind. The story is told in response to a question from Peter, “Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him?” (Matthew 18:21).

This linkage between debt and sin is reflected in another translation of the prayer: Forgive us our sins.

Sin is one of those religious words that serves as a label for something we don’t exactly understand. Some suggest that sins are offenses against God’s law, yet New Testament teachings seem to proclaim that people are no longer under the law. Other people identify sin as actions or thoughts that are morally unacceptable within a society’s culture. Sometimes sins are deliberate, but sometimes sin happens and the perpetrator is unaware of any wrongdoing. Guilt, fault, and culpability, may not be linked to intention. Is a mistake a sin or an accident? And, there are some who say that sin is a state of being for all humans. Is Jesus asking his followers to request forgiveness for being human?

When it comes to thinking about sin, some perspectives suggest that it occurs in differing degrees of magnitude. There are mortal sins, and there are venial sins which don’t seem quite as bad. There are categories that list four kinds of sins, seven sins, and twelve sins. And there is the one unforgivable sin.

But which sins are my sins? My life is not characterized by murder and mayhem. Yet I have committed spiritual infractions. I have been selfish, displayed bad attitudes, and neglected to do good things. I am not alone. Paul in his letter to the Romans suggests I have a lot of company: “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23).

Forgiveness is certainly something I need, whether I call the infraction a trespass, a debt, or a sin.

Maybe trespass is the right word. Even though I often think of it as a small thing, a trespass can be large. When I think of trespasses, I ask forgiveness for the ways, big and small, I have encroached where I didn’t belong. Have I tried to press my will upon someone else, manipulate a response, rained on someone else’s parade? Trespasses.

But debt is an appropriate word, too, especially for those things I owe to God, like love, obedience, and service. It is also fitting for instances when I have taken up something for which God alone is responsible, like vengeance.

Sin is a suitable word, too, even if the daily offenses to which I tend to succumb manage to avoid the headlines that get more press. For example, I am prone to anxiety despite the biblical admonitions against worrying (a few examples: Matthew 6:25–34, Luke 12:22, John 14:1, and Philippians 4:6). I battle with pride even though humility is appropriate (Romans 12:3, Philippians 2:3, James 4:6, and Proverbs 11:2 among many others). And finding the ability to trust God is something that often eludes me even though I know many verses that tell me I must do this (such as Psalms 9:10, 13:5, 37:5 and many more, along with Proverbs 3:5 and Isaiah 26:3).

Forgive us our trespasses; forgive us our debts; forgive us our sins; forgive us for all manner of transgressions.


        

    
        
            As We Forgive Those Who Trespass Against Us

Seeking forgiveness isn’t enough. We need to pass it on by forgiving others. Here’s a story about a trespass against me:

I used to volunteer regularly at my local library. Every week, I’d spend an afternoon doing whatever it was that needed to be done. Eventually, the staff person responsible for coordinating volunteers and handing out their assignments left her position. I finished the last task she gave me. The branch librarian said they were still adjusting responsibilities for coordinating volunteers, and that she’d call me when something needed to be done.

Fast forward a couple of weeks. I received a phone call. The librarian asked if I could come in and help her with a project. We set a date, the following week on a Tuesday, and I put it on my calendar.

In order for you to understand more fully how the events unfolded, you’ll need to know that my oldest son who lives several states away is a general aviation and charter pilot. He carries passengers and equipment in a jet. He can fly multiple other types of airplanes, and he typically operates out of smaller airports. He can even fly aerobatic airplanes upside down. He also works as a flight instructor and airplane mechanic. Very occasionally, and usually with no advance notice (because the weather has to be just right and his schedule has to have some open time), a plane becomes available for him to borrow. He lives a full day away by car, but it’s just a couple hours by air — if you’re flying yourself.

So, on the morning of the day I expected to go to the library in the afternoon, he called. He could fly down for a brief visit that day or the next. I thought it over hard. “I’ve got a commitment at the library this afternoon, so if it’s all the same to you, tomorrow would work better for me.”

That would be Wednesday. I had something special to look forward to.

I arrived at the library Tuesday afternoon. The librarian wasn’t there. I asked some of the staff. They weren’t sure where she was. “I think she had to go to a conference today,” a person at the circulation desk told me. No one knew anything about the project that needed to be done. So, I went home. I felt inconvenienced. I felt unappreciated. I fretted about having put my son’s visit off a day for no good reason.

Wednesday morning arrived. My son reported that an emergency situation at work would require his attention all that day and the next. He wouldn’t be able to come and visit. I was disappointed.

Then, I got angry. If I had known that I wouldn’t be needed at the library, he would have come the previous day, Tuesday. I blamed the librarian. She had trespassed against me. I fumed about it for hours. I thought about all the nasty things I’d say when I next talked to her. I envisioned a conversation where she would ask me for another favor. I had a reply all figured out. I would say, “I’ll pencil it in on my calendar. If I remember, and if nothing else comes up and if I’m feeling especially bored that day, and if I don’t suddenly discover that I have to go to a conference, I might be able to drop by and lend a hand. Maybe.”

I indulged in self-pity, and I felt righteous for having been so wronged.

During my usual prayer time, God gently pointed out that I was accusing the librarian of a wrong much larger than that which she had actually committed. I was angry with her for the fact that I hadn’t been able to see my son. In fact, she had nothing to do with that.

From the very beginning of this scenario, if he had called on Tuesday morning and said, “I can come visit this afternoon, that’s the only opportunity open.” I would have said, “Come on down!” Then I would have called the library and explained. The librarian would have understood. I would have apologized and asked to reschedule.

The reality of how events unfolded was that I made a choice. With the information I had on Tuesday morning, I opted, freely, to schedule the visit for Wednesday. That wasn’t her fault. And, it wasn’t her fault that an emergency in another state interfered with the plans I had made for Wednesday. I was trying to hold her accountable, to judge her guilty, for something bigger than her offense.

This realization took the edge off my anger. Nevertheless, she was certainly guilty of something. So, I gave some thought to illuminating exactly how I had been wronged.

First, I considered that I had been forced to waste my time. I view my time as a valuable commodity. But how much did I really waste on this errand? Because the library is about ten minutes away from my home and I’d spent only about ten minutes there, the total accumulated time for the trip cost me about half an hour. Furthermore, while I was there, I picked up a book that had been set aside for me. I would have had to make a separate trip to retrieve it anyway. From this point of view, the net amount of time lost was actually pretty close to none.

So how had I been wronged? My feelings had been hurt. I had been embarrassed. I had been excited, even proud, to have been called upon. I felt needed, and then I learned that I was merely superfluous. I felt the value of my time and contributions had been disregarded. These were real offenses. The librarian was actually guilty of these things.

And, it was my job to forgive her. Not because she deserved to be forgiven, but because I needed God’s willingness to forgive me for my transgressions. Receiving forgiveness was part of a transaction mandating that I extend it to others.

Coming before God and asking for his help in forgiving someone who had inconvenienced my scheduling ability and wounded my pride certainly seemed easier than forgiving someone who had committed a larger transgression. Nevertheless, the same process pertains. I am very fortunate to have been on the receiving end of transgressions that ultimately seem very small. Interpersonal conflict. Work-related slights. I’ve been lied to, gossiped about, and stolen from. These seem petty compared with what so many others have suffered.

Yet, Jesus provided an example for even these worse-case scenarios. He forgave those who crucified him (Luke 23:34). Forgiveness didn’t erase the wounds. He still wore the scars in his hands, his feet, and his side. After Jesus’s resurrection, Jesus invited Thomas to touch the scars. Apparently, although the scars remained, forgiveness had rendered them painless (John 20:27).

If I still feel pain when something is touched, perhaps I haven’t yet forgiven those responsible for the wound.


        

    
        
            And Lead Us Not into Temptation

I have often felt confused about which way to go in life. There are popular sayings about taking a first step in faith and believing that God will respond and illuminate the way. Even if God doesn’t show you the full route to your destination, the theory is that God will guide a person’s steps and reveal the path forward. That hasn’t been my experience.

For me, a more typical walk through life’s challenges is that each step along the way seems to be into the dark. The path and its destination remain a mystery. Only in looking back can I detect any coherent route and see that God has indeed led me.

So, I plead with God: Lead me. Make my pathway hedged in on both sides so that deviating from the way I ought to go is not possible.

My husband and I frequently walk at Virginia’s High Bridge Trail State Park. The portion of the trail that goes over the eponymous bridge, which spans the Appomattox River Valley, is my favorite section. The bridge is fenced. The fence consists of sturdy posts and strong chain link. It is nearly as tall as I am. I could walk the length of the bridge blindfolded and not have to worry about falling off the edge. I might bump into other people, but I would not tumble over the side.

In trying to follow God’s guidance for my life, I often feel like I want this. I can’t see the way, and I need something to keep me on the path. I need boundaries that protect me from stumbling and falling. I know I am weak and I don’t want to be tested, so I need the path to steer me clear from temptations. It is far easier to keep from succumbing to a potential temptation if its allure never reaches you.

With wisdom that comes from experience, Jesus instructed his disciples to ask God to lead them, but not into temptation. Jesus knew what it was like to be led into temptation. Three of the Gospels recount an episode where the Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted (Matthew 4:1; Mark 1:12; Luke 4:1). The tempter is identified as the devil or Satan, but in all three places the one who led Jesus to the place where the temptation occurred was God.

Mark’s account doesn’t provide details, but the other two Gospel writers identify three specific temptations (although not in the same order): To turn stones into bread, to jump off a tower (pinnacle) of the temple in Jerusalem (maybe about 150 feet high), and to obtain authority over all the kingdoms on earth in exchange for worshipping Satan.

The temptation to turn stones into bread has always puzzled me. Certainly, Jesus must have been hungry. I can imagine that he might even have asked God for bread. Elsewhere, the Gospel stories talk about his ability to turn water into wine (John 2:7–10) and to feed thousands with just a few fish and a couple loaves (for example, Matthew 14:13–21). Clearly, taking a stone and turning it into bread would be consistent with his abilities. It seems logical to think that turning a stone into bread could have been part of God’s plan for meeting physical needs.

Jesus interpreted the scene differently. He famously replied, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4). Perhaps, embedded in the temptation, Jesus recognized the allure of feeding the flesh at the expense of satisfying a spiritual hunger. Or, maybe he didn’t feel the need to demonstrate his capabilities to the devil, or to test their limits for his own knowledge. Or possibly, Jesus understood that performing a miracle was not something he should do for personal gain alone in the wilderness, but something to be reserved to demonstrate the glory and power of God before people who needed to see it.

In a later passage, Jesus had something to say about asking for bread: “What man of you, if his son asks him for bread, will give him a stone?” (Matthew 7:9).  And, “If you then who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask him!” (Matthew 7:11).

I can imagine that the temptation may have been to accept an alternate item immediately rather than wait for God to provide. To make due, even though what was first offered was a poor substitute for what was needed. By not yielding to the temptation, by not taking the first thing offered, Jesus kept his focus on God. Ultimately “angels came and ministered to him” (Matthew 4:11b). I presume they provided something more satisfying than a stone.

In the second (or third, depending on whether you’re reading Matthew or Luke) temptation, the tempter goaded Jesus and suggested that he should throw himself off the pinnacle of the temple in Jerusalem and let the angels catch him. The challenge seems aimed at getting Jesus to acquiesce to a demonstration to prove himself.

Jesus didn’t take the bait, but the temptation is one I recognize. That thirst to prove myself to naysayers. Throwing yourself off a tower becomes a metaphor for leaping before looking. Failing to count the cost. Presuming that God will bless an effort because I want to demonstrate my worth. When I try to gather evidence of God’s favor through these means, my efforts tend to create a great splat. And, I’m left asking for God’s help to get off the pavement. Jesus knew better than to seek proof of God’s favor in this way.

The third temptation offered the means of achieving earthly power and acclaim by worshiping something or someone other than God. Jesus passed the test, but many in positions of power today do not. World leaders worship the privilege, their right, to wield authority. The ultra-rich worship the luxuries to which they feel entitled. Celebrities worship the adoration of fans. Corporate board members worship markets. Everywhere people worship dollars.

I am grateful that I have never faced many of these temptations. God has led me along a path where power, privilege, luxury, and adoration have never been within my grasp. I have experienced times when dollars were elusive. But, I have also experienced times when I’ve had enough to make ends meet and even had a little left over. Do I worship the funds or the God who provides for all my needs?

During the impoverished periods of my life, I learned to rely on the various ways God met my needs, sometimes through opening doors of opportunity to work more, sometimes through the generosity of others, and sometimes through miracles I can’t explain. In times of more abundance, I have tried to remember that my stewardship of funds is a daily test of my commitment to worship and obey God rather than trust in a bank account.

Still, I beg God not to test me further. I know I am weak. Lead me not into temptation.


        

    
        
            But Deliver Us from Evil

Some people fixate on evil as a reason to doubt God’s existence. A recent conversation on an internet discussion forum came to the conclusion that people don’t really know why evil exists. But, the issue did seem to present a stumbling block. Many people did not want to worship a God who would allow evil in the world. This was a perplexing point of view to me because my own journey toward God began when I recognized that there was evil.

It happened like this: When I was a teenager, it was a common thing among my peers to dabble in the experimentation of substances that were not legal. And, unlike a certain past president of my country, I confess that on occasion, I did indeed inhale. One night I went to a drive-in movie with friends (Blazing Saddles, if you must know). Parts of the movie were really funny. As the story unfolded, I laughed, but it wasn’t actually me laughing. It was something else, a chemical in my brain. I felt the true me shunted to the side as something else took over. It wasn’t scary or threatening, and it wasn’t even making me do something I didn’t want to do. I actively wanted to laugh at the movie, but something else was laughing for me. I was pushed to the back of my own mind. That night, I determined that I would never again surrender the control of my own brain to a chemical.

Perhaps that experience was just a drug-induced oddity that had nothing to do with spirituality, but it started me thinking about all the times I had seen people do things that seemed out of character. A friend act in an unfriendly, hurtful way. A gentle person lash out violently in anger. A seemingly typical young man commit suicide. And I wondered what influence, apparently just as strong as tetrahydrocannabinol, could be pushing their normal selves aside in those painful moments.

But the perplexity of human behavior extended beyond the bounds of my peers. I saw parental actions that defied any logical explanation. Alcoholism. Neglect. Prejudice. The people affected were not ones who would have chosen to be bad parents or harmful role models. I felt that if I interviewed them and asked, “Do you want to be this way?” the answers would have been unanimous. They would have been bewildered and replied, “No. We wanted to be virtuous. How did this happen?”

News headlines from my formative years increased my puzzlement. These things marked my adolescence: War and rumors of war. Kent State. Israeli athletes killed at the Olympics in Munich. Racial unrest. A growing roster of nations able to annihilate global civilization. Nixon was impeached and resigned. The Khmer Rouge, with Pol Pot at the helm, seized Cambodia and ushered in an era of forced labor, genocide, and famine. All of this was wrought on the world by people who probably didn’t start out with nefarious intentions. How did the world come to this?

Evil.

There is a difference between evil and tragic. The scope of what one might consider tragic ranges from the merely unfortunate, to the bad, to the devastatingly disastrous. Sometimes things just don’t work out as hoped. Two examples: An article I wrote was accepted for publication in a magazine, and it went out of business before the article was printed. I didn’t buy gas yesterday, and today the price is ten cents per gallon higher. Disappointing. Frustrating. Annoying. These are minor nuisances.

Yet sometimes terrible things happen. Flood waters destroy lives and property. Earthquakes. Drought. Tornadoes. Catastrophic. Heartbreaking. Grievous. These are sufferings of everyday life in a world where things don’t always go the way I wish they would. When tragic events occur, they demand a response. They require that I learn to serve and cooperate with others to bring help wherever it is needed.

Evil is different. Evil is the thirst to control. The lust for power. The hunger for domination. Manipulation. Oppression. Exploitation.

Evil intention, acting on a global scale, plays out in international politics. Evil infiltrates families, sowing discord and destroying relationships. Evil whispers in ears, creating jealousy, bolstering pride, and planting contempt. Evil laughs on my behalf, suppressing my self-determination.

Evil. I experienced its reality and saw it at work in the world around me. This realization ultimately drove me to consider the possibility of God.

The Christian version of the story made sense to me. God created and then evil vandalized creation. As when an artist creates and someone or something else despoils.

The Genesis account tells that God planted in the Garden of Eden a tree that bestowed knowledge of good and evil (Genesis 2:9–3:7). Good and evil. Apparently, humanity doesn’t get access to one without the other. Eve didn’t choose to select evil. She wanted good. She was deceived into thinking that one could be pilfered without the other.

People ask if the good is worth the evil that comes with it. Why did God plant the tree in the first place? Why did God create the serpent? Couldn’t things have been different?

I wonder if I would be willing to give up all the good if it meant obliterating all the evil. Sometimes I think I would be willing, but God doesn’t offer this choice. For reasons I don’t understand, the good and the evil seem inextricably intertwined.

My recourse is to ask God to deliver me from the evil that exists. To deliver us, all of us. Everyone who is a child of Our Father.

We are God’s hands and feet. God has already conquered evil in eternity, but here where we experience the flow of time, he chooses to use us in the battle. Instead of asking why doesn’t God do something about the evil, I ask God, “What can I do?”


        

    
        
            For Thine Is the Kingdom and the Power and the Glory

Here I stand on the edge of Lake Despondency. I’ve waded into the water away from the shore of God’s kingdom. Up to my knees, I’m about to dive in deeper, to fully submerge for a swim. I pray, “God, give me the courage to wade back to the shore, to walk in the sun, to dry off and try again. And again. Let me seek to serve others out of a genuine concern for their well-being. Let me give without expecting to receive. That expectation of reciprocity is what brought me here today. I didn’t know I had it until it wasn’t fulfilled. But rather than sink into gloom and be enveloped by discouragement, I need to return to your Kingdom, to your service. Through obedience to your rule, I will regain my home in your domain. I will recover joy.”

The last few lines of the Lord’s Prayer about the kingdom, power, and glory aren’t found in ancient biblical manuscripts. They seem to have been appended later.

The kingdom and the kingship belong to God. Along with power and glory.

God’s power is a mysterious, perplexing concept. It often seems as if God doesn’t choose to wield it. God certainly doesn’t use it to make people behave as I think they ought. God doesn’t use it to intervene on behalf of people I love. God doesn’t even exercise his power to control nature.

I wonder: Where was God when my church split into warring factions? Where was God when my cousin died? Where was God when a 2004 tsunami killed nearly a quarter of a million people? Where was God when … you can probably fill in as many blanks as I can.

For a king who is a deity with supposed omnipotence, God appears to govern with a delicate touch. I don’t understand God’s priorities or why God takes a hands-off approach in the unfolding of important, even life-or-death, situations. How can I be expected to acknowledge God’s power when I fail to see it in action?

Yet, I wonder, how often do I fail to see things? Fail to see when someone needs encouragement, when my help is needed, or when I should speak up and say No. My prayer should acknowledge God’s power, even if I don’t see it or understand it.

God’s power pervades all of existence. It holds the universe together, it orders the moment-by-moment forward march of time, and it sustains life. Without God, there would be no biology, no chemistry, no physics. Without God there would be no love. God’s power underpins all that is. It is glorious.

Glory is a religious word. It gets tossed around in hymns and prayers. The expression “Glory to God!” can be used in praise and also in a sigh of anguish. The word’s meaning has been dulled through casual use.

The Old Testament is filled with references to God’s glory as something tangibly made manifest. It appeared in a cloud (Exodus 16:10), lingered on a mountain (Exodus 24:16–17), and filled a tabernacle (Exodus 40:34-35). The word is also used as a verb: glory in His holy name (1Chronicles 16:10, Psalm 105:3); glory in the holy one of Israel; and, in him they shall glory (Jeremiah 4:2). A related verb, glorify (or glorified, in the past tense), shows up in verses like “Let the LORD be glorified” (Isaiah 66:5).  And there are other variations: glorious, an adjective; gloriously, an adverb, and glorifying, a gerund. But what exactly does it all mean?

The noun forms seem related to the meaning conveyed by the English words honor and splendor. The verb and other forms seem related to praising, cheering, or boasting. These are the things the traditional formula appended at the end of the Lord’s prayer acknowledges as belonging to God.

In other words, these things are God’s: the kingdom, the right to rule with authority; the power, the right to act or to refrain from acting; and the glory, the right to exhibit splendor, evoke awe, and receive honor and praise.


        

    
        
            For Ever (and Ever)

How long is forever?

Yesterday, I waited in the checkout line at the grocery store. I waited forever. I mean, for…ever. I thought my frozen vegetables would melt. I even considered taking my cart over to the self-checkout lines.

You’ve probably experienced this type of forever. Waiting for a microwave to chime. Stopped in traffic. Anticipating the arrival of a package. We often say these things take forever. Not literally, of course. We’re using the word in a figurative manner. This specific figure of speech is called hyperbole, an exaggeration.

When acknowledging that kingdom, power, and glory belong to God forever, sometimes I act as if I’m simply making a hyperbolic expression. I say God’s kingdom is forever (and ever). I have good intentions to honor God as King of my life. But in reality, my submission to God’s rule sometimes fizzles as quickly as my patience in the checkout line. I acknowledge God’s power. I stand in awe, for a few minutes anyway, then the spiritual feeling ebbs.

Forever. Sometimes it’s such a short time.

But although this is often my reality, it isn’t really what I mean by forever when I acknowledge God. Still, the concept of forever has variable boundaries.

Forever, might apply to the years of my lifetime. All of the time since the day of my birth to the day of my death comprise the forever of my fleshly existence. When I acknowledge God’s kingdom, power, and glory, this forever seems inadequate, but it’s all I will personally know until I, myself, knock on the heavenly gates.

From my parents and grandparents, I’ve heard stories of a longer forever, the one that began before my birth. Through the writings of historians and archeologists, I have learned about the forever of human civilization, although the farther the dates get from the ones during which I live, the fuzzier the details become and the trustworthiness of speculation begins to dim.

Earth’s forever has been estimated by scientists at some four billion years. That’s an unimaginably long time compared with the decades of a human life, but only a fraction of the universe’s forever. Best estimates for that come close to 14 billion years.

Yet God’s forever seems to be something else entirely. Something beyond years. Something beyond time itself.  Eternity.

What is eternity? How does timelessness work? I don’t have answers to these questions, but my prayer acknowledges that even for this amount of forever, God is the one who reigns, who holds power, and who is worthy to receive praise.

For all ages: past, present, and future. For before all ages and beyond the end of all ages, for all of timeless eternity: Thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory. Forever. And ever.


        

    
        
            Amen

Do you pronounce it with a long a sound at the beginning? Āmen (the a rhymes with hay). Or a short a sound? Ămen (the a rhymes with baa). Or do you say it one way and sing it another?

However you pronounce it, what do you mean when you say it? For many people, the word stands as a mere formulaic expression marking the end of a prayer, much like a period marks the end of this sentence.

The word itself is an affirmation, ratification, and confirmation. It indicates something is true. That the speaker stands in agreement. Amen, the final word.

In more modern parlance: So be it.

Or as Captain Jean Luc Piccard of Star Trek’s The Next Generation Enterprise often said, “Make it so.” Or, more simply, “Engage!”

Now that we’ve reached the final word of endorsement, affirming the things we’ve been praying for, let’s review. Following a pattern featured in the Amplified Bible, which includes expanded explanations within the text, I offer the following version of the prayer Jesus taught his disciples.

Dear God, Our Father,

You are our divine parent, the source of our spiritual identity and belonging. You are my Father. Jesus’s Father. The Father of my friends and family and everyone I hold dear. Help me to remember that you are also the Father of people aligned with cultures that differ from mine. People who live in other countries. You are the Father of everyone I don’t like, the Father of the people I call my enemies. In Your family we are brothers and sisters, and I offer this prayer on behalf of us all.

Who art in heaven, everlastingly. You inhabit heaven, which is above us, yet somehow within us. Stretch the internal essence of who I am upward so that I can glimpse what is above in Your realm.

Hallowed be thy name. Your attributes encompass awe, wonder, and respect. All the names by which you make yourself known and all the titles that have been bestowed upon you give us only glimpses into your vast majesty. The reality of who you are takes my breath away.

Thy kingdom come. May your rule extend and may the number of citizens in your domain continually grow and increase in devotion to You. Please help me to carry your kingdom with me everywhere I go.

Thy will be done on Earth as it is in Heaven. Rejoicing in all the good things that happen and celebrating in the face of joy, and grieving when bad or tragic events occur. In the midst of unbearable pain, let me be Your ears, Your eyes, Your hands, and Your feet. Let me bring to this planet where I live a reflection of Your heavenly realm so that people can see You at work in the world.

Give us this day our daily bread. Please provide for the physical and spiritual sustenance of Your people, all of them, even the ones I don’t recognize as Yours. Help me understand and faithfully fulfill my role as your servant so that Your provisions can effectively reach those in need.

Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. I stand before you as guilty. Sometimes of small lapses and sometimes of major transgressions. I fail to offer You the honor, esteem, reverence, respect, and obedience You deserve. Please wipe away my debt and remind me to do the same for other people who may have wronged me. Even if they don’t deserve it. Because You expect me to be as merciful to them as You are to me.

And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. Guide me through life’s challenges. Surround me and keep me on the right path. I am weak, please uphold me. Please help me avoid trials that would cause me to stumble. Please protect me, protect all of us, from the actions and influences of evil. I beg You to keep me from being an instrument of evil.

For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory for ever and ever. Always. Everlastingly. From before time began and enduring even after the last tick of the universal clock. For all eternity, Your reign, Your authority, and Your splendor endure.

Amen. I concur. Make it so. So be it.


        

    
        
            Titles and Characteristics that Describe God

The Bible uses an assortment of divine titles, and its pages often identify God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit through references to specific characteristics. The list below is not all inclusive. It merely provides a sampling of the ways in which people have recognized God’s role in relationship with them. The titles and attributes listed here rely on the words used in the Revised Standard Version; other translations may use different terms to describe similar concepts. The scripture citations indicate a place, but not all places, where the title or characteristic is mentioned. Some include two references to highlight occurrences within both the Old and New Testaments.


	Abba (Mark 14:36)

	Advocate (1John 2:1)

	Almighty (Genesis 17:1; Revelation 19:6)

	Alpha and Omega (Revelation 1:8)

	Ancient of Days (Daniel 7:22)

	Anointed One (Daniel 9:25; Acts 10:38)

	Author of Life (Acts 3:15)

	Avenger (Deuteronomy 33:43)

	Awesome (Psalm 33:8)

	Banner (Exodus 17:15)

	Beloved (Ephesians 1:6)

	Bread of Life (John 6:35)

	Bridegroom (Matthew 9:15)

	Chosen One (Luke 23:35)

	Christ (Matthew 16:16)

	Comforter (Isaiah 51:12)

	Compassionate (Matthew 15:32)

	Consuming Fire (Hebrews 12:29)

	Cornerstone (1Peter 2:6)

	Covenant Maker (Genesis 9:12)

	Creator (Genesis 1:1)

	Deliverer (Psalm 40:17)

	Door (John 10:9)

	Enthroned (Psalm 22:3)

	Eternal (Deuteronomy 33:27)

	Everlasting (Genesis 21:33)

	Exalted (2Samuel 22:47)

	Faithful (Deuteronomy 7:9; 1Corinthians 1:9)

	Father (Isaiah 9:6; Matthew 6:9)

	Forgiving (Psalm 103:3; Matthew 6:12)

	Fortress (Psalm 18:2)

	Giver (Psalm 85:12; John 6:37)

	Glorious (Philippians 3:21)

	God of Abraham (Genesis 26:23)

	God of Gods (Deuteronomy 10:17)

	God of Heaven (Genesis 24:7)

	God of Hosts (Psalm 80:14)

	God of Isaac (Genesis 28:13)

	God of Israel (Jeremiah 31:1)

	God of Jacob (Exodus 3:6)

	God of Peace (1Thessalonians 5:23)

	God of the Earth (Genesis 24:3)

	God of the Hebrews (Exodus 3:18)

	God of Truth (Isaiah 65:16)

	God of Your Fathers (Acts 7:32)

	Good (Psalm 73:1)

	Gracious (Exodus 34:6)

	Great (Psalm 77:13)

	Guide (Psalm 48:14; Luke 1:79)

	Healer (Exodus 15:26; Acts 9:34)

	Hearer (Psalm 65:2)

	Helper (Psalm 54:4)

	Hiding Place (Psalm 32:7)

	High Priest (Hebrews 4:14)

	Holy (Leviticus 19:2)

	Holy One of Israel (Isaiah 12:6)

	Honored (Daniel 4:34)

	Hope (Psalm 71:5; 1Timothy 1:1)

	Immanuel (Isaiah 7:14; Matthew 1:23)

	Immortal (Romans 1:23)

	Invisible (Colossians 1:15)

	Jealous (Exodus 20:5)

	Judge (Genesis 30:6; Acts 10:42)

	Keeper (Psalm 121:5)

	Kind (1Peter 2:3)

	King (Psalm 29:10; 1Timothy 1:17)

	King of Glory (Psalm 24:10)

	King of Kings (Revelation 19:16)

	Lamb of God (John 1:29)

	Light (Psalm 18:28; Revelation 21:23)

	Light of the World (John 8:12)

	Light to the Gentiles (Luke 2:32)

	Living God (Psalm 42:2)

	Living Water (John 4:10)

	LORD (Genesis 28:21)

	Lord (John 13:14)

	Lord of Heaven and Earth (Matthew 11:25)

	LORD of Hosts (2Samuel 6:2)

	Lord of Lords (Revelation 17:14)

	Love (1John 4:8)

	Majesty (Psalm 68:34; Hebrews 1:3)

	Maker (Hosea 8:14)

	Maker of Heaven and Earth (Genesis 14:22)

	Master (Jeremiah 3:14; Luke 5:5)

	Mediator (1Timothy 2:5)

	Merciful God (Exodus 34:6)

	Messiah (John 1:41)

	Mighty One (Psalm 50:1)

	Miracle Worker (Galatians 3:5)

	Morning Star (2Peter 1:19)

	Most High (Genesis 14:18)

	Mother (Isaiah 66:13)

	Our Righteousness (Jeremiah 23:6)

	Peace (Judges 6:24)

	Perfect (Psalm 18:30)

	Pierced (Psalm 22:16; Revelation 1:7)

	Portion (Psalm 16:5)

	Potter (Isaiah 64:8)

	Powerful (Psalm 29:4)

	Praiseworthy (2Samuel 22:4)

	Preserver (Psalm 16:1)

	Prince of Peace (Isaiah 9:6)

	Provider (Genesis 22:8)

	Pure (Psalm 12:6)

	Redeemer (Isaiah 54:5; Galatians 3:13)

	Refuge (Psalm 46:1)

	Resurrection (John 11:25)

	Revealer of Mysteries (Daniel 2:47)

	Righteous God (Isaiah 45:21; Acts 7:52)

	Risen (Luke 24:34)

	Rock (2Samuel 22:2)

	Salvation (Isaiah 12:2)

	Savior (Isaiah 43:3; Luke 1:47)

	Shade (Psalm 121:5)

	Shepherd (Psalm 23:1; John 10:11)

	Shield (Psalm 84:11)

	Son (Isaiah 7:14; Mark 1:1)

	Son of Man (Daniel 7:13; Matthew 8:20)

	Song (Exodus 15:2)

	Spirit (Genesis 1:2; John 4:24)

	Strength (Psalm 59:9)

	Strong Tower (Psalm 61:3)

	Sun (Psalm 84:11)

	Teacher (Psalm 143:10; John 3:2)

	True (Jeremiah 10:10; John 3:33)

	Trusted (2Kings 18:5)

	Upright (Psalm 92:15)

	Watcher (Genesis 31:49)

	Way, Truth, and Life (John 14:6)

	Wisdom (Isaiah 11:2)

	Wonder Worker (Psalm 77:14)

	Wonderful Counselor (Isaiah 9:6)

	Word (John 1:14)

	Worthy (Revelation 5:12)

	Wounded (Isaiah 53:5)



Your relationship with God is personal and unique. Listen carefully for the Spirit’s urging as you seek the best words to focus your mind and offer your own prayers.
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