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Different images of God

Throughout history, words and images have been used t0 try to
answer the questions, *Who is God?” and *What is God like?"
Different images and names for God have emerged throughout
different centuries and cultures.

The Hebrew Seriptures (Old Testament) provide an immense
‘number of different images of God. Some well-known images
include God as Creator (Genesis 1:1-2:7), God as Provider
who keeps the Israclites from starving in the desert (Exodus
16:1-36), God who saves the people in their time of trouble
(Exodus 14:26-31), God of Steadfast Love (Psalm 48), God as
Potter (Jeremiah 18:1-10) and God of Liberation and Freedom for all who are oppressed and
held captive (Isaiah 61:1).

Despite these different images of God, the patriarchal image of God has been dominant
within the Church for quite some time. Most adulis (espesially those born prior o Vatican
1) will claim that they grew up believing God was a man who lived up in the sky and who
watched over us. Older adults frequently describe their childhood images of God as being,
“God as a Judge’ or ‘God who was 1o be feared’. However, today it is common to hear
people say, ‘T used to think of God as an old man with a long white beard, but now I think of
God more as a friend, or as Spirit.” There is a growing understanding that God is present
within cach of us rather than being removed from the world.

Many of the prayers used during the celebration of the Mass were writtcn based on an image
of God being creator of the world and yet apart from the world. The Gloria expresses the
image of God sitting up in heaven with Jesus, removed from our everyday life here on carth.
The words *Scated at the right hand of the Father’ and “For us men and for our salvation
came down from heaven” arc evidence of the domination of the image of the pairiarchal
God. For centuries men and women have repeated the opening words of the prayer ‘Glory to
God i the highest and peace to his people on carth® and such prayers have reinforced this
image of God. The Gloria is obviously a prayer of praise, but it has been written to express
one particular understanding of God.

During the past century there was a significant increase in images of God. While some of the
images may be labelied ‘new’, many of them have emerged from scripture. They have
always been there, but they have been lost or neglected for centuries. It can come as a shock
1o realise that there are many fermale images of God in the Scriptures. God is depicted s
‘mother in Jeremiah 31:15-22, Isaiah 66:7-14, and Job 38:28-29. God is also depicted as a
pregnant woman in Isaiah 42:14, as a mistress in Psalm 123:2, as a midwife in Psalm 22:9,
as a woman who searches for a lost coin in Luke 15:1-10, s a woman making bread in
Matthew 133133 and Luke 1318 21, and also as Sophia (wisdom) in the
Book of Wisdom

Perhaps the obvious question is, “Which image is the correct one?” The answer s that no
image of God can be called the only *correct” ane. The truth s that no image of God conveys
all that there is to know about God, therefore it is essential to use many different images of
God that are theologically correct. It is not possible to simply ‘make up" images of God. Put
simply, if an image isn’t theologically correct then it is not an image of God. Each image of
God conveys something of the truth of God, but never the whole truth. The reality is that
God is a mystery and at no stage in life does anyone ever understand all there is to know
about God. Having multiple images of God enables people to have a greater understanding
of God. P
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One of the greatest challenges involved in teaching religious
education today is 1o present students with images of God that arc
relevant and appropriate for our world and the age and stage of faith
development of the students. Prayer makes no sense at all unless we
have relevant and meaningful images of God. We cannot pray
unless we understand to whom our prayer is dirccted. Furthermore,
our images of God can greatly influence our perception of prayer. 1f
we pray to God who is up in the sky but who will intervene on our
behalf whenever called upon, we will soon become very frustrated
and disappointed with prayer. What will happen to the child who
prays, ‘Please God, come and make Aunty Jean better soon’, if
Aunty Jean dies from cancer the following week? What will happen
o the student who prays that their football team will win the grand
final; and the team doesn’t win? It can be very easy to assume that because one’s prayer wasi't
answered there really isn’t a God.

“The solution to this dilemma lies in our understanding of God. God is not Superman, nar is God
 magician who will wave a magic wand and grant every request. Imagine how confused God
and the rest of us would be if this were the case! Imagine the consequences of a group of
Christians praying for their favourite team to win a game, or a certain country 1o win a war, it
God was to wave a wand like a magician and answer every request. Confusion would reign!
Experience tells us that God is not fike this, even though Napoleon is quoted as saying, “God is
on the side of those with the biggest battalions.

Occasionally people make statements such as, If there really was a God then there wouldn't be
people starving, because God would fix the situation.” This comes back to a misunderstanding
of God. God is perccived as being ‘all-powerful’ and one who rules the world. However, this
image of God on its own docs not convey the reality that God allows all people the freedom to
make choices, and we then have to live with the consequences of those choices. Starvation is
not caused by a lack of world resources; starvation is caused by people choosing not to share
the resources in the world effectively. Wars are not caused by any natural disasters; wars are
caused by the deliberate choices that people make to act out of violence and aggression o gain
more power. The important point is that God didn't create the human race as a set of robots
who would live lfe according to a pre-set program. God created human beings with an amazing
ability to think and make choices according to how they each want to live. God certainly invites
us o live in a certain way and Jesus shows us the values that we are called to live by, but God
does not force us to respond. The choice s ours, Ultimately we will be accountable to God for
the choices that we make in our lives

‘This understanding of God needs to be taken into account when we pray. On of the things we
can leam about prayer is that we can ask God for anything. Can we? Can we pray that our
neighbour (who has been annoying us beyond description) will drop dead? Can we pray that we
will pass our exams even though we haven't bothered to do any study at home all year? Can we.
pray for someone to live, even though they have a terminal illness? Can we pray for rain when
we are affected by a drought, when the way in which we have chosen to live has contributed to
the destruction of the environment to such an extent that droughts arc a consequence?
Obviously we can, but the question is whether or not these prayers arc appropriate. There is a
need to have certain guidelines in place for knowing how to’ pray appropriate prayers. The
following list may provide helpful crieria for praying prayers of intercession:

* What image of God is presented in this prayer? (Avoid prayers that present an
image of God as a magician or as any other inappropriate image.)
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« Have I personally, or have we as a society, contributed to
the issue that we are praying for? If so, pray for attitudes and
behavioural change 1o take place also. (For example, rather
than, ‘God, we pray for main to save our crops and
livestock’, pray *God, we pray for rain to save our crops and
livestock. We pray for all those affected by the drought at
this time and we pray that we may be aware of the ways in
which our actions contribute to the destruction of the
environment and global warming. May we leam how to
protect our earth to prevent unnecessary droughts.’)

« Docs this prayer demonstrate faith in God’s knowledge and
wisdom? (Avoid making assumptions that we know what is
best for people when we pray. For example, instead of
praying that Aunty Jean will get better from terminal cancer,
pray that Aunty Jean will be aware of Gods presence and
that God will look after her and bring peace to Aunty Jean
and her family. This can be compared to Jesus praying in the
garden of Gethsemane, *Father, if you are willing, remove
this cup from me; yet, not my will but yours be done.” Luke
22:42). 1t is impossible to teach someone to pray without
teaching them about God.

Therefore, it is important to develop students’ images of God and to provide them with
guidclines for praying prayers of intercession. As discussed in the section *Planning a prayer
program for the classroom’ (see page 9), children’s prayers will relate to their age and stage of
faith development. Thus young children will tend to pray for the things that are important to
them such as *God, I pray that my cat gets better soon’, while older students will tend to pray
more for global issues such as the environment and world peace. You can assist students o
know what prayers of intercession are appropriate by asking them to think about what Jesus
would pray for if he was with us now, in person. Sometimes it is necessary to remind students
(particularly young children in prep or year 1) that God hears all our prayers. Therefore, if Sam
prays for his cat to get better and everyone says a response such as *God, hear our prayer’, then
there is no need for Jessie and Luke to pray for Sam’s cat to get better because we have all
prayed the prayer with Sam. Teaching students about prayer and images of God ar inscparable.

The fask of teaching students about images of God is critical. Firs, students need 10 know that
God is neither male nor female because God s not a person. Sometimes human images are used
but they only convey limited truths about the nature of God. God is much, much more; in fact,
the mystery of God is beyond our comprehension. Second, students need to be introduced to
images of God other than the dominant image of the patriarchal God. They need to know that
God is here now and always, not a far distant being sitting up in heaven somewhere. Third,
students need to explore an abundance of different images of God. If students are to develop a
personal relationship with God they need to have access to images of God that arc relevant and
meaningful for them. They need to leave Catholic schools knowing that the search for
understanding and developing one’s knowledge about God is a life-long journey and will never
be complete. IF they know this then they will not perceive that finishing their schooling also
finishes their faith cducation. Finally, students need to understand that cach person thinking
about God will think about something different. The images of God that people develop will
have a great influence over not only the way in which they pray, but also the way in which they
choose to live their lives.




