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Praise for
Closer Than Your Skin

“Warning: Susan Hill has written a deceptive book. It looks like another woman-with-a-fragile-marriage-struggles-in-her-relationship-with-God book. Yet her life and spiritual experiences become compellingly honest and transparent.”

—CECIL MURPHEY, coauthor of 90 Minutes in Heaven, Heaven Is Real, and more than 100 other books

“Over the last sixty years I have read numerous works on Christian spirituality. But I must say that Susan Hill has made the best case I’ve ever read for intimacy with God. It is biblically sound, psychologically real and personally honest. I’ve never heard any theologian or Bible teacher portray as powerfully as Susan does the true intimacy with God as Jesus promises in the relation of the branch and the vine (John 15:1–9). I think this is the book that millions of Christians have been waiting for!”

—JAMES W. THARP, founder and president of Christian Renewal Ministries and author of Revival Must Come! and The Spirit of Prayer

“Susan’s book will lead the reader on an interesting journey of discovery and clarification. She is right about life with God being adventurous and breathtaking. Writing with a vulnerability that allows the light of God’s grace to shine through real life situations, she presents God’s way as both beneficial and desirable. She leads us through her ideas with anticipation. It will help people clarify the real issue of living with God. I read it for interest and edification, and I was not disappointed.”

—DUDLEY HALL, founder and president of Successful Christian Living Ministries

“Some books argue that God exists. This book gives us His address. Some books tell us about Him, this book shows us what He looks like. If you’ve ever wondered if there’s more to the Christian life, Susan Hill doesn’t just assure us that there is, she hands us a roadmap and shows us how to get there.”

—PHIL CALLAWAY, popular speaker and best-selling author

“As a Christian, my journey with God often seems more like working for a demanding employer than walking hand in hand with my first love. Susan Hill’s book was a refreshing reminder that it is the latter and not the former that the Lord desires of me. Her stories take you to the feet of the Father of Love to encounter His incredible kindness for yourself. I hope as you read this book you too can discover why the ‘nearness of God is [our] good.’ (Psalm 73:28)”

—JIMMY NEEDHAM, recording artist, Inpop Records





[image: ]




CLOSER THAN YOUR SKIN
PUBLISHED BY WATERBROOK PRESS
12265 Oracle Boulevard, Suite 200
Colorado Springs, Colorado 80921
A division of Random House Inc.

All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the New American Standard Bible®. © Copyright The Lockman Foundation 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995. Used by permission. (www.Lockman.org). Scripture quotations marked (NIV) are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®. NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House. All rights reserved.

Italics in Scripture quotations reflect the author’s added emphasis.

Details in some anecdotes and stories have been changed to protect the identities of the persons involved.

Copyright © 2008 by Susan D. Hill

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

WATERBROOK and its deer design logo are registered trademarks of WaterBrook Press, a division of Random House Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Hill, Susan D.
   Closer than your skin : unwrapping the mystery of intimacy with God / Susan D. Hill. — 1st ed.
         p. cm.
      eISBN: 978-0-307-49911-0
   1. Spirituality. I. Title.
      BV4501.3.H553 2007
      248.4—dc22

2007039317

v3.1





[image: ]

To Duncan
Because you were hungry and thirsty for
more of God
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It’s worth it brothers
It’s worth it friends
To know your maker
To lose your sin
Did you know that you are dearly loved?

No greater joy
No greater peace
No greater love than this

—JIMMY NEEDHAM, “DEARLY LOVED”
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Why I Wrote This Book


The biggest human temptation is to settle for too little.

—THOMAS MERTON



In 1985, after seven years of marriage, my husband, Duncan, had become a full-blown alcoholic. Then my world exploded when I discovered he was also having an affair. Pregnant with our second daughter, I was already emotionally volatile. But now, day after day, I secretly wept in the shower of our newly built home that overlooked the Gallatin Valley. Although Duncan eventually quit drinking, ended the affair, and started attending Alcoholics Anonymous, our marriage remained fragile. Sobriety was tough, but adding a baby to the turmoil stretched our sanity paper thin.

The tension grew unbearable. I felt stung by his betrayal and reacted with hot flashes of anger. I started checking his whereabouts, the phone bill, and his wallet. Trust was shattered, and the deep hole of sorrow sucked me into its gloominess. My wrestling mind asked all the whys and what ifs that follow a loss. In time, I grew weary of the pain. I longed to overcome my emotions and return to some semblance of normalcy.

Duncan experienced increasing hopelessness about his life as well. He’d tried counseling and treatment programs. He faithfully attended AA meetings and worked the twelve steps with a sponsor. But he didn’t feel better. Finally, one average weekday morning turned into an unforgettable day.

Duncan came downstairs in his stockbroker suit and tie, ready for another eight hours of high-energy appointments and urgent phone calls. He entered the kitchen to say good-bye, his neatly combed hair still wet from the shower. We exchanged a perfunctory kiss on the cheek, and he drove off in his pickup. But less than a mile from home, overwhelming despair forced him to pull over. Later, he explained what happened.

The motor idled, but his thoughts raced. On a hillside with a bird’s-eye view of our town, he took account … my wife, the kids, a brand-new house, nice cars, recreation whenever I want, and plenty of money … why am I so unhappy? I don’t drink anymore. The affair is over. So why don’t I feel better? I’ve made such a mess of things with Susan. He looked out the windshield at the beautiful valley on a spring morning. I don’t even enjoy this. Everything is ruined. What’s the use? As hard as he tried, he couldn’t shake the feeling of futility. It was the darkest void he’d ever been in. Now he understood why people shot themselves. In agony he yelled, “God help me! God! Please help me,” and stretched out his palms in the cab of his truck, reaching for something unseen.

A calming, powerful presence entered the truck and surrounded him. The presence was magnificent and stunning, yet somehow as real as anything, and even intimate. He knew instantly that it was God. There was no denying it. A serene voice inside his head said, Everything is going to be okay. He sensed God telling him that recovery and healing would take time. A perceptible peace flowed over him like soothing water, and his anguish subsided.

Later that day when we met with our counselor at an alcohol treatment program, Duncan felt the same presence come into the room, as intense as it had been before. As the counselor spoke, Duncan wept a stream of tears. I’m not exactly sure what was said, but it was all about Jesus, and in those moments, my husband became a follower of Christ. A heavenly transaction had taken place, and nothing else mattered.

Duncan is a passionate person, and his experience of God was no different. His primordial cry wouldn’t have been satisfied with a pastoral platitude. He needed nothing short of an authentic encounter with the God who knew his deepest need. And from that day on, he understood that God was profoundly relational.

From the beginning, he didn’t worry about regular church attendance or maintaining a perfect-behavior scorecard. He wasn’t compelled to earn a degree in systematic theology. And although helping orphans has become his life’s work, he didn’t initially run out and start programs for the poor. His initial and lasting expression of faith was a hunger and thirst to know the God who had visited him in his truck. This alone brought deep satisfaction. With guitar in hand, he spent many early mornings singing to his newfound love.

It was just the beginning, but he’d encountered something authentic, and he knew it.

In stark contrast, I grew up in a churched family, but the idea of having a relationship with God was little more than Christian rhetoric. I knew God existed in a general, transcendental sort of way, but I didn’t know I was missing something. I wasn’t hungry or thirsty for anything. My spiritual experience was all coloring inside the lines.

One day Duncan said, “If you don’t have a living, moving, breathing relationship with God, you have nothing.” I nodded, agreeing theoretically but wondering, What does that really mean? Relationship implied connection, contact. Sure it had happened to him, but was that possible for me? Talking to other Christians, I realized my queries were not unique. Everywhere I raised the question, others seemed to share my ignorance. If I mentioned the idea of hearing God’s voice or connecting with him in a real way, I’d get the fisheye, or at best, pensive stares. If you actually believe God can speak to people, you risk getting put in the category of crackpots and fanatics. Actual contact sounds far-fetched, ludicrous, and presumptuous. People envision Jim Jones the Kool-Aid leader, David Koresh, and glassy-eyed smiley people.

Nevertheless, as I looked in my Bible, it was hard to miss that God got up close and personal with more than a few people. Moses and Abraham, for instance. But of course, they were uniquely chosen by God. Maybe I was just a twentieth-century housewife with an overactive imagination. He’d spoken to my husband, but I had been raised in the church and was reluctant to believe in spiritual hocus-pocus. Call it what you will, but I was loyal to the Way-We’ve-Always-Done-Things type of church.

Then one summer, I decided to study the book of Acts. To my surprise, I found a living, moving, breathing kind of God. The Holy Spirit supernaturally interacted with those first followers as they started building the kingdom of heaven on earth. Something stirred me.

I wanted that. I longed for real contact with God. Living in a different time, under different circumstances, shouldn’t exclude me from that sort of relationship. I didn’t buy “that was then; this is now.” Yet when I looked at all our Christian literature, tapes, sermons, college curricula, and camp programs, the relational aspect of our faith seemed sorely underdeveloped. We give it lip service, telling others our faith is not a religion but a relationship with God, yet we fail to unpack the cliché. True seekers are left hanging. People yearn for a genuine connection with God to the point where they accept substitute gods they can see and touch.

It’s nothing new. The Israelites grew tired of waiting for Moses’s God and had a golden cow. Lacking the hope of something more tangible and satisfying, are we any different?

If Christianity is a story about restoring relationship with God, there must be more to it.

I didn’t set out to write a technical how-to manual on experiencing God. Neither is this a theological case for hearing God’s voice today. Other authors have ably laid that foundation.1 I don’t pretend to be an authority. These are just some notes I’ve taken along the way. My hope is that through them you might find something beyond the familiar and the formulaic, and see the possibilities for knowing God yourself.

What you’re about to read is how I discovered that God was interacting with me all throughout my life, beginning in my childhood. As I grew up, several obstacles kept me from knowing him. These were gradually overcome. Then I learned to slow down, listen, wait, and notice things that were more than simple coincidence. Hearing God’s voice was like learning a new language. I started with the basics and gradually picked up more nuances.

The Bible says, “God speaks once, or twice, yet no one notices it.”2 Most people have no template for intimacy with him, yet it isn’t enough to simply believe in God. You need more than a religious paradigm. You have to experience him.

I found that God not only spoke in the crises but also in the mundane events of my life. Soon intimacy with God was no longer a myth. He was available, responsive, and interested in making contact. I only had to ask and believe it was possible in the first place. After all, God himself said:


And you will seek Me and find Me, when you search for Me with all your heart. And I will be found by you.3



God is knowable.
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Following Alice
Contact with God Is Possible


If you gain, you gain all. If you lose, you lose nothing. Wager then, without hesitation, that He exists.

—BLAISE PASCAL



In the moment before it happens, a tingling sensation sweeps across your face like a sprinkling of fairy dust. For a few seconds you’re not sure if it will come about or just fade away. The person you’re with continues to talk, but you can’t listen. You don’t mean to be rude or anything. It’s involuntary, as if you’ve been pulled out of your life for a moment. You glance toward the sun, because a bright light sometimes brings it on. Almost simultaneously, muscles tighten deep down in your abdomen, surging upward through your chest and shoulders like an unseen, unstoppable force. Your eyes close. They always close. You have no choice in this now. Your body takes over. Your diaphragm heaves and a force rattles your torso, engaging your vocal cords for sound effects.

You have just sneezed.

It’s a perfectly normal experience. No one calls 911. It can happen at the most inopportune moments, but the sneezer says nothing more than, “Excuse me.” It’s happened in every group across cultures, on every continent throughout time. A sneeze is universally understood.

Imagine, if you will, that you had never sneezed in your life. One day you’re going about your business when suddenly, a gale force roars up your windpipe. Would you notice it? Of course! You might be terrified at first, but over time you’d come to recognize the signals. Whether you were talking, eating, or even driving, you would instinctively sense something was imminent. Eventually you could identify a sneeze moment, even if it simply passed by. It’s something you would just know in your knowing place. Though mysterious, a sneeze would become a familiar experience.

Years ago, I craved for something like a sneeze to rattle the status quo of my spiritual journey. I knew there was something more than my current experience of God. My church life was okay, but Sunday morning services often left me restless. After years of earnest Bible study, I still searched for something beyond an intellectual assent of faith. Periodically I baptized myself in the bathtub, confessing all my current failures to God. I tried to live out a social gospel—everything from feeding the poor to visiting the elderly. These things were all good, but they were not what I was after.

Something inside me longed for a greater reality. If a relationship with God was really more than just an expression, I wanted to experience it. After all, as author Mike Mason reasoned, we’re talking about a God who wasn’t satisfied to remain alone in heaven. He wanted to mingle with us. So he entered the world as a man and joined the common life of his people.1 Deep inside I felt God had more to give us than church services, Bible knowledge, and programs for the poor. I believed he was actually offering himself.

About the same time, my friend Jenny and I were discussing the idea of hearing God’s voice. Now, I’m not talking about an audible voice. That would have been too crazy. And we didn’t mean hearing his Word from reading the Bible, as important as that is. I was after something different. I wanted to experience what Jesus meant when he said, “My sheep hear My voice.”2

That one verse raised so many questions: Is it possible to connect with that kind of a God? Is it presumptuous to think that the Creator of the universe would talk to me? Is he available for a person-to-person exchange like the disciples experienced when Jesus walked shoulder to shoulder with them? I knew that people encountered God in times of crisis. Guideposts magazine abounded with examples. But I was looking for a Supreme Being who wanted to interact with me weekly, daily, even moment to moment.

Jenny had wrestled with the same questions years ago. She shared stories of things that had happened to her, situations beyond happenstance. She wondered if God was saying something through these coincidences. I listened with fascination—and concern. I knew presumption could easily sneak in the back door. “How do you know for sure?” I kept asking.

Then one day she told me an analogy that made sense. “You know how it feels when a sneeze is about to happen? You experience a definite sensation. You know something is stirring. It’s like that with God.”

As a child I believed he was everywhere in a vague sort of way, and I never expected anything more dramatic. But all that changed one summer night in 1976 on a two-lane highway in New Hampshire.

A few years ago I flew from Montana to New Hampshire for a writers conference. After landing at the airport, the Hertz lady handed me a set of car keys and a road map. While studying the directions, a spiritual “sneeze” started to stir. Highway 302, the main road to the conference, took me to a place in my past. What are the odds that I would return to this particular road in New Hampshire? Driving north on 302, I experienced a slow-motion déjà vu when entering the town of North Conway. I spent the summer of 1976 in this small New England town.

My college friend Lee-Lee had invited me to stay at her mother’s summer cottage there. To pay our way, we hunted for waitressing jobs. During our stay we swam in sparkling waters, lay in the sun, and worked the afternoon and evening shifts at the Scottish Lion, an upscale restaurant and gift shop. After hours, we’d roll up the rugs at the cottage and dance with summer friends to Ella Fitzgerald and Louis Armstrong. One weekend we boarded a ferry to Martha’s Vineyard. It was the first time I was really on my own, and life offered many adventures.

I learned to be confident with all kinds of people and soon found that a number of men were forward and some women seemed competitive. I discovered that I had opinions, and people would actually listen. I felt empathy for rejected people in unjust situations. But most of all, I had a desire to write about everything and spent many hours journaling.

And here I was again. My heart flooded with memories as I drove through the familiar scenery of North Conway. Butterfly feelings fluttered through me. Why did I return? Was it random? Coincidence?

My questions were soon answered.

Continuing north on Highway 302, I recalled that years ago Lee-Lee and I were on this same stretch of road at 2 a.m. one night in my grandparents’ ’62 Beetle. As we hummed along the vacant, two-lane road curving rhythmically around the gentle slopes of the White Mountains, a rabbit appeared in front of us, frantically zigzagging. Each time I slowed to give it room, the confused rabbit ran into the grass but returned to the road as soon as I accelerated. Back and forth, this maddening game went on for more than a quarter mile. We followed awhile longer, and finally I pulled over, giving the rabbit an extended chance to get away.

The two-lane highway was narrow and adjacent to a deep ditch, but we managed to edge over onto the sloped ground next to a hillside just before a sharp turn in the road. No sooner had I steered off the road when a semi, passing another car, came barreling around the curve toward us in my lane. The truck roared by inches away, paralyzing us with terror and shaking our little car with hurricane force.

In the silence that followed, my friend and I sat, tilted on the weak shoulder of the empty road, and wept. We didn’t speak. But our thoughts were identical. We could have died that night.

How astonishingly fragile life is. A near-head-on collision suddenly framed the immense value of my short time on earth. God had spared our lives by sending a rabbit, and like Alice in Wonderland, I had entered a completely new perception of life. Here in real space and time, the God of heaven intervened in my tangible little world. He could and he did. For some reason, it was not my day to die. The realization was palpable.

Driving along this road again brought the experience back to life. The weight of wonder filled the car, as real in the Hertz rental as it was that night in the Volkswagen Beetle. I had driven to a geographical portal in my life, a place where heaven had penetrated my small place on the earth, and the mystery of a real God enveloped me all over again. Like Old Testament Jews who piled rocks, marking a place where God did something powerful,3 I had returned in order to remember. God, it seemed, had pulled me out of my routines, my responsibilities, and my driven-every-moment lifestyle to say, “Hey Susan, I’m talking to you.” And it came unannounced.

Just like a sneeze.
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Basic Trust
The Father Thing Matters


(My father) never once told me he loved me, and he never had a loving hand to lay on his children. He said once that he didn’t have to tell people he loved them for them to know it.… Still, it would have meant an awful lot for me to have heard it, just once, before he died.

—JOHNNY CASH
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I was only twenty years old that night in New Hampshire on an empty road in a ’62 Beetle. Of course, when you’re twenty, you know everything. But that night I learned something new, something out of this world, something I sensed down deep but really couldn’t prove. I discovered that God was real, he knew who I was, and my earthly life mattered to him. Prior to that remarkable night, I had only fuzzy ideas about God because he was intricately woven into the tapestry of my life. Let me explain.

When I was very young, my family lived on Maplewood Road, a few blocks from Lake Erie. One glorious Indian-summer day, I was playing in the backyard. Red, yellow, and orange leaves fell in great abundance every fall, creating new materials for castle building and fun places to play hide-and-seek.

I remember my father coming down the back-door steps to find me. With great delight, I had hidden myself in the leaves, unaware that my white Keds gave me away. A mixture of fright and glee gripped my three-year-old body: Dad was a zealous tickler. I held my breath as he pretended to search for me. Seconds passed that felt like minutes. My excitement grew unbearable as the sound of crunching leaves came closer … and closer … and then stopped. He took a few more steps. My tiny body grew taut as an inflated balloon. Suddenly, he grabbed my ankle, and I popped up. My piercing squeal turned into peals of giggles for I had been found.

Leaning back, I expected to be tickled, but I looked up to see his kind eyes, his broad smile, and his arm extended toward me. Complete safety exuded from my father’s strong and quiet presence. I took his warm hand, and we walked across the yard, the balmy wind swirling leaves around us.

Once inside, we slid into the red vinyl bench that curved around the kitchen table. He took an orange from the bowl on the table. With a paring knife, he sliced off the North and South poles of the peel in little round disks. After cutting the rest of the skin in longitudinal lines, he removed the remaining pieces in sections. I sat riveted, watching his skilled hands maneuver the knife. The pungent scent of orange filled the air, its mist sparkling in the sunlight. At last, he divided the peeled orange into two halves and gave me a section.

As far as I know, until that day I had never tasted an orange. As the sweet juice trickled down my chin, we leaned against each other and laughed in mutual delight. Somehow, this one random moment out of hundreds of thousands in my young life has been crystallized in amber. It is my earliest memory.

Authorities say these early memories, though seemingly arbitrary, are significant. Good or bad, they reveal the perceptions that shape our reality. I fully believe that. Culled from my tender years, this simple snapshot shows how my world was profoundly fashioned by a loving and stable father. I say this because later it took a very small step to believe that God is such a father. I know I’m fortunate in this.

When Jesus taught his friends to pray, he gave them a new name for God: “Our Father.”1 Addressing God as a father was a radical departure from Old Testament constructs. The Jews lived with a potent mixture of terror and awe when it came to God, with no such familiarity or warmth. He was called Almighty, the One Who Parted the Red Sea, and Maker of the Cloud by Day and the Pillar of Fire by Night.2 One could not presume to know him personally.

But Jesus expanded our understanding of God, even referring to him as Abba,3 meaning “Daddy.” And through Jesus, God demonstrated his Abba love for us. Like a zealous tickler, he wanted us to experience his strong, knowing touch and our joy at the thrill of this contact. The concept of a heavenly Daddy dovetailed with everything I knew about life. I understood it, because it was already my experience.

Over a hundred years ago, another father lay dying in his bed. Although he was admired as one of Russia’s greatest writers, not many knew that Fyodor Dostoevsky was also a great father. Unlike other men of his day, he helped bathe and feed his children. He comforted his little ones at night when he heard coughing or crying. When his daughter Sonya died in infancy, he was inconsolable. To Dostoevsky, children embodied the joy of God.4

As his own life was ebbing away, he called for his children. He wanted to read them the story of the prodigal son. As the narrative goes, a son leaves his father and squanders all his inheritance on worthless things. The father grieves the loss but hopes and watches for his son’s return. Eventually the son heads home, unsure if he will be welcomed. But when the father sees him coming down the road, he rushes out to meet him, covering him with kisses and assuring him all is forgiven.

When the reading ended, Dostoevsky took their small hands and looked into their tearful eyes.


My children … never forget what you have just heard. Have absolute faith in God and never despair of His pardon. I love you dearly, but my love is nothing compared with the love of God for all those He has created.… Never despair of God. You are His children; humble yourselves … and He will rejoice over your repentance.5



Later that same night, Fyodor Dostoevsky died, holding his wife’s hand.

God is the all-powerful, all-knowing Creator of the universe. But the good news is he is also a father. In the final moments of his life, Dostoevsky wanted to impart this sacred knowledge, more than any other truth, to his children. His works are full of the same message, and subsequently, Dostoevsky became a spiritual father to many. Tens of thousands of people followed his funeral procession. Millions more have read his books. But his children heard this truth firsthand from their earthly father, who lived the words he spoke, giving substance to the true nature of God.

Of course, for countless people, this is not the case. Many dads give fathers a poor name. Some children only have bio-dads. Many fatherless souls filter life through cloudy eyes, trying to feel okay, like who cares anyway? But growing up fatherless is not okay. Innumerable people have an invisible dagger lodged deep in their hearts. The wound remains, because their fathers were emotionally unavailable, addicted, abusive, or absent. Abandonment is one of the overriding themes in today’s world.

Former professional football player Bill Glass, who worked with inmates in various penitentiaries, said he never met a man in prison who loved his father. Convicts usually made allowances for mothers and occasionally sent Mother’s Day cards. But there were no Father’s Day cards mailed from the prison. Bill even went so far as to say that fatherlessness may be the root of criminality, because a child without a father starts life feeling cheated already.6

In Blue Like Jazz, Donald Miller wrote, “I wonder why it is God refers to Himself as ‘Father’ at all. This, to me, in light of the earthly representation of the role, seems a marketing mistake. Why would God want to call Himself Father when so many fathers abandon their children?”7 It’s a poignant question. Our idea of God is profoundly parallel to whatever happened with our earthly fathers. Miller himself grew up with little contact with his dad. In To Own a Dragon,8 he wrote about the importance of separating his understanding of God from his dad’s mistakes. This distinction proves to be significant for many people’s spiritual growth.

For me, thinking of God as a loving father made sense. As a child I felt the stirrings of God all around me, but I didn’t analyze it as a separate experience. God was warm like the sunlight streaming through the window in winter. He was kind like soft pussy willows on Easter morning. He could also be strict, like when I was told to eat my spinach. But as I rode in the backseat of our Oldsmobile, I never had to worry about where life was going.

One night God reminded me about the pricelessness of a good father through a bedtime story I read to my daughters. We were reading On the Banks of Plum Creek, Laura Ingalls Wilder’s story about her pioneer family in the 1870s. Pa told his children not to go down to the deep places in the creek without him. But the next day was terribly hot, and Laura decided after much rationalization that she would only go down to the water for a drink. She was trying to remember with all her might what Pa had said. Down the path, she encountered a snarling badger that would not let her pass. Startled, she ran all the way home.

As she lay in bed that night, the thought of disobeying her father gnawed at her. Only the badger knew. But she suffered anyway, knowing she’d dishonored his trust. Finally she slid out of bed and tiptoed to her father who sat just outside the door playing his fiddle under the stars. Out came her tortured confession.


Then for a long time he did not say anything and Laura waited. Laura could not see his face in the dark, but she leaned against his knee and she could feel how strong and kind he was.9



The bedtime reading stopped there. I was undone by the love Laura felt from her father. I couldn’t finish the story. My two daughters, four and seven at the time, didn’t understand my tears, but we silently held each other while I wept and they wondered.

If I had failed miserably, even in much greater ways than Laura, I could still lean against my father’s knee and feel his strength and his kindness. Even the prodigal son didn’t know if the father would accept him in his failures. But I knew. Like Laura, I wouldn’t have to see my father’s face to know this. And though I can’t see God’s face, strength and kindness describe his presence to me.

Some will surely say, “Well, that’s nice … for you … but what am I supposed to do?” We’ve all had different fathers. It may be harder for fatherless people to understand God’s paternal character, but we’ve all experienced deficiencies of love. It’s not unlike newlyweds who come from broken homes trying to figure out how to do marriage. It’s not impossible to value love, even without much firsthand experience. Most of us have some concept of love—a grandfather, a mother, a teacher, a neighbor. And though God’s love is vastly bigger than that, he limits himself so we can approach him without terror. Like a dad holding out an orange for his child.

Many children are not given unconditional love. Some children are handed the perfect storm—a crisis on every front. I cannot explain this. I only know that a big part of intimacy with God involves a basic trust in his character. When earthly fathers leave us scarred, our view of God is also damaged. It may feel like an emotional leap to believe God is a good father.

Even so, God promises to transform our personal history. For many it will require a step of faith, a willingness to receive a new kind of love where you won’t have to flinch. Though I share Miller’s concern for God’s alleged marketing mistake, my knowledge of real love keeps me from accepting that limitation.

As I reflect on that fall day when I shared an orange with my dad at the kitchen table, I see a double image of God pulling me into his red-vinyl orbit. He wants to be close and show me something new. I see the earth in his good, strong hands. He unpeels it for me, and it’s beautiful, fragrant, and inviting. He wants to do this together. That’s the idea here. To experience this life with him and enjoy it while it lasts. One moment soon, it will all be gone. But what remains is the relationship.

There’s a Father who’s already come out the door of heaven, and he’s looking for his child. He knows where to find you. You may think he doesn’t know where you are, because you’re hiding. But he knows. Maybe you sense him approaching. It seems you’ve been waiting a long time, wondering if he’s coming, hoping he will appear. And then finally, you feel him. He reaches for you, and the moment is thrilling and startling. You won’t want to draw back when you look into his face, see his kind eyes and broad smile. His strong arm extends toward you. If you take his hand, something new will begin. Something you’ve never experienced before.

What I am saying comes down to a simple point: you can know this experience for yourself. Not because I’ve said so, not because you read it in a book or heard it from a preacher on TV. You can know because this Father understands you and knows where to find you. It can happen.

In fact, you could be anywhere when life with God begins.
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