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May Jesus’ love for the Father be a source of unity for all people of faith.


“Come,” says my heart, “seek God’s face;” your face,
LORD, do I seek!
Do not hide your face from me.

—PSALM 27:8–9
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Author’s Note

One of my earliest understandings of God was that his love was limited. Now I know this to be untrue. God loves everyone unconditionally, and he wants us to respect and care for all people regardless of their beliefs or faith. He wants us to be enriched by each other. He wants us to consider each other as brothers and sisters. I write this book with the hope that all people who are seeking God will delight in the insights into the Father that Jesus shares with us. Please join me as we reverently journey through the teachings of Christ to uncover fifteen faces of an immensely wonderful God.

Jesus calls God his Father, and for this reason I use the male pronoun for God. Although God is spirit, neither a man nor a woman, the parables show faces of God that are rich in male and female characteristics.


Introduction

Dramatize the parables of Jesus. I enthusiastically jumped at the idea. The production team of our national TV program had made the suggestion and I dove right in. Little did I know at the time that it would be the beginning of a profound and unexpected spiritual journey to discovering God through the parables of Jesus.

I love stories. I am pleased that Jesus loved stories too. He liked them so much that the Gospel of Mark 4:34 tells us, “Without parables he did not speak to them”—them being his followers and the masses of people who sought out Jesus in the beginning of the first century.

As the producer and the writer for the proposed television programs, I prepared for the writing of the scripts by going back and studying in detail the parables of Jesus. To my amazement, these stories came alive in a totally new way. I had always known that the parables were Jesus’ main tool for teaching, but I began to see a pattern in these lessons that for some reason had eluded me for years. What was that pattern, you may be asking? I’ll get to that in a moment.

Scripture scholar C. H. Dodd defined a parable as a story “drawn from nature or common life, arresting the hearer by its vividness or strangeness and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application, to tease it into active thought” (C. H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom [New York: Charles Scribner], p. 428). Some parables are similes and use the words like or as to explain their meaning: “The Kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed.” Others use metaphors to get their point across, as in “You are the light of the world” (Matthew 5:14). But regardless of the technique used, each parable pushes—and teases—the audience to think and ask questions. What does this story mean? Why is it important? How does this relate to my life?

These “teasers” were directed to the large groups of people who followed Jesus. He knew that if he was going to keep their attention, his stories couldn’t be all about holy people in the Temple and synagogue. The stories needed to be about common, everyday people. And Jesus was a good showman. He knew that the crowds would respond to stories of corruption, humor, and violence. And he gave them what they wanted. A steward cheats his master. A lowly widow overcomes a powerful judge. And when a manservant abuses fellow servants while the master is away, the master returns and cuts him up into little pieces. Luke 12:46. Move over CSI!

Many of the parables were allegories, and sometimes in private Jesus would explain a tale’s hidden significance to his disciples. An allegory is a story in which the people and things stand for abstract ideas. For instance, in the parable of the sower, Jesus explains to his disciples that the seed is meant to represent the word of God:


“The seed sown on the path is the one who hears the word of the kingdom without understanding it, and the evil one comes and steals away what was sown in his heart. The seed sown on rocky ground is the one who hears the word and receives it at once with joy. But he has no root and lasts only for a time. When some tribulation or persecution comes because of the word, he immediately falls away. The seed sown among thorns is the one who hears the word, but then worldly anxiety and the lure of riches choke the word and it bears no fruit. But the seed sown on rich soil is the one who hears the word and understands it, who indeed bears fruit and yields a hundred or sixty or thirtyfold.” (Matthew 13:19–23)



For Jesus, something is always pointing to something else, and that’s what’s so exciting about these stories. The parables are multidimensional, and each of them is always leading us to a new understanding of God the Father.

The TV Scripts

As I began writing the scripts on the parables, I saw these stories in new and beautiful ways. I did not tamper with the basic tale. Yet, with a little poetic license, I expanded some of the stories by creating names for the anonymous characters in the originals. I created back stories about their families, their fears, their failures, and their dreams. In many ways these scripts were an exercise in Ignatian spirituality. Saint Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556) encouraged this expansion of the Scripture through the use of the imagination as a form of meditation that could be used to help bring us more intimately into relationship with God.

For example, one of our dramatizations would tell the story of the rich man and Lazarus from the Gospel of Luke. The rich man (in our version his name is Mali) is very concerned with growing his flower business. He had great success: He had an expensive chariot, great clothes, vacations on the beach, a wife, three children, and a mistress in town for when things got boring at home. His biggest problem was this guy Lazarus who kept hanging around his front door looking for a handout. He was a bother. Mali was convinced that he lost clients because of this unsightly man hanging around his front door. He would move the poor man along, but he kept coming back.

Then both men died. Lo and behold, Lazarus ends up in the lap of Abraham and Mali is burning in hell. The last is first, the first last.

In another episode we enter into the delightful circumstances of Rufus (again a created name for our show) who discovers a buried treasure. Years before when the Assyrian army had swept into Israel to take slaves, the former owner of the property had buried the family treasures of gold and silver. The hero of this parable was hired to dig a well, and as he did so his shovel hit the buried box of gold and silver. He removed some of the treasure, covered up his find, and calmly bought the property, knowing he had found something that would change his life forever.

These scripts, which developed over some months, were fun to write, and they really got under my skin. I could feel something germinating in me. When they were ready we put an ad in a Hollywood theatrical magazine for actors to play the people in the parables. We described some of the biblical characters. Unfortunately, we would not be able to pay anyone, but the dramas would air on our national TV network. The response was overwhelming. We received over a thousand responses. Certainly, since we are located near Los Angeles, finding an actor isn’t too difficult a job, but I really felt that the spirit of God was moving through this project and that there was something about the topic that appealed to people in a very important way.

During the months of writing, rewriting, auditioning, rehearsals, and production, I found myself growing in my appreciation—and understanding—of Jesus’ parables. It was during this immersion, through hours of praying and reading, that one thing became very clear, something that I had known my whole life intellectually but now felt emotionally: Jesus’ life and ministry were a means of calling people’s attention to his Father.

Jesus Tells Us About His Father

The Gospels are filled with rich expression of the intimate and humble relationship that Jesus has with his Father:


	Jesus prayed to the Father in public. (Luke 10:21)


	Mark tells us he rose early in the morning to be with his Father in prayer. (Mark 1:36)


	When asked by his followers how to pray, Jesus didn’t say to pray to him. We should direct our prayers to “Our Father.” (Matthew 6:9)


	“I don’t speak on my own. I say only what the Father who sent me has told me to say. I know his commands will bring eternal life. That is why I tell you exactly what the Father has told me.” (John 12:49)


	“The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own; but the Father who dwells in me does his works. Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father is in me.” (John 14:10–11)


	“I obey my Father, so that everyone in the world might know that I love him.” (John 14:31)


	Speaking to his Father, Jesus says, “I have brought glory to you here on earth by doing everything you gave me to do.” (John 17:4, 6, and 26)


	“You have given me some followers from this world, and I have shown them what you are like.” (John 17:26)




Then as Jesus nears his death, the Bible speaks of his intense love for his Father and desire to do his will:


	In the garden Jesus pleads three times with the Father to let his pending cruel death pass. (Luke 22:42) The letter to the Hebrews says in that moment he “learned obedience” to the Father. (Hebrews 5:8)


	But then in his last breath he says, “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.” (Luke 23:46)




Given this love for his Father, and the strong use of parables in Jesus’ teaching—“He spoke to them in parables only” (Matthew 13:34)—we can easily conclude that the parables are a rich showcase of Jesus’ creative way to show us the faces of his Father.

For this reason I have written Fifteen Faces of God. Jesus’ parables show us the many loving sides of God. These stories are the adoration of a son for his Father, and they show us who God is and how he relates to humanity and to the world, his beloved creation. Just as our faces act as the windows to our authentic selves, the parables provide glimpses of the glory of the Father. They let us meet God eye-to-eye, and we come to know his nature as a seeking, listening, celebrating, generous, and loving Father.

Why Faces of God?

Why speak of God’s faces? How can God have a face? Everyone knows that God is a spirit and as such has no physical parts. God is not male or female. He’s not tall or short, not thin or chubby. God just Is, and he tells us to stay away from making images that depict him. The Hebrews would not even speak God’s name, and in the Old Testament God tells his people through Moses, “You shall not have other gods besides me. You shall not carve idols for yourselves in the shape of anything in the sky above or on the earth below or in the waters beneath the earth” (Exodus 20: 3–4). God does not want strange gods to take his place. He does not want an image that will restrict his greatness.

Still, our minds are such that we cannot help but conjure up images of someone when we hear about him or her. The human mind is a natural image maker, and timeless images run through the Bible. God talks with Moses from the burning bush. God wrestles with Jacob before he meets his brother, Esau. God comes in the form of an angel to Gideon. These are all manifestations of God the Father.

Moreover the Hebrew Bible speaks frequently of God’s face:


The LORD used to speak to Moses face to face, as one man speaks to another. (Exodus 33:11)




[The Lord gave Aaron a blessing to say over the people:] The LORD bless you and keep you! The LORD let his face shine upon you, and be gracious to you! (Numbers 6:25)




[Job] shall pray and God will favor him; he shall see God’s face with rejoicing. (Job 33:26)



And did you know that the Psalms refer to God’s face twenty-five times! Here are just a few examples.


“Come,” says my heart, “seek God’s face;” your face, LORD, do I seek! (Psalm 27:8) My being thirsts for God, the living God. When can I go and see the face of God? (Psalm 42:3)




Awake! Why do you sleep, O LORD? Rise up! Do not reject us forever! Why do you hide your face; why forget our pain and misery? (Psalm 44:24–25)



Reading these passages, it is undeniable that the Hebrews longed to see God’s face, and this is exactly what Jesus revealed using his stories. Jesus is the fulfillment of all the promises that God made in the Old Testament, and part of the salvation that he brings is his unveiling of the Father’s face. “When can I go to see the face of God?” the Psalm asks. The answer is now.

My Images of God

Writing the scripts for my television show and later writing this book pushed me to take a personal inventory of my images of God the Father, and the changes my understanding has undergone over the course of my life. I do not believe I am alone in this journey of faith. The faces of God I describe here are a compilation of many factors that included pieces of art and what others have told me.

As a child growing up in a Catholic household, my introduction to the images of God came through pictures drawn by other people. There was the throne, the white beard, and the flowing robes. God was awesome, distant, powerful, and fearsome. In these images God was a God of justice. He was a judge. He was concerned with laws. If you did not obey those laws, God was going to get you. These were somewhat terrifying images for a young child, and I was constantly reminded by priests and the religious in my life that hell was a vivid possibility if God found me wanting at the time of my death. This is not to say that every image scared the pants off me. I frequently heard of God’s love, yet I still found myself concentrating more and more on a God of judgment, so much so that I became preoccupied with making sure I would not die on the wrong side of a judging God. There were so many laws: no meat on Fridays; go to Mass on Sundays; go to confession once a month; don’t have impure thoughts. God wanted us to be perfect, but as imperfect creatures how could we hope to even come close?

To make matters worse, in grade school I started reading the Bible and my fear of God grew more and more. God was angry. He put Adam and Eve out of the garden. He destroyed Sodom. And without misgivings, he slaughtered hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children at the hands of Gideon, Saul, and David and their armies.

God’s Acceptance of Me

While my early images of God were shaped by fear, there were still some loving and hopeful people who talked about God and love in the same sentence. This loving image of God became most concrete for me when I was a young man in my twenties. At that time, in the early 1960s, the Catholic Church was going through a radical reexamination of itself. A new pope, John XXIII, began the Second Vatican Council. Over two thousand bishops looked at the way the Church spoke to the world, how it worshipped, and how it could move people to a renewed love of the Bible. In the process there was a reinvigorated way of looking at God the Father, not as an angry God of condemnation, but as a loving parent who wanted the best for you and me. Over time I found an ongoing freedom, peace, friendship, and a burning love in my relationship with God.

Paradoxically, though I was a Catholic, it was a Lutheran theologian, Paul Tillich, who wrote words that resonated deeply in my soul when I was in my midtwenties. These sentences of inspiration encapsulated my new loving bond with God:


You are accepted. You are accepted, accepted by that which is greater than you, and the name of which you do not know. Do not ask for the name now; perhaps you will find it later. Do not try to do anything now; perhaps later you will do much. Do not seek for anything; do not perform anything; do not intend anything. Simply accept the fact that you are accepted. (The Shaking of Foundations, p. 162)



These words overwhelmed me. This sense of acceptance blurred the fearful images of God I had built up. Even though he might be a judge, God was now a compassionate judge. Even though he could be an angry God, that anger was coupled with empathy. And even though I didn’t have a convincing answer to why God the Father of all creation permitted so many tragedies in the lives of human beings (murder, war, cancer, natural disasters), I began to grow, thanks to his acceptance of me, which provided me security in the midst of life’s absurdities and injustices.

At the center of this new understanding was God’s only Son. Jesus helped me include love in my image of God. In an overwhelmingly intimate favor, God sent his Son to become a human being, and in this Son I am able to see the face of God and actually love him as a friend and a brother.

Even though I am a priest and have been for over thirty years, I am still growing in my understanding of the love of God for me. The parables have brought me to a new level of insight, and many of those nagging, fearsome ideas of God have been replaced with fresh, grace-filled images. The parables of Jesus reveal a God of passion who is forgiving, patient, caring, and empowering. He assists us when we’re broken and forgotten. He is perturbed when we’re being hypocrites. He loves in a way that grates against our sense of justice. He is exciting and ready for a celebration. He delights in conversation. He listens. And after he hears our side, he’s open to change his opinion. He loves every person he has created regardless of denomination and religion.

This book is a series of reflections and meditations on the love God has for all of his creation. The fifteen parables I have chosen spoke most clearly to me of Jesus’ desire to tell us of his Father. And though this book is not meant to be an exhaustive study of parables, I do hope that our short journey together will bring you closer to Jesus’ Father, who is undoubtedly our Father too. Come, let’s discover some of God’s faces and accept the challenge to mirror these faces to the people of our world.


1.
Searching


Matthew 18:12–14

“What is your opinion? If a man has a hundred sheep and one of them goes astray, will he not leave the ninety-nine in the hills and go in search of the stray? And if he finds it, amen, I say to you, he rejoices more over it than over the ninety-nine that did not stray. In just the same way, it is not the will of your heavenly Father that one of these little ones be lost.”



God Seeks and We Resist

This parable surprises me. How many of us have spent most of our lives seeking God? I have. I’m sure many of you have too in one way or another. But what do we see here? We have God seeking us with abandon! To our human eyes and ears, this shepherd seems to do a foolish thing. He has a hundred sheep. When one of them is missing, he leaves the ninety-nine and goes in search of the lost one. And what does he do when he finds it? He puts it on his shoulders, and, rejoicing, he brings the sheep home.

Strange? Disarming? What would happen if we stopped the intensity of our searching every once in a while and looked over our shoulder? What would we see? Would we be surprised to see God searching for us with more intensity than we could ever muster in our search for him? Ah, but how many of us truly want God to find us?

God is in constant pursuit of our hearts, but we are afraid of God finding us. At times, we feel his breath on our necks, and even though we know we can’t escape, we still flee. As Saint Ignatius has said, God is everywhere and if we listen closely we can hear his call the way that lost sheep must have heard the call of his shepherd. God is in all things, in nature, in paintings, in motion pictures. He’s also in people. Not just those whom we know in our lives—our family, our friends, the people we work with in the office—but in the strangers we read about in newspaper accounts when we’re eating our breakfast. He’s also present in the CNN Headline News we catch in the evening. He’s in the eyes of billions of people around the world.

Why are many of us reluctant to be found, to be known and loved by this pervasive and searching God? Maybe we don’t want to lose our freedom to God, the “tremendous lover.” Maybe we think God will be angry at us for having left the flock. Maybe it’s a matter of being afraid of responsibilities. Another reason for our wanting to flee God may be feelings of unworthiness. How many of us spend countless hours trying to impress people with our virtue without realizing that our so-called acts of niceness are ways of covering up the reality of our brokenness, our failures, our weakness? We don’t want to surrender to God because we’re afraid of being exposed for who we are. We build a castle around our inner, sinful, vulnerable self. We make a fort of walls and turrets. Our moats, arrows, and hot oil are ready for anyone who wants to get inside! At the center of the castle is a specially fortified room to which we will not grant access—not even to a most trusted lover. We’re even reluctant to give access to God.

Some or all of these things may be true for us, but there is a depth of love that God the Father is hungering for us to enter into. A love that transcends the frailties of human love. In order to jump in, we need to surrender our fears. God is always seeking us, and we must turn and let him embrace us. We must acknowledge his love. Only when we stop, admit that the Father loves us, and then accept his love will we ever be free from the plight of having to prove our worthiness. Only when we turn and acknowledge our pursuer will we know God. Only then will we truly know ourselves.

Francis Thompson

The poet Francis Thompson (1859–1907) focused on this aspect of God the searcher in his poem “The Hound of Heaven.” Thompson aspired to be a priest, but it was not to be. After a few months in the seminary he was asked to leave, and he went on to study

















Why Does God Seek Us?




The Power of Freedom




Our Drive for Happiness



Prayer for Reflection





QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
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