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I. God Loves Us, but Does God Like Us?

Have you seen the Far Side cartoon where God, an old man with a beard, watches a man
walking down the street, completely unaware of the giant piano dangling above him? God’s
finger hovers over a key labeled ‘SMITE.” It’s funny, but it also reflects a common image of God
— as one who may love us, but doesn’t necessarily like us. A God with some serious anger
management issues whose love might turn into wrath — even eternal wrath — if we stray too far.

This God of hellfire and brimstone might attract converts and fill offering plates, but the
distortion it creates is profound, like navigating a Fun House filled with warped mirrors. Jesus
offers us a way out of this Not-So-Fun House by replacing our distorted images of God with his
image.

| used to think the critical question concerning Jesus was whether or not Jesus is God. Over
the years, I've become convinced that the transformative question is not “Is Jesus like God?”
but “Is God like Jesus?” That is, does the God of the Universe act in ways that are coherent
with how Jesus acts?

| am and remain a Christian, and a Christian minister, because | wholeheartedly believe God is
like Jesus. Whether Jesus is divine, mortal, or both, | believe his life, ministry, death, and
resurrection reveal the very heart of God’s own heart. This belief has transformed my life
partly because it has changed my image of God.

In the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus teaches us to address God not formally as “Father,” as the English
translation suggests, but intimately as “Abba,” whose meaning is closer to “Daddy” (or
“Mommy”). “Daddy/Mommy” hardly conveys an image of a stern disciplinarian who never
thinks we are good enough and wrestles with anger management issues. “Daddy/Mommy”— is
the kind of God who plays in the sandbox with us; who runs around on the beach with us,
splashing water on our backs, hoping we’ll turn around and splash water back. While
“Father/Mother” God might spank us when we misbehave or send us off to Boarding School so
as not to be bothered with us, “Daddy/Mommy” God is the one who corrects our behavior by
meeting us where we’re at, and showing us more productive uses for our anxious energies.

Yet, Jesus doesn’t stop at taking a word for God like “Father,” and turning it into the kinder,
gentler, “Daddy.” In John 15:15, we find Jesus telling his disciples, ‘| do not call you servants any
longer ... but friends.”

In the Hebrew scriptures, only Abraham and Moses are called God’s friends. The rest are
servants. Yet Jesus shows us a God who seeks friendship not just with biblical heroes but with
ordinary people. Like Garth Brooks, God has “friends in low places.”



Friendship with God is not simply a comforting idea; it’s a revolutionary truth. If Jesus reveals
the heart of God’s heart, then the God who created the vast universe doesn’t just tolerate us —
God delights in us.

You've heard the expression, “You can’t choose your family, but you can choose your friends.”
As our Divine Parent — especially our Mommy/Daddy — we might dare to expect God to love
us regardless of our shortcomings. But this doesn’t mean that God has to like us. But if God is
our friend, well, we choose our friends. If God is our friend, this means that God is in
relationship with us because God wants to, and because there’s something quite special about
us that God delights in.

This idea can be quite hard to accept as true. Despite outward appearances, each of us is
profoundly aware of ways we fall short in life. We’re aware of thoughts we have that we
shouldn’t; things we’ve done that we’re not proud of; things we failed to do that we should
have. The more self-aware we are, the more reason we have to doubt God would even love us,
much less like us.

Yet, if what makes Jesus special is that he reveals what God is like, we have good reason to be
skeptical of our skepticism. Yes, God does see our faults — sees them more clearly than we do.
But sees them as our very best friend sees them, only with even more grace, love, and
adoration to set our shortcomings in a larger context.

If you’ve never experienced God as a friend, meditation can help. It’s like tuning a radio — at
first, all you hear is static. But with time, you find the right frequency. When | meditate, |
imagine sitting with a Consciousness even more loving than my closest friend. Before long, the
signal is unmistakable. My imagination no longer does the work. This Presence is even more
loving than | have imagined. And | am not just loved. | am liked.

Before we continue, take a moment. Close your eyes. Picture the kindest, most loving friend
you’ve ever known. Now imagine that presence surrounding you, accepting you fully and
inviting you into deeper relationship. See if you can clear away the static, even briefly, to
experience the heart of God.

Il. Encountering God in Real Life

As a teenager, | dreamed of becoming a solar energy research scientist. Not once did | ever
consider becoming a minister. Christian ministry seemed about as attractive as Raw Sewage
Engineer. All this changed on May 31, 1981. What propelled me into the ministry was a
firsthand experience of God’s love and grace that so far exceeded my ability to comprehend
that it became a foundational Reality of my life.

| was finishing my junior year in high school. | had a friend named Becky (not her real name)
who was going through a challenging situation. Recently, she had been walking in her
neighborhood at dusk when someone in a ski mask jumped out of a bush and tried to assault
her. She escaped without physical harm, but the emotional toll was enormous.



Then, she visited her grandfather in the hospital. Her grandfather’s immune system had been
compromised so the hospital was only allowing close family to visit, who were completely
healthy.

The morning after Becky visited her grandfather, she woke up with a terrible sore throat. Two
days later, her grandfather died. In Becky’s mind, she had killed her grandfather!

Not long after these events, we talked at length about her struggles in my home. | told her that
| had discovered a powerful way to deal productively with my own struggles six months earlier.
| told her I'd learned to pray. Specifically, I'd learned how to pray in a way that didn’t simply
offer God your laundry list and expect everything to come out alright. | had learned to be
silent, to simply dwell in God’s presence, and let whatever happens happen.

This got us into a deep conversation about God that lasted late into the evening. My mother
finally entered the living room and told me it was time to take Becky home. We drove to her
house and parked outside still deep in conversation. At one point while Becky was speaking a
thought entered my head. It concerned her grandfather and the guilt she was feeling about him.
The message was simple: “Tell Becky, ‘It’s okay.””

We weren’t talking about her grandfather at the moment so | let the thought go and continued
to listen. The message came back: “Tell Becky ‘It’s okay.”” | didn’t. The message returned
several more times, becoming more and more insistent. “Tell Becky ‘It’s okay!”” Each time |
pushed it out of my mind and continued listening. Finally, | could hardly concentrate on anything
but this thought. The message had become so intense that | was even picturing her grandfather
repeating the message. So, | broke in and, feeling rather stupid, said, “Becky, there’s something |
think I'm supposed to tell you concerning your grandfather: It’s okay.”

What happened next defies explanation. In fact, though | have tried at certain times in the last
forty-four years to describe it logically, | still can find no better way to describe accurately what
happened than to speak in metaphor. Bear in mind that what I’'m about to tell you did not literally
happen this way, yet speaking in metaphors gets more to the point than anything | can describe
through other means:

It was like experiencing a giant explosion of love in slow motion. The car filled with the light of
ten thousand suns. Time utterly stopped in its tracks as we were filled with wave after wave of
the most incredible sense of God’s love and intimate presence we’d ever experienced. The

God of the Universe was right there. In the car! Only, there was no longer any “there” or “car.”
There wasn’t really even an “us.” There was only Infinity and infinity was LOVE.

This love was fully aware of who we were; aware of everything we’d ever done or left undone;

aware of every cell and molecule in our bodies; aware of every breath. The love was so intense
that if we were to add up all the love we’d ever experienced in our entire lives and multiply it a
thousand times, it would still not amount to more than a tiny sliver of the love we experienced.



We felt this love for ourselves, and for all people. No matter who they were, all people loved
beyond their wildest imagination. We wept uncontrollably at the beauty and grandeur of the
awareness — utterly filled with awe and wonder.

How long did this experience last? | wouldn’t have a clue if | had not looked at the clock on the
dashboard after the dust settled a bit and the awareness subsided. It was |1:30 pm. The
experience took place sometime within the span of half an hour. If there had been no clock, |
wouldn’t have been able to tell you whether it lasted a single minute or several hours.

We sat back in our seats, mostly in silence, for the better part of the following hour trying to
catch our breath. Our heads were spinning. Our hearts were pounding so fast you'd swear
we’d just run a marathon. “What on earth just happened?”’ Becky asked. “| have no idea!”

Eventually, Becky got out of the car and | drove home in a daze.

I've never been able to forget that evening. In fact, not a day has gone by in 44 years that |
haven’t remembered it. | remember so regularly not because | try to, but because any bit of
love | experience from others, or for others, triggers the memory. | experience even the
slightest touch of love as connected to The Whole. Every experience of love — given or
received — is quite literally a God Experience.

The other part of the experience that I've never been able to shake is the crystal clear
perception that God loves us all beyond our wildest imagination, not because God has to, but
because God wants to. You could say, God doesn’t just love us, but likes us, despite all our
shortcomings. God is more interested in relationship over perfection. As Jesus himself reveals,
God wants to be our friend.

The question is not whether you are good enough or have the right theology. God has already
said yes to friendship with you. The only question left is — how will you respond? This week, why
not start your day — and end it — with five minutes of silence. Imagine God as your closest
friend. Then, pay attention — because love is all around you.



