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Picturing God 
 
 
What picture of God do we get from the 7 last words from the cross? 
 Father, forgive – he is a God who forgives. 
 Why have you forsaken me? – we will never understand the ways of God. 
 Into your hands – God is to be trusted: we can safely put ourselves in his hands. 
 It us finished – the original Greek also means it is completed – God has a purpose. 
 Paradise – God has good things in store for us.  
 The other 2 sayings are about God and people – I will be saying more about them 
on Friday. God cares for people. 
 
When Prof Brian Cox, who you might have seen on TV, was asked whether he believed in 
God, he replied “no – neither do I believe in fairies”. The problem here is that when He 
uses the word “God” it conjures up for him a different picture from what it conjures up for 
me. What he says he can’t believe in I probably can’t believe in either, because his picture 
of God is off the mark. 
 
When we use a word, any word, it conjures up a picture. If you say “field”, you picture a 
field. If you say “cat”, you picture a cat. When we say the word “God” we have a picture. 
And our picture will always be off the mark. When an atheist says “God”, they will probably 
imagine a superhuman, a personage in the sky; a quasi-human being, hidden away beyond 
the universe, pulling all the levers. That will be very far-fetched today to anybody. Most 
non-churchgoers seem to have that kind of picture of the God that Christians worship. 
What about us? Your picture of God and mine will probably be a bit vague – but I expect 
similar – rather like a human being.  
 
It’s a part of Christian teaching that you can’t create a picture of God. You can’t represent 
God in art without it being very misleading. There’s a long tradition of trying to put out of 
our mind all pictures of God. The German mystic Meister Eckhart said we need to take 
leave of our picture of God.  
 
However, that hasn’t stopped people trying to paint pictures of God. In mediaeval art, you 
can quite often find a painting or sculpture depicting God as an old man with a long white 
beard. My illustration for this talk is from a church in southern Italy – it shows God as an 
old man who looks rather endearing and cuddly. It’s a nice example of folk art. Something 
that’s not very clear in the photo, is that this God is wearing a pair of glasses – in the 18th 
century when this was probably made, glasses would have been very elite and would have 
shown that the person is very clever. It’s an endearing little picture of God, but not really 
corresponding a lot to reality. It is really a mistake to try and paint a picture of God. 
 



 
 
And yet we have a picture of God in our heads. Not so much a picture as a feel, an 
atmosphere, a mix of impressions and pictures and beliefs. If we struggle with prayer or 
with belief, it can be helpful to ask, “is my picture of God getting in the way of the real 
God?” Every time I myself pray I remind myself of this, because my imaging of God can get 
in the way. We can never have a true picture of God – it will always be to some degree 
inadequate, off the mark. 
 
This is something we experience often enough in daily life. For instance, if you’ve ever 
interviewed somebody for a job. They apply. You read their application and all the 
information, and you get a picture of them. You might picture them, say, as tall and dark 
and rather quiet. Then you come to the interviews. They walk into the room and aren’t tall 
and dark, but small and round with fair hair and a noisy voice. You can have the same 
experience when you’re going somewhere you haven’t been before. Before I came here, I 
imagined a picture of Guildford cathedral and its surroundings. It were nothing like the real 
thing that I discovered when I got here. 
 
We can’t do anything without conjuring up pictures, so with God, what can we do about it? 
There are two things here. First of all, the scriptures tell us that God cannot be pictured 
and cannot be seen. Moses pestered God about this on Mount Sinai. God said, OK, hide in 
the cleft of a rock and I’ll pass by, but you will only see my back. That was the closest 
Moses got. According to St John, Jesus said we cannot see the father, but whoever has 
seen me has seen the Father. So we can look to Jesus for our picture of God. It’s not a 
photograph, but the life of Jesus as portrayed in the new Testament gives us a lot to go on 
in gaining a sense of what God is like. It comes sideways, if you like, through the corner of 
our eye. For this reason, for many years now I usually begin my daily time of quiet prayer 
with a passage from the New Testament. That way I don’t start with myself and my 
pictures; I don’t start with myself and my preoccupations. I start with what is given me 
from God in his Word, and I’m taken out of myself out of my preoccupation with myself 
and have to respond to something outside myself.  
 
I also often pray with an icon of Jesus. I light a lamp in front of it and kneel down, and then 
pray mostly with my eyes shut, which might seem to render this performance useless, but 
every now and again I look up and I am always pulled up short when I see him looking at me. 
He looks, and says, “I can see it all”. And it is said in love. 
 
So, Jesus and the scriptures give us a picture. 
 
The second important way of having a sense of God is through our participation in the life 
of the church. I cannot emphasis enough the practical nature of this. Don’t bother about 
what you feel; don’t bother about what you imagine; just take a full part in the worship, 
the reading of the Scriptures, in the Christian year, which takes us from Advent through 
Christmas and on to Good Friday and Easter day and beyond; in doing it all in company 
with other people; in church buildings, and holy places, in pilgrimages and retreats, and so 
on, and there comes an accumulation, that the small fragments in a mosaic. Included in 
this is doing what used to be called works of mercy, in loving and serving our neighbour in 



 
 
need. Our neighbour is made in the image of God; Christ is in them. When we share the 
peace in the Eucharist, one thing we are doing is honouring the presence of Christ in our 
neighbour. In all of this, in the life that the church lives, we gain a sense: a sense of the 
reality of God. If you are praying and are finding God a bit remote or indigestible, think of 
the Church and its life. We have been given all this, and it reflects to us something of the 
picture of God. “God, I can’t feel you are there, but I can see a real glimpse of you in the 
Church and its life and its sacraments.” 
 
People often say that they pray, but don’t seem to get any answer. God is silent. Like a 
phone call with no one speaking at the other end. But God is not at all silent. How can we 
say God is silent? God speaks to us in the Scriptures, in our worship, in the life of the 
church, in all the good that Christians seek to do, God often speaks to us in our neighbour.  
Communications from God are all around us. God is not silent. This church building for 
instance is eloquent of God. This service of compline speaks to us. We are not going to get 
a voice from heaven, as when Christ was baptised. That’s not going to happen. And we are 
not going to get particular direct replies to every question we put to God. God 
communicates sideways through everything around us. And God communicates 
cumulatively – we find that if we are diligent and unfailing in our practice of prayer and 
participation in the liturgy. 
 
With prayer, the first layer is that you just do it, however you feel, whatever mood you are 
in, however busy you are. Have a form of prayer that you just say – just say it, and do it 
daily, preferably morning and evening. Just do it, even if your head is empty. I’m going to 
email to Canon Rachel a little prayer book which was designed for a parish, but a cathedral 
is just a parish of an unusual sort. It gives you simple texts for every day of the month, and 
there is a great emphasis on praying with the Church, praying as the community of the 
baptised. 
 
Such simple doing of prayer prepares the ground – it lays things down in us whose fruits 
gradually emerge in the long term. We want an immediate effect, an immediate benefit, 
an immediate feeling, but the true fruits come in the long term. It’s the same with 
marriage, with having a job, with performing music, or painting – the most reliable fruits 
are the long-term ones. 
 
The Italian craftsman in my illustration had his picture of God, who looks a bit like a 
cheerful shopkeeper. I think that in the church today many of us operate with a picture of 
God as an obliging butler. We decide what needs doing, and then we assume God will 
support us in our projects and give us strength. We need to be able to recognize when 
we’re doing that. God is not going to be an obliging butler or nursemaid. God does the 
unexpected, which will sometimes be not what we bargained for. The C of E today makes 
all sorts of plans and projects, but much of the church is spiritually dehydrated. Not all of it, 
but we must beware of the danger of losing the spiritual plot. We all need to drink at the 
deep wells of God’s mystery. The mystery of the hidden God, who makes himself known 
sideways in Jesus, in the scriptures, in people, in the life of the Church, and in commitment 
in practising prayer.  



 
 
 
When we pray, let’s make sure our picture of God isn’t getting in the way. 
Look to Jesus. 
look to the Scriptures. 
look to the Church and its life and worship and people. 
Let all that stew in our prayer is like a good Irish stew, that will be nourishing for us and for 
the world. 
  
  


