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God the Father, says St. Paul, is ñabove all things and through all things and in all 
things.ò  (Ep 4:6).  This is the underlying assumption about the nature of God and the 
nature of the created world underlies everything the Gospels and Epistles have to 
teach.  Some have thought this to be a pantheistic view, that everything is God.  But it is, 
as Alfred Lord Tennyson put it in the 19th century poem, ñA Higher Pantheism.ò  The 
Christian God is not only in and through everything but also above and beyond everything: 
imminent in everything, but also transcendent beyond all things. The more precise 20th-
century term for this is not pantheism, but panentheism, not ñEverything is God,ò but 
ñEverything is in God.ò 
 
This is a very important thing to understand.  The Bible uses many varied images for 
God.  Among other images and metaphors, God is variously depicted in the Bible as a 
king, a god of gods, a father, a mother, a bridegroom, a judge, a warrior, a lover.  All of 
these are relate-able human metaphors reaching towards the majesty of the One that 
pervades everything that is.  Yet it is a serious mistake to make any one of these 
metaphors into a permanent idol to stand in the illimitable Godôs place in our hearts and 
minds.  It is the temptation to make, as it were, a ñgraven image of Godò in our 
imaginations.  It inevitably diminishes the depth and breadth and majesty of the Divine 
when we do so.  Historically, and especially as Christianity changed from a spiritual 
movement into an official religion of the Empire, that is exactly what we did. 
 
One can easily understand how the human heart, trying to express the power and majesty 
of God, would draw upon human images of judge and king or, for that matter, lover and 
beloved, in an attempt to express the kinds of intense and powerful feelings stirred up in 
us by the Eternal.  It is also easy to understand how an official religion of the state would 
prefer to emphasize the judge and king aspect and diminish the lover and beloved.  That 
clearly happened when Constantine made Christianity into the de facto religion of state. (It 
was actually his successor, Constantius, who made Christianity into the official religion of 
the state.)   
 
One of the consequences of making the king or judge into our sole image of God is that 
we lose the intimacy with God as Father that Jesus emphasized as essential in his 
ministry and Paul insisted upon in his theological musings.  God is closer to us than we 
are to ourselves.  God not only establishes the laws that govern the stars above our heads 
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but also the sub-atomic particles that make up our molecules.  This understanding is 
essential to understanding the teachings of the New Testament.   
 
Throughout his ministry, Jesus focused upon the image of God as Father, and taught his 
followers to think of God as their Father, as well.  A good parent occupies a position of 
benevolent authority in the life of the child.  The child trusts itself completely to the parentôs 
love and care, even when things are dicey.  The characteristics of a good parent-child 
relationship -- and this particular metaphor for God -- are love, faithfulness, and hope. 
 
The Christian understanding of God is not only ñout there above us,ò but also ñin here with 
us.ò  Because of this fundamental intimacy that Jesus encourages us to embrace, we are 
able to affirm with Lord Tennyson, 
 
ñSpeak to Him, thou, for He hears, and Spirit with Spirit can meet-  
Closer is He than breathing, and nearer than hands and feet.ò 

 
The Higher Pantheism, by Alfred, Lord Tennyson 

 
The sun, the moon, the stars, the seas, the hills and the plains,- 
Are not these, O Soul, the Vision of Him who reigns? 
 
Is not the Vision He, tho' He be not that which He seems? 
Dreams are true while they last, and do we not live in dreams? 
 
Earth, these solid stars, this weight of body and limb, 
Are they not sign and symbol of thy division from Him? 
 
Dark is the world to thee; thyself art the reason why, 
For is He not all but thou, that hast power to feel "I am I"? 
 
Glory about thee, without thee; and thou fulfillest thy doom, 
Making Him broken gleams and a stifled splendour and gloom. 
 
Speak to Him, thou, for He hears, and Spirit with Spirit can meet- 
Closer is He than breathing, and nearer than hands and feet. 
 
God is law, say the wise; O soul, and let us rejoice, 
For if He thunder by law the thunder is yet His voice. 
 
Law is God, say some; no God at all, says the fool, 
For all we have power to see is a straight staff bent in a pool; 
 
And the ear of man cannot hear, and the eye of man cannot see; 
But if we could see and hear, this Vision-were it not He? 
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