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A God Too Small

Message from internet friend: 
Hi Loretta, I have always prayed, 
always held people in my heart and 
mind and body. I have learnt when 
to embrace and when to let go. 
When to shout and when to remain 
silent. I know with the depth, 
breadth and height of me, that 
prayer changes things. It changes 
me, it changes the world, maybe, 
even, it changes God himself - as 
she bends to listen. But I don’t 
know how to be, or how to pray in 
these times. I am ragged, weary, 
depleted. Not lost, but longing and 
lamenting. How do we live? How? 
Much love, and thank you. Rosie 

How would you answer Rosie? What 
do you think she needs to hear? Do any 
of Rosie’s words resonate with your 
experience? What do you and I need to 
hear?

As a caretaker of souls much of my 
work is to listen to the struggle of 
those seeking to live out their faith in 
a world, which appears to be coming 
apart at the seams, and in a church under 
threats from many directions. When 
religions are reduced to slogans and are 
misused to justify violence, or conflicted 
churches split, or membership declines, 
we may wonder where God is in the 
chaos and disintegration of communities 
and cultures. 

Some days, like Rosie, I find myself 
ragged, weary, and depleted. Rosie asks 
the question for us: How do we live? 
How are we to be present to the realities, 
both the brutal and vicious realities, 
as well as the hopeful, beautiful, and 
wondrous ones? What is the quality of 
our presence? And how can we bear it 
without being sucked under the waves 
of change and suffering and lost at sea?
We may believe intellectually in God, 
but the felt experience of God active in 
our lives and in the larger world dims. 
Our sense of the power of God may 
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shrink and some of us may feel lost, 
confused, doubting, and afraid.

The unique challenges before us call 
for new ways of holding and naming 
our experience and understanding 
ourselves and the world we are part of. 
There are no easy answers for Rosie’s 
cry for help. The answers are being 
worked out with fear and trembling 
in her own soul and the souls of 
those who share this planet with us. 
The answers are being written in the 
DNA of generations of refugees and 
other oppressed people, as well as the 
privileged and powerful as we come 
to terms with what this tiny slice of 
history requires of us.

Over the past several months some 
words began to speak themselves in 
my heart: Your God is too small. The 
phrase kept coming to mind. Listening 
to the news, taking in the reports of 
violence around the world – updates 
of disasters, suffering, refugees, wars, 
climate change, and the continuous 
political strife – your God is too small. 
In conversations with friends and in my 
own heart in the night came the small 
voice: Your God is too small. 

Go back in time with me.  
It is the summer of 1964. I am lying in 
the hammock in our back yard in Mt 
Pleasant, Iowa. My younger brother, 

Perry, pesters me. He squirts me with 
his water gun, then sneaks around 
behind me and tries to tip over the 
hammock.  I have spent the previous 
hour posing around the back yard, 
making Perry take pictures of me in 
a new outfit (shorts and top) that I 
had sewed the day before. I will mail 
the photos to my boyfriend who is a 
midshipman at the Naval Academy. 
Lonely, bored, and trapped in my home 
town, I cannot wait until fall when I 
will enroll in the State College of Iowa 
in Cedar Falls.

On the hammock I am working my 
way through several books, which were 
required of incoming freshmen. One is 
a novel called Too Late the Phalarope 
by South African author, Alan Paton, 
another is a small book by British 
author and Anglican priest, JB Phillips. 
The book is titled Your God Is Too 
Small. Phillips was known for his post-
World War II translation of the Bible 
into contemporary language, which 
he wrote for the young people in the 
church where he was priest.

When the title started coming to mind 
four months ago, I had not thought of 
the book for over fifty years. I could 
remember nothing of its content. 
So I looked it up. In his book, now 
considered a classic, Phillips wrote, 
“The trouble with many people today 
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is that they have not found a God big 
enough for modern needs. While their 
experience of life has grown in a score 
of directions, and their mental horizons 
have been expanded to the point of 
bewilderment by world events and by 
scientific discoveries, their ideas of 
God have remained largely static.”

 
It is obviously impossible for an 
adult to worship the conception of 
God that exists in the mind of a child 
of Sunday-school age, unless he is 
prepared to deny his own experience 
of life. If, by a great effort of will, he 
does do this he will always be secretly 
afraid lest some new truth may expose 
the juvenility of his faith. And it will 
always be by such an effort that he 
either worships or serves a God who is 
really too small to command his adult 
loyalty and co-operation. 
   – J.B. Phillips

Most of us will agree that any human 
conception or understanding of God is 
necessarily too small. God is sovereign 
and always beyond the narrow confines 
of our minds. Though we cannot fully 
capture God in our mental constructs 
and descriptions, God does desire to be 
known by us and goes to amazing ends 
to achieve the revelation of the Being 
of the Divine One in human hearts and 

experience.  Phillip’s argument is that 
it is because of the vastness of God that 
the revelation of Jesus is so vital and 
such a gift to us.

How did the encoded neurons, 
clustered somewhere in my brain, 
suddenly begin to fire together 
producing the memory of that book 
and of an angsty18 year old reading in 
hammock? The Holy Spirit seemed, 
like my little brother, to be poking 
me, saying, “Loretta, it is time for 
you to enlarge your comprehension 
of God. You need to see how much 
bigger God is than your worry. You 
are living from the perspective of the 
world and an ego, who thinks she has 
to be in control and know everything 
and understand everything. No wonder 
you are frightened and overwhelmed. 
Get out of that hammock, out of your 
home town, out of the familiar, and 
comfortable.”

When my god is too small  
What happens to me? How do I know 
my conception of God is inadequate? 
It may show up in my fear, or my 
impatience and hurry. Maybe my puny 
god with a chip on its shoulder enters 
with my anger, jealously, envy, greed, 
and resentment. A god too small may 
keep me rigid, unyielding, and peering 
at my world through tunnel vision. 
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Maybe my tiny god dwells in my lack 
of generosity and my focus on myself, 
or my perfectionism. A god too small 
may manifest in a sense of being in a 
rut, stuck in dull place, which is both 
familiar and comfortable, but also 
dreadfully deadening. Often a god too 
small is revealed when things don’t 
make sense, black and white gets 
blurred, what I thought was true and 
real is exposed as false or as no longer 
sufficient.

Seek the things that are above 
where Christ is, seated at the 
right hand of God. Set your 
minds on things that are above, 
not on things that are on earth 
for you have died and your life is 
hidden with Christ in God.  
  Colossians 3: 1-3

What is called for is a paradigm shift, a 
new wineskin, a new mental construct 
to hold one’s life, and relationships 
with God, self, and neighbor. A shift 
in a way of understanding or a world 
view occurs when the current world 
view has reached too many anomalies 
or inconsistences. I can no longer 
cram myself, my understanding of 
God and others into a belief system 
that cannot accommodate some 

previously unnoticed or known, but 
now undeniable, realities in my own 
experience. 

Such shifts in understanding are a 
normal process in human development, 
as well as in the growth of faith.  The 
way I have seen and understood my 
experience and the world is no longer 
sufficient. My paradigm has sprung 
leaks, cracks, ambiguities. The more I 
try to squish my old conceptions in that 
container the more the container splits 
and cracks. Many things I thought were 
true may be called into question. And I 
may be quite miserable for a while.

When a conceptual breakdown occurs, 
(and it may happen several times over 
our lifetime) one may feel panic, fear, 
and deep betrayal and anger. “I thought 
I had everything all figured out. What 
happened? This can’t be right!” We 
will resist.

Scales, which we didn’t know we had, 
fall from our eyes. The floor drops out 
from beneath our feet. A description 
of waking up or enlightenment is that 
the experience is like the bottom of a 
pail falling. Our partially unconscious 
assumptions and illusions about what 
is real are ripped away by our life 
experiences, and we are left raw and 
bleeding, painfully coming to terms 
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with ourselves and reality in a whole 
new way.

For example, look at Peter. 
Well, all of a sudden I stopped trying 
to haul the fish and looked up at him, 
setting there with fish flopping up 
to his shoulders, sort of grinning at 
me - and I just fell to my knees down 
in all those fish.  I could feel em in 
my hair and slipping over my back.  
And I was scared.  Now there ain’t 
much that scares me.  I have been in 
bad storms and wrecks.  I have seen 
enough misery and death and evil to 
make your blood curdle, but I was not 
ready for this.  There was something so 
awesome about him settin’ there with 
all those fish that it shook me clean to 
the marrow of my bones.  I saw how 
little I was, how stupid and foolish and 
sinful and arrogant.  The whole world 
was shifting.  All that I believed was 
true and the way things were, what I 
thought was real - like that there were 
no fish to be caught that morning - was 
bein’ turned inside out and upside 
down.  And I cried out to him, “Lord, 
depart from me for I am a sinful man!”  
(Peter in Is It I, Lord, a readers Drama 
by Loretta F Ross.)

Peter’s God was too small. We forget 
with Peter in his terror and sense of 
failure and sin that Jesus Christ is right 

before us in such periods of our lives. 
He is calling us beyond ourselves, 
holding out a new garment fit for the 
new self, which we are becoming 
through the very events which 
have broken us into pieces. Christ 
is preparing to raise us up as new 
persons – freer, wiser, more loving, and 
compassionate. Yet in these times of 
upheaval, one may not be able to see 
signs of God or feel anything, but guilt, 
shame, loss, or sadness. 

Personal and corporate faith 
development may be initiated abruptly, 
like a sudden earthquake, a bomb 
tossed into a crowd of baseball fans, 
or more slowly over time. We are 
never prepared. The nature of this 
change is so outside our current 
understanding there is no way we 
can prepare for it.  Elizabeth Leibert 
suggests it is like moving from one 
country with a language and customs 
to a new country. For a while one is 
held in customs, like a refugee. One 
stands between the old and the new, 
aware that the old understanding and 
language is no longer adequate, but not 
yet fluent in the language and customs 
of the new land.

I have watched the process of shedding 
a God too small in an individual soul 
(my own and others’) many times over 
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the past thirty years. It is a marvelous 
action begun and sustained by grace. 
I believe such painful growth is 
happening in faith communities, some 
institutions, and other communities 
across the globe, as people work 
together for the common good in this 
challenging period of history. 

Deep inner conversion of this nature 
takes years. It will take decades or 
longer for larger groups and systems. 
It requires our cooperation and trust 
in the work of God within us and 
others in hidden ways. It requires 
communities of support, courage, and 
patience who continually turn and 
return to our Source, our hope, our 
strength, the Redeeming Grace made 
known to us in Jesus Christ, which is 
our life. Our time is in desperate need 
of rigorous, vigorous discipline in our 
spiritual practices and prayer. 

As I read Colossians, I see Paul 
appealing for a paradigm shift for a 
church, which had become distracted 
with a world view which limited and 
diminished the power of the Jesus 
Christ, who had been revealed to Paul. 
Their god was too small. Paul declares 
that a new consciousness is required, 
a shift from a focus on the world 
and human powers to putting on the 
vast mind of Christ – the breadth and 
depth and width and height of such 

awareness in which we find ourselves, 
as Christ is found in us. 

Paul urges the Colossians to step into 
the reality of lives hidden in Christ, the 
living God, and to live on earth from 
that paradigm, to see themselves from 
the reality of the Realm of God with 
a new self that is being renewed and 
formed into the image of God.

In that renewal there is no longer 
Greek and Jew, circumcised and 
uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, 
slave and free; but Christ is all and in 
all. Here is a God so large that there is 
nowhere where this God is not God, is 
not active, present and being God.
Here is our challenge, our call, and 
promise for these days. I fully believe 
such a way of being is well within our 
reach. But we do need to get cracking!
                                                             
  Loretta F. Ross   
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lamenting
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how      ?
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The river of the water of life…flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb…On
either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit… and the leaves
of the tree are for the healing of the nations. Revelation 22: 2-3
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Read and comment at 
www.theprayinglife.wordpress.com
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Donate to The Sanctuary Fund. Your tax deductible 
gift will see that others find holy ground.

Become a fan of The Sanctuary Foundation on 
Facebook Here 
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Your subscription renewals, gifts to the The Sanctuary 
Fund, and prayers are deeply appreciated. Your generosity 
is making a difference as we work to offer the love and 
compassion of Christ to people all over the world.

Copies of Holy Ground are available at $2.00 each, 
10 copies for $15.00, 20 copies for $30.00. Shipping 
included.

The Juvenilization of Christianity by Thomas E. 
Bergler (2012) and its companion book, From 
Here to Maturity (2014) are new versions of JB 
Phillip’s, Your God Is Too Small. Bergler critiques 
present day American Christian culture and 
advocates for spiritual maturation in individuals 
and churches. He identifies an immaturity in the 
methods of ministry, as well as in the quality of 
parishioners in their spiritual lives. The reviews of 
Bergler’s work are mixed, as one might imagine, 
but worth taking a look at for those of you who 
are interested.  
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Dear, dear Rosie, my heart is with yours. Our times call for strength in our prayer. 
For me that means staying connected with the good and true and beautiful 
in creation. It means to savor and celebrate the smallest sign of God’s power 

and grace each day. Don’t look too long at the darkness and fear and lies, because they 
fascinate and seduce, or paralyze us with fear or numbness. Try to hold it all with love 
within the infinity and mystery of the Trinity, just lifting it all to god’s mercy. Sometimes 
with words. Sometimes not. Find community too Rosie. Stand in the breach and hold the 
light. Just keep at it. Stay in your strength. When your peace is shaken run back to Jesus 
until it is restored. You are like a beacon, a lighthouse in the darkness. Let the pain and 
suffering flow through you. Don’t hang on to it. Stay grounded. We will move through this 
time of chaos and suffering as many have before us. Hold fast to the truth revealed to you. 
Thank you so much, Rosie, for your faith and prayer. Much love, Loretta   
 


