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God the Father in Rabbinic Judaism and Christianity:

Transformed Background or Common Ground?

Precis

God the Father is a central tenet of Christian theology as well as of the faith of the historical Jesus.
Students of both have resorted to comparisons with Jewish, particularly rabbinic, use of the
description of God as Father. Usually, the upshot of those comparisons has been the superiority of
the Christian understanding of the fatherhood of God. The present study examines anew the
rabbinic reference to God as Father. Methodological care is taken to keep apart different literary
phenomena and to assess rabbinic material in light of its internal logic and its own literary patterns.
The application of this methodology undermines earlier studies, such as those of Joachim
Jeremias, and significantly limits our ability to make sweeping statements regarding the novelty of
Jesus' teaching of God's fatherhood. Jesus' teaching emerges as very much of a kind with
contemporary rabbinic teaching, rather than as a theological revolution. Nevertheless, some
novelty is recognized in the teachings of Jesus, where, unlike in rabbinic literature, God the Father
is also portrayed as active. The final part of the essay addresses the question of Christian and
Jewish reference to God as Father. While a common theological ground is recognized, the
Christian understanding of divine fatherhood in relation to Jesus, rather than as a universal
metaphor, is deeply at odds with the Jewish understanding, expressed in the Hebrew Bible and in
rabbinic literature.

Introduction

As with any subject of theological significance, viewed in the context of a Jewish-Christian
discussion, two perspectives are relevant to our discussion. The first perspective from which the
subject of God the Father can be addressed is that of the relationship between ancient Judaism
and the teachings of Jesus and

of the New Testament in general. The obvious issue here is to what extent the teachings of Jesus
are of a kind with contemporary Jewish teaching, what in the background of ancient Judaism is
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relevant to a proper understanding of the words of Jesus, and to what degree a new teaching can
be discerned in his words. Methodologically, such analysis belongs properly to the field of history
of religions. A completely different angle on the issue emerges from the perspectives of theology
and of interfaith dialogue. While Jews and Christians may not be able to agree upon the second
and third persons of the Christian Trinity, the person of God the Father would seem to be the
dimension of God that unites Jewish and Christian understanding and that could thus provide a
common theological ground. From the perspective of these disciplines, one would therefore want
to ask to what extent Judaism and Christianity share a common concept of "God the Father."

That both perspectives come to mind upon presentation of the topic is not accidental. There is a
continual movement of interdependence between the philological and historical studies, on the one
hand, and the theological articulation of faith, on the other. While in theory there are two different
disciplines, asking two distinct sets of questions, in reality the two disciplines feed upon one
another. Exegetical and historical insight feed theological positions. The other direction of the
hermeneutical circle is that theological positions determine presentation of historical and textual
data, thus reading ancient texts into later theological structures. Because of the multiple
perspectives that are relevant to a discussion of God the Father, I shall address both perspectives
in my discussion. The present discussion thus has the double nature of a historical study, relating
to the Gospels in the context of ancient Judaism, and a theological interfaith exercise, attempting
to grapple with perceived commonalities and differences between Judaism and Christianity. Of
course, once Judaism and Christianity are discussed, we can no longer limit ourselves either to
rabbinic literature or to the New Testament, and insights must be drawn from later developments of
both traditions. Therefore, in discussing the wider theological and interfaith dimensions of the
subject, I shall expand the scope of the discussion to include certain features of later Judaism and
Christianity.

Methodological Problems

Having said this much we have already moved on to the next point on my agenda: spelling out the
methodological obstacles on our path. The historical part of my discussion, namely, the
relationship between Jesus' concept of God the Father and that of early Judaism, is fraught with
methodological difficulties. The confusion of historical and theological method is a major obstacle
in the present context. So much has been written concerning the novelty of Jesus' teaching of God
the Father. This novelty can be presented either as the totally new proclamation of the previously
unknown notion that God is Father,1 or, in a more subtle version that highlights the new elements
that characterize Jesus' understanding of the Father, in relation to earlier Judaism.2 While such
statements ought, methodologically, to be founded upon purely historical study, such study is
hopelessly informed by a theological perspective that totally breaks down the kind of
methodological rigor that would be necessary to establish the desired historical truths. Let me
begin with a blatant example, and leave the more subtle case of the great Joachim Jeremias to a
later point in our discussion.

The present example of methodological and disciplinary crossing of boundaries is found in Witold
Marchel's 1971 La Priere du Christ et des Chrétiens. While Marchei devoted considerable effort to
a historical study of the rabbinic sources, his presentation was entirely colored by a set of
presuppositions that betray his Christian and dogmatic standpoint. Thus, he judged a certain notion
of fatherhood to be religiously superior and sought to judge rabbinic sources from the certainty of
his own theological understanding. That his understanding of the concept of fatherhood was
dependent on participation with Christ in his relationship with the Father is anything but a neutral
history-of-religions-type analysis. That rabbinic prayer does not address God as Father is viewed
as a sign of a religious lack, one that is obviously made up for in the teachings of Christ.3 Indeed,
rabbinic literature and intertestamental literature are presented by Marchei, with most honorable
intent, as stations along the way to the full revelation of the meaning of "Father," in the teaching of
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his Son, Jesus Christ. Bad scholarship is often only an exaggeration of methodological errors
committed by the finest of scholars. Christian scholarship of our present topic has been
consistently plagued by this methodological pitfall.4

Perhaps the most obvious expression of the interjection of a theological perspective into what
ought to be a history-of-religions question is that rabbinic sources are not only presented but are
also evaluated. Thus, there is a higher, fuller, or more complete notion of God the Father, against
which rabbinic sources are judged, obviously unfavorably. If we choose to lay aside the evaluative
dimension, we must study each corpus in its own right and attempt to discern the distinguishing
features of how God the Father is presented in each corpus. Attention to rabbinic literature as a
unique body of literature means consideration of its literary norms of expression, stylized rhetorical
forms, and specific theological concerns. These must be presented on their own ground, as must
the evidence of the New Testament. After gathering our facts, we might wish to make observations
of a comparative nature, in order to draw conclusions that would extend the meaning of our study
from the realm of comparative religion to the field of comparative theology. Still, even when the
theological dimension is introduced, one must avoid usage of such evaluative categories as
"higher" or "fuller" as part of the comparison of the Jewish and Christian presentation of the image
of God the Father.

Attention to rabbinic literature as a unique literary corpus leads to another series of methodological
considerations. It is natural for New Testament scholars to look within rabbinic literature for the
questions that are of interest to them, and thus to frame the question from within their own
disciplinary perspectives, rather than from within rabbinic literature itself. Thus, for example,
Christian scholars have combed rabbinic literature searching for instances of the heavenly Father's
being spoken of in the singular or in the plural. This distinction was deemed significant, because
thereby one could gauge the measure of personal intimacy and relationship that reference to God
the Father had for the rabbinic authors. Unfortunately, such an exercise is a total waste of time. It
is based on importing a question to the rabbinic sources from without, namely, the degree of
intimacy in relation to the Father and the measure to which this can be discerned within our
sources. The question is meaningless because it does not take into account the literary norms of
the rabbinic sources, and their own stylized conventions of expression. One cannot treat the New
Testament and rabbinic literature as though they were all part of one larger corpus of ancient
writings that must be searched for relevant data. Rather, rabbinic sources must be appreciated in
the uniqueness of their literary structures, methods of expression, and stylistic conventions.

The modern study of rabbinic literature is still young; hence, its methodology is still being worked
out by scholars who specialize in the study of the literature. My own doctoral dissertation was
devoted to the subject of "God and Israel as Father and Son in Tannaitic Literature,"5 the earlier
stratum of rabbinic literature, dating until the third century of the common era. One of the contri-
butions of that work was its suggested methodology. Rather than taking all the rabbinic sources
and creating a pastiche from which lessons might be drawn, I suggested the rabbinic sources must
first be classified according to their literary types and genres. Each category of data must be
studied in its own right, and only then can a larger synthetic presentation be attempted. I cannot
fault scholarship for not following a methodology I myself developed long after most Christian
scholars had had their say on the subject. However, in the present context I would like to apply this
methodology to my presentation of God the Father in rabbinic literature. I believe it will allow us a
much crisper presentation of the rabbinic material and help dispel many commonly found
statements regarding God the Father in rabbinic literature.

Following my methodological guidelines, I will present the image of God the Father in four distinct
categories that correspond to the different types of literary data found in rabbinic literature. The first
category is constituted by the rabbinic uses of the epithet "Father in Heaven." The second are
sayings that refer to God as Father. These sayings do not refer to God as Father in Heaven, but
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simply as Father. This category is far smaller in scope than the former. A third, and larger category,
is made up of rabbinic parables that present God in the role of Father. I chose to treat parables as
a separate body of data, because parables resort to fixed literary structures and because they
have their own literary logic that governs the formation of the parable. While a saying is a freer
form by means of which to express an idea, a parable resorts to fixed literary types, within which it
must give expression to ideas. Moreover, parables are exegetical devices. Hence, parables are
often to be understood in the context of biblical hermeneutics, rather than as expressing an
independent set of beliefs. The complicated methodology associated with analyzing parables leads
me to analyze them apart from the analysis of sayings.

Finally, liturgical formulae constitute an independent group of sources. The liturgical situation is
different from that of teaching and may call forth a different articulation of faith. In the case of
Jewish prayer not only is the context different, but the language may also be different. Prayer gives
expression to the voice of a community and is thus always spoken in the plural, while sayings
express the views of the individual teacher. More significantly, it is an open methodological
question to what degree we should read ancient Jewish liturgy and rabbinic literature as forming
one continuous corpus. We must consider the possibility that the writers of ancient Jewish liturgy
may have not been identical with the writers of rabbinic literature. The subject still deserves
scholarly attention, and we cannot speak with any finality on this point. In any event, we barely
possess liturgical texts that are contemporaneous with classical rabbinic documents, let alone with
the New Testament. All our liturgical texts come from centuries later, and it is only by force of
conjecture and retrojection that we make them speak for the first centuries of the common era.
While we must make do with the evidence in our possession, we have no certainty that any of our
liturgical data is as early as what might be needed to hold a meaningful discussion of the
relationship between the address of God as Father in the words of Jesus and in ancient Jewish
prayer. For all these reasons, Jewish liturgy must be dealt with as a category in its own right, not
confused with sayings emerging from rabbinic literature.

I believe a certain amount of the misunderstanding of ancient Jewish sources is due to the fact that
data of all four categories were selectively chosen to illustrate preconceived ideas that served a
specific theological agenda. A more careful analysis of rabbinic sources, taking into account their
complexity, will obviously complicate the facile picture drawn by certain Christian scholars. Indeed,
it might deprive us of the certainty of several accepted truths. While it might leave us more
uncertain in our knowledge, it may nonetheless bring us closer to the Truth.

Following these introductory remarks I will introduce the rabbinic sources, according to this fourfold
division. After rabbinic sources have been presented in their own light, I will address the
relationship between rabbinic sources and Jesus' own approach to God as Father. In this context I
will also address earlier Christian scholarship, which has tended to theological lopsidedness. In the
final section I will address the image of God the Father in Judaism and Christianity, going beyond
the historical discussion of Jesus and his Jewish background.

God the Father in Rabbinic Literature: General Observations

Before moving to a detailed presentation of the different types of rabbinic sources, I would like to
make some preliminary general observations regarding God the Father in rabbinic literature. First,
it is important to realize that rabbinic literature stands in continuity with biblical literature; hence, its
reference to God the Father constitutes a continuation of biblical patterns. Most significant in this
case is the realization that God is not presented as Father of the world, and that God's fatherhood
is not a consequence of God's creative acts. God is presented as Father to Israel, and I am not
aware of a single biblical text that applies the notion of father-son relations outside the scope of
Israel. "Father" thus functions within the context of election. Hence, there is nothing literal about
divine fatherhood in this context, and it is used in an extended sense. The description of God as
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Father is part of a religious vocabulary that gives expression to Israel's feelings toward and
appreciation of God. Consequently, there is nothing essential or fundamental about the description
of God as Father, and there are many other descriptions, images, and metaphors that fill the
spectrum of Israel's address to and feeling for God. There is nothing privileged about "Father" as a
form of expression6 and one might also add that "Father" is not a proper name for God. Rather, it is
one of numerous metaphors by means of which Israel speaks of and speaks to God.

Rabbinic reference to God as Father is fundamentally faithful to biblical usage. Unlike Philo-for
whom God the Father is also God the creator of the world-for the rabbis, divine fatherhood is
referred to only in relation to Israel. This is not to say that we can find a rabbinic statement in which
possibility of someone outside Israel's relating to God as Father is excluded. This means only that
rabbinic sources take biblical usage for granted and thus continue to refer to God as Father only in
the context of Israel's special relationship with God. As an extension of the collective use of
fatherhood we also find individuals referring to God as their Father. This is found in biblical
sources, and rabbinic linguistic patterns equally permit the individual to refer to God as one's
Father. However, we do not find any source in which God is considered anyone's Father in a
particular, specific, or special way. Fatherhood is fundamentally applied to Israel and, by extension,
to individuals therein.

When viewing rabbinic sources in relation to biblical sources, one notices that rabbinic sources
utilize the father-son relationship in a particular way. The image of the Father is used to a large
extent, though not exclusively, in order to express filial responsibility to the Father. As the earthly
son has obligations toward his father, so, too, Israel has obligations toward its heavenly Father.
The obligations are expressed in its way of life, in faithfulness to the Torah. Hence, many of the
uses of "Father" are to be understood in the context of Israel's faithfulness to God, expressed
through the metaphor of God as Father. This does not exhaust the range of meanings of divine
fatherhood in rabbinic literature. We also find descriptions of fatherly care and tenderness.
However, the basic context from within which rabbinic reference to God as Father is to be
understood is that of the religious worldview of Judaism and the sense of faithfulness and
reverence that accompany the approach to the Father. As I will suggest shortly, reference to God
in this context as Father is not accidental. It may be that approaching God as Father, rather than
simply as King, is intended to introduce a more personal element into the relationship. However,
"Father" in rabbinic literature is a metaphor for God, and we must account for the context in which
this metaphor is used. The concerns of rabbinic literature and its strong concentration upon
adherence to the Torah shape the uses of the metaphor. In this context, it is significant to note that
there is little emotion that is directly expressed by reference to God as Father-neither emotion of
the Father, nor emotion of the Son.

It would be useful to point to an asymmetry in rabbinic reference to father and to son. As a
reciprocal relationship we might have expected more or less parallel reference to God as Father
and to Israel as Son. Both should have appeared more or less to the same extent, and both should
have conveyed related interests. In fact, rabbinic literature seems to give greater attention to the
Son than to the Father. There is a clear relationship between the subject of reflection concerning
the Father and that regarding the Son. If reflection concerning the Father relates to the approach
toward him and to filial piety and duty, then reflection concerning the Son concerns the Son's
status and to what extent it is or is not affected by appropriate behavior. A major thrust of the
literature is to indicate that the Son's status is kept, even if he fails to keep his obligations toward
his Father. Thus, a particular range of meaning gains prominence, even if not exclusivity, in
rabbinic application of the metaphor. References both to the Father and to the Son are derived
from a basic understanding of the relationship. Accordingly, rabbinic sources employ a very
particular range of meanings of the father-son metaphor, according to their particular ideological
needs.

Copyright JCRelations 5 / 28



God the Father in Rabbinic Judaism and Christianity: Transformed Background or Common Ground?

That rabbinic literature serves ideological needs is a significant factor one must bear in mind when
analyzing the uses of the father-son metaphor. Christian writers have asked how developed the
notion of God as Father is in rabbinic literature. Once it is recognized that rabbinic literature fulfills
ideological needs, such a question is rendered meaningless. The case is not that there is some
notion of God as Father that can be defined in its fullness and against which different uses must be
measured as more or less complete. Rather, the religious language of Father and Son is
metaphorical language. A given literary corpus may bring out particular senses of what the
metaphor might convey, according to its own ideological emphases. We must thus appreciate the
particular emphasis and agenda of the rabbinic sources and see the references to God as Father
in this context. Let us now turn our attention to the rabbinic uses of the epithet "Father in Heaven."

"Father in Heaven " in Rabbinic Literature7

One of the common epithets for God in rabbinic literature is "Father in Heaven."8 This is a new
name for God, which is found in neither the Bible nor the Apocrypha. In the entire corpus of
rabbinic literature we find about 100 occurrences of the epithet, including sources that are brought
in more than one context. The number of occurrences is significantly lower than the occurrences of
other common epithets, such as the Holy One, blessed be He, Mãkôm, Shamayim, and others. We
should note that this is the only rabbinic name for God that allows one to concentrate upon God's
relationship with Israel.9 It is worth noting that divine names in rabbinic literature often relate to God
in God's capacity as creator and in God's relationship to the world. Thus, many names for God
refer to God in some relation to the world.10 Reference to God as the heavenly Father is, in this
sense, different. This might account for the low number of occurrences of this epithet. However,
the theory I am about to suggest regarding the development of the name may provide a still better
explanation for the relatively infrequent use of the name.

An examination of the uses of "Father in Heaven" reveals that it is nearly always used in the
context of fixed and stereotyped linguistic formulae. We find very few free and spontaneous uses
that go beyond the fixed linguistic patterns of its use. In addition, little use is made of the epithet's
potential to describe a unique relationship between God and Israel. It is interesting to note that
nowhere do we find reference to God as "The Father in Heaven." In rabbinic sources reference is
always personalized in some way-my father, your father, etc. which gives the impression of
closeness. Reference to God as the father of the nation, or of individuals therein, creates the
impression of a personal relationship between Israel and their heavenly Father.

One more fact captures the attention, when examining the uses of the epithet. When God is related
to as heavenly Father, God is never portrayed as active. The Father in Heaven is the object of
human religious action and intention, which is directed above. This passive use of the epithet must
be accounted for. After all, the image of the Father opens far-reaching possibilities to describe
God's action for God's people. The actual uses of the epithet thus seem unnaturally limited.
Moreover, from some of the sources one actually senses that there is a distance in relation to the
heavenly Father. Such distance strikes a different note than is struck by the personal reference to
"Father."

I suggest that "Father in Heaven" is derived from an earlier name for God-"Heaven." It is only
against the background of the uses of "Heaven" that we can account for how "Father in Heaven" is
used. Unlike "Father in Heaven," which is found only in rabbinic literature and in the New
Testament, "Heaven" is an older epithet, and is found in sources that antedate rabbinic literature.

The name "Heaven" was discussed by Urbach at great length.11 He saw "Heaven" and "Place" as
two complementary names for God that express two aspects of a complex religious understanding.
God's closeness and presence are expressed by means of "Place." The sense of God's distance
(not remoteness) finds expression by means of "Heaven." From Urbach we learn that both epithets
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are to be understood as metonymies, for the one who dwells in Heaven, and for the One who
dwells in a particular place, that is, the temple. The biblical struggle for the proper definition of
God's dwelling place-the Heavens or the temple -finds a latter-day expression in this pair of
names.

In order to appreciate the relationship between "Heaven" and "Father in Heaven" we must observe
how "Heaven" is used in rabbinic literature. Urbach12 has already noted that "Heaven" is used in
stereotypical linguistic formulae. The expressions that employ "Heaven" emphasize the difference
or the gap between God and humankind. "The Kingdom of Heaven" is a good example, being a
contrast to the human kingdom.13 Similarly, fear of Heaven is the opposite of fear of humans,14 and
the glory of Heaven is contrasted with human glory.15 Uses of "Place" are more varied and far
more frequent. By means of "Place" one can emphasize the continuity between human beings and
God, and the participation of both in a common arena. One additional significant fact is that God's
active action is not expressed by means of "Heaven." In addition to the kind of formulaic use
already mentioned, we find the intention of the heart directed toward "Heaven."16 In contrast, God's
actions are expressed in diverse ways by means of "Place." Along with lack of activity in the uses
of "Heaven," we also note the lack of feeling. "Heaven" is not used when one wishes to express
divine feeling and passion, while "Place" regularly expresses divine feeling.17

Against the background of this brief survey of the uses of "Heaven," one must ask what the
function of "Father in Heaven" is. Urbach18 has suggested that "Father in Heaven," like other
formulae that contain "Heaven," is designed to contrast with the earthly father.19 The difficulty with
this suggestion is that there is only one source in rabbinic literature that actually contrasts the
two;20 hence, I would like to suggest that "Father in Heaven" developed in relation to "Heaven."
"Father in Heaven" adds a personal dimension to "Heaven." "Heaven" connotes the distance
between us and God, who dwells in the heavens. Addressing the Father in Heaven allows a
personal appeal to heaven and even a bridging of the distance between humans and Heaven. This
suggestion will help account for many of the characteristics of "Father in Heaven." The type of
formulae that characterize its use, the fact that the heavenly Father is not described as acting, and
the qualitative and quantitative limitations of the use of the epithet are all accounted for in light of
this suggestion. Thus, "Father in Heaven" retains the linguistic habits of "Heaven." The personal
note that is sounded from "Father in Heaven" does not come from "Heaven" but from the fact that
"Father" is related to with the possessive form-my father, your father, etc.

Against this background we understand why so many of the uses of "Father in Heaven" describe
the quest and the movement toward the heavenly Father and the turning of the heart toward the
heavenly Father.21 The sense of distance should not be limited to the geographical distance
between earth and heaven. Human awareness of God includes an awareness of the enormous
gap and distance between God and humankind. Turning the heart is one way of bridging this gap,
as are other expressions that indicate Israel's movement toward their heavenly Father.

While the heavenly Father is not the subject of action attributed to him, the range of attitudes
exceeds that of the quest for the distant Father. One dimension of the attitude toward the heavenly
Father is trust. Thus, in an addition to Mishna Sotah, we read: "Upon whom can we rely? Upon our
Father in Heaven."22

Such trust is obviously a consequence of the fact that in Heaven we have a "Father."

The personal approach toward the Father finds expression in another formula, common in tannaitic
sources, "The will of [my] Father in Heaven.”23 The formula indicates that religious action is related
in a personal way to the image of the heavenly Father. This awareness is expressed in a formulaic
way, which indicates how ingrained this recognition is.24
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Thus far, all that has been said addresses tannaitic sources. In all of them we note that there is no
description of feeling associated with the heavenly Father.25 The range of phenomena that are
placed between Israel and their heavenly Father is limited to actions and to intention. Even faith is
never found in conjunction with the epithet. It seems that this limitation, too, is a consequence of
the limitation that characterizes the use of "Heaven."

In view of the dependence of "Father in Heaven" upon the linguistic patterns that govern the use of
"Heaven," it becomes very difficult to make a statement concerning the nature of the father-son
relationship based upon the uses of the epithet in tannaitic literature. What can we then say
concerning the image of the Father in this early stage of the literature, as it is expressed in the
uses of the epithet? We have already suggested that turning to the heavenly Father introduces a
personal note. Even if no emotion is expressed in this context, trust and personal relationship are
made possible thereby. Beyond this, the image of God as Father, as expressed in tannaitic uses of
"Father in Heaven," seems related to the fulfillment of religious obligations. Proper religious action
affects the relationship of Israel and its heavenly Father, and proper intent accompanies these
actions. The approach to the Father indicates that there are obligations that are to be met in
relation to him. The fulfillment of these obligations bridges the gap between Israel and their
heavenly Father.

The tannaitic sources establish the basic patterns of the use of the epithet. In amoraic sources we
note two interesting developments. We find various instances of midrashim on biblical names that
make use of "Father in Heaven." Thus, Hizkiyau's name is interpreted as "the one who fortified
Israel's heart toward their Father in Heaven.26 The meaning in this case seems to be that this
person influenced other people's knowledge of God and their religious life and, thereby, brought
them close to God. One may suggest that the mitzvot in tannaitic sources had the power of
mediation and of bringing Israel close to their fatherly heaven.27 Some amoraic midrashic
passages seem to place specific biblical personages in the same role. Thus, what brings Israel
closer to their heavenly Father is not only an action or intention but also a person.

A second, though less well documented, development, may be found in the following source:

 How is it with the lily? When she is placed among the thorns a north wind goes forth and
bends her towards the south and a thorn pricks her, and a south wind goes forth and bends
her towards the north and a thorn pricks her; yet, for all that, her core is directed upwards. It
is the same with Israel. Although annonae and angariae are collected from them, their
hearts are directed towards their Father who is in Heaven.28 

There are multiple meanings to kavanah, intention, or direction of heart. We saw already that
intention is the active means by which one gets close to the heavenly Father. This source may
suggest an additional meaning to kavanah. Intention in this source does not describe the process
of turning the heart toward God, but a constant state of Israel's directing themselves toward God.
The people of Israel are always like the lily among the thorns, always directing their hearts to God.
This usage, as well as other instances of amoraic application of the term, deviates slightly from the
earlier uses of "Father in Heaven." Such deviation is best accounted for as loss of sight of
"Heaven" as constitutive of the development of "Father in Heaven." Later sources relate to earlier
uses of "Father in Heaven" rather than directly to "Heaven."

I would like to conclude my presentation of the uses of "Father in Heaven" by reference to its uses
in Tanna Devei Eliyahu. This is a late midrashic work that is composed by an original and highly
individual anonymous author. While it belongs to rabbinic literature and is consistent with its overall
concerns, it also occupies a unique position by virtue of the fact that it is the work of an original
thinker, expressed in original and unique ways. This work contains the largest number of uses of
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"Father in Heaven" in all of rabbinic literature. What characterized earlier uses was the limited use
of the epithet, which prevented it from becoming a common synonym for God.29 In Tanna Devei
Eliyahu, by contrast, the epithet is so common that it functions as a synonym for God. The epithet
is also used to describe God in an active sense. The frequency of usage leads to the creation of
new linguistic formulae. In addition, numerous prayers are addressed to the "Father in Heaven."
This is the only corpus in rabbinic literature in which we find prayer addressed to the heavenly
Father.30 How are we to account for the uses of "Father in Heaven" in Tanna Devei Eliyahu?

Shmuel Safrai has considered Tanna Devei Eliyahu a work coming from the circle of the Hassidim,
providing him31 with a Jewish context in light of which to appreciate the teaching of Jesus. Jesus'
special sense of filial relationship, according to Safrai, was of a kind with the religious
understanding that was current in Hassidic circles, as expressed in Tanna Devei Eliyahu.32 There
are two reasons for not following Safrai's proposal for relating Tanna Devei Eliyahu and the
teachings of Jesus. The first is chronological. Safrai has followed a very early dating of the work,
as a consequence of which he could make the connection between Tanna Devei Eliyahu and
Jesus. Most scholars, however, have dated the work toward the end of the midrashic period,
thereby making its testimony irrelevant to a study of the context of Jesus.33 Second, Safrai's line of
reasoning followed conventional Christian analysis, attempting to locate reference to "my Father in
Heaven," finding in this expression a greater degree of religious intimacy. Following my analysis of
the uses of the epithet, presented above, I reject this method of inquiry as a means of measuring a
more or less developed sense of relationship to the Father.34 Once we recognize the stereotypical
nature of the usage of "Father in Heaven," this type of examination loses all significançe.

An alternative possibility for relating Tanna Devei Eliyahu and Christian literature, following the
more conventional later dating of the work, might be that the book shows Christian influence.
However, an examination of the uses of the epithet and a comparison of the usage to that found in
the New Testament makes this suggestion unlikely. While the actual points of contact are
minimal,35 there are significant differences between them. The use of the epithet in the Gospels
retains the sense of distance that is typical of earlier use. Therefore, nowhere in the Gospels is the
love of the heavenly Father referred to. The Father is allpowerful, yet also severe. In Tanna Devei
Eliyahu we find an awareness of great closeness and love between the Father and the Son.36

Ideas that are central to the Gospels, such as pardon from the heavenly Father, do not appear in
this work.

As no direct relationship with Christian writing can be proved, one is forced to the conclusion that
the frequent usage of the epithet by both corpora attests to the fact that under the influence of
individual personalities or individual writers older formulae can be transformed, and new meanings
can be attached to them. Thus, both Jesus and the author of Tanna Devei Eliyahu in their own
ways have stretched and expanded the range of usage of "Father in Heaven" in relation to more
conventional usage. It is worth noting that Tanna Devei Eliyahu does not seem to make any
significant use of the fact that the Father is "in Heaven." "Heaven" designates where the Father is.
However, "Heaven" no longer carries the charge it did in earlier sources. It seems that here the
heavenly Father is simply contrasted with the earthly father.37 The element that is really operative
for this author is "Father." Thus, when "Father" is operative, without the restraints of the earlier
uses of "Heaven," a much wider range of meaning is unleashed. This range of meaning allows for
expression of emotion, for description of activity of the Father, and for liturgical expression. In this
sense, we can see in Tanna Devei Eliyahu the test case to support our thesis. This is how "Father"
would have looked had it not been encumbered by the constraints of the earlier name, upon which
it commented, and which it softened in the first instance. We may thus conclude this part of our
presentation with the suggestion that within "Father in Heaven" is found a tension between the
"Heaven" component and the "Father" component. The earlier sources were more under the
constraints of "Heaven," while later sources have gradually moved away from the influence of
"Heaven" and have come to address more and more the component of "Father." New and wider
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meanings have been unleashed along the course of what may be described as the movement from
"Heaven" to "Father."

God the Father in Tannaitic Sayings

Let me move on to the second category of rabbinic sources. My discussion of rabbinic sayings will
be significantly shorter. I have already pointed to the lack of reciprocity in the reference to the
Father and to the Son. There are significantly more sayings concerned with the status of the Son
than those reflecting upon the meaning of God as Father. I do not wish to offer here sayings that
simply corroborate the picture painted thus far.38 I shall present here two sources based upon the
picture portrayed thus far, which also help to offset it. Both are taken from the tannaitic
commentaries to Exodus, the Mekhiltas: "And God goes before them during the day, said R. Yosse
the Galilean: Were it not written in scripture one could not say it-like a father carrying a lantern
before his son, and like a master carrying a lantern before his servant."39

What is the radical teaching that could be said only because scripture makes it explicit? There
seems to be a normative pattern of behavior. According to this pattern, it is a son's duty to serve
his father, and a servant's duty to serve the master. The verse teaches us that this order is
reversed and broken. That a father serves his son is a radical change from accepted norms. The
pattern of relations that we saw with regard to "Father in Heaven" is here reversed. This source
does not account for this reversal. A parallel passage in the Mekhilta of Rabbi Ishmael brings a
parable that helps us account for this change in order. The same verse is quoted, and
consternation is expressed concerning God, who fills heaven and earth, carrying a lantern before
his children. To make sense of it, the Mekhilta brings the following passage:

 Said Rabbi: Antoninus would sometimes continue his court sessions, sitting on the
platform, till after dark, and his sons would stay with him there. When leaving the platform,
he himself would take a torch and light the way for his sons. The great men of the empire
would approach him saying: "we will take the torch and light the way for your sons." But he
would say to them: "It is not that I have no one to take the torch and light the way for my
sons. It is merely to show you how dear my sons are to me, so that you should treat them
with respect.40 

This is the first time we have encountered the love of the Father for the Son. The Hebrew hiba of
this text means love. Divine fatherly love justifies the reversal of accepted norms of behavior.41

This exchange indicates that the basic dimension in father-son relations concerns the son's
obligations toward his father, and it confirms the impression we received from the uses of "Father
in Heaven." The one force that can justify deviation from the norm is love. God's love for God's
children leads God to reverse common patterns of behavior and, instead of being served, to serve
God's children.

God the Father in Tannaitic Parables

Analyzing the rabbinic father-son parables is a complicated task. One ought to avoid a pick-and-
choose method by which one chooses certain parables that illustrate a theological point one
wishes to make, while ignoring other parables. In order to be true to tannaitic evidence, one must
examine the ensemble of parables and assess the overall picture of father-son relations that
emerges from them. I have devoted an extensive analysis to tannaitic father-son parables,42 but in
the present context I can only offer the most general observations of this corpus within rabbinic
literature. I have grouped tannaitic parables according to diverse models. The following list
describes the range of father-son parables in tannaitic literature:
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1. Parables of anger and appeasement
2. The brothers' competition
3. Parables of education and guidance
4. The king's decree
5. The king, the son, and the pedagogue
6. The king's gift
7. The son and the servant
8. Parables of protection and saving

I realize that simply listing the categories I found useful for analyzing rabbinic parables does not
really provide a suitable presentation of these categories. The point I wish to make is that one sees
in these parables a range that is similar to the range of concerns that found expression in the
sayings. Thus, the evidence of rabbinic parables corresponds to the image of father-son relations
that we encounter in the sayings. The two foci of the sayings-namely, the appropriate service of the
father and the status of the son-are both expressed within the range of tannaitic parables. Parables
of anger and appeasement and parables involving a third party, such as the pedagogue, give
expression, in parable form, to the notion that one can bridge a gap or come closer to the Father
by means of an intermediary. This intermediary may be either religious action or a special religious
personality. We encountered both possibilities in our analysis above of the epithet "Father in
Heaven." The Father is also an educator. All these parables are concerned with the behavior of the
Son. Other parables place an emphasis upon the positive, caring dimension of the Father. Thus,
gift-giving and protection are both activities that are characteristic of the Father's attitude toward
his Son. Finally, parables like those contrasting the Son and the servant, as well as parables in the
other categories, present the Son's unconditional status, in accordance with the concern of this
literature.

While the range of concerns is similar to that of the sayings, there is one dimension of father-son
relations that finds better expression through the parables than through the sayings: fatherly care
and protection. As we noted, the uses of "Father in Heaven" do not allow for the presentation of the
Father as active, due to the history and development of the name. This is where the parables, as
an independent literary genre, can give expression to something that is not expressed in other
literary forms. Thus, the parables complement the sayings and allow us to view the relationship in
a fuller perspective. I would like to offer an example of one parable that presents this dimension.
The parable is found as a comment upon the same biblical passage of Exodus, where we already
encountered the Father's love. There is little to say about this parable; the image of the caring
divine Father speaks for itself:

 And the angel of God . . . removed etc. R. Judah says: this is a verse rich in content, being
echoed in many places. To give a parable, to what is this like? To a man who is walking on
the road, with his son walking in front of him. If robbers who might seek to capture the son
come from in front, he takes him from before himself and puts him behind himself. If a wolf
comes from behind, he takes his son from behind and puts him in front. If robbers come
from in front and wolves from behind, he takes the son up in his arms. When the son
begins to suffer from the sun, his father spreads his cloak over him. When he is hungry he
feeds him, when he is thirsty, he gives him to drink.43 

God the Father in Early Jewish Prayer

Much has been made in Christian scholarship of the lack of direct reference to God as Father in
early Jewish prayer.44 This has been taken as a sign of a less direct and less complete sense of
fatherhood.45 A comparison of the form of prayer taught and used by Jesus to Jewish forms of
prayer has resulted in an unfavorable view of Jewish prayer and of the Jewish conception of the
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fatherhood of God.

The careful reader may notice that, whereas previous sections were given titles that related to
specific chronological periods, the present part of our discussion simply refers to early Jewish
prayer, without suggesting a more specific time period, because we are unable to offer a clear
picture of the textual state of Jewish prayer in the tannaitic period. All our texts come from a later
period, and one is always retrojecting later evidence back in time in order to reconstruct the state
of earlier Jewish prayer. When one is considering liturgy from a wide perspective, it is likely that the
evidence at hand can nonetheless offer us a reasonable sense of how things looked at an earlier
point in time. Thus, it is reasonable to assume that our texts give us a reasonable indication as to
the content of the eighteen benedictions instituted at Jabneh, even if our texts are centuries later.
However, when it comes to the possibility of identifying a particular word, such as the appellation
"Father," we are on far more precarious ground. We are in a situation in which it is nearly
impossible to get at the historical state of the text of Jewish liturgy at the time of Jesus. Hence, it is
impossible to draw any comparisons of a contrastive and evaluative nature that are based on the
ostensible difference between the practice of Jesus and that of contemporaneous Judaism.

The point is further complicated when we consider recent developments in Jewish liturgical
studies. The theory current at the time at which Jeremias and others conducted their studies was
that by the end of the second temple period there was fixed Jewish prayer. Hence, the liturgical
texts of later periods stand in direct continuity with earlier liturgical practices that go back to the
time of Jesus. Even if the actual liturgical texts at our disposal could not be traced to the time of
Jesus, the prayers of the synagogue stand in essential continuity with prayer practices at that time.
This continuity allowed scholars to draw a contrast between the form of prayer espoused by Jesus
and that practiced by official Judaism in his day.

The above-mentioned theory of the evolution of Jewish prayer was the common view for most of
the twentieth century, and great scholars of liturgy such as Elbogen, Heinemann, and others
subscribed to it.

In recent years an alternative theory was advanced by the Jerusalem scholar, Ezra Fleischer.46

According to Fleischer, there is a sharp divide between pre-70 C.E. and post-70 C.E. Judaism,
regarding routinized public prayer. According to this suggestion, there was no fixed obligatory
public prayer prior to the destruction of the temple. The establishment of fixed daily prayers was a
reaction to the destruction and was part of Judaism's attempt to rebuild itself following the
destruction. While the linguistic materials out of which Jewish prayer was constructed were taken
from biblical as well as apocryphal works, the liturgy itself was completely new and does not stand
in continuity with prayer practices of the late-second-temple period. The implication of Fleischer's
theory, a theory that has gained much support since it was first articulated, is that there is simply
no sense in contrasting the prayer of Jesus to any of the forms of Jewish prayer known from the
established liturgy of the synagogue. All these liturgical forms are, by definition, later and of a
different nature than the prayer of Jesus. Thus, beyond the difficulty of establishing the relevant
text of prayer, the very enterprise of contrasting the prayer of Jesus with contemporary Jewish
prayer is deemed an irrelevant task.

Let us, nonetheless, consider the facts from the perspective of the older theory of the evolution of
Jewish liturgy. Joseph Heinemann, one of its key speakers, addressed the subject of Jesus' form
of prayer. He found a place for it within his presentation of ancient Jewish prayer patterns.
According to Heinemann, one must distinguish between public collective prayer and the prayer of
individuals. Public prayer resorts to specific language and specific patterns. Individual prayer is
more free in its linguistic patterns. The Lord's Prayer is a prime example of the prayer of an
individual who chooses his own prayer formula to introduce his prayer.47 Once Jesus is
appreciated within the proper liturgical rubric, his prayer is no longer novel but emerges as
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perfectly typical and perfectly Jewish.

Speaking of different groups from which prayer emerges, Géza Vermès made the point that Jesus
is to be contrasted with charismatic first-century religious figures such as Hanina ben Dosa. If we
wish to understand his prayer against the background of Judaism, we must contrast it not with
conventional public prayer but with the prayer of charismatic figures. Alas, no such prayers have
been preserved; therefore, we can not engage in this exercise.48

Thus far, two arguments have been employed in response to the charge that Jewish prayer lacks
direct address to the Father and is consequently inferior. The first was that historically we cannot
make a meaningful comparison of Jewish liturgy and the prayer of Jesus. The second is that,
sociologically, we are dealing with different circles that defy comparison. Another strategy could
have been taken by scholars, in theory. In view of the fact that "Father" serves as an appellation for
God in Ben Sira and in other apocryphal works,49 yet is lacking in formal Jewish prayer, one could
have considered the possibility that lack of reference to God as Father is itself a post-Christian
reaction to a Christian emphasis of God as Father.50 However, this strategy has not been
suggested, and I am personally not inclined toward such an explanation.51

One additional strategy has been employed by scholars, and I, too, would like to make a
contribution along similar lines, though with a significantly different emphasis. An examination of
the actual contents of Jewish liturgy is an important element in dealing with claims concerning the
inferiority of the Jewish concept of fatherhood, as expressed in prayer. One way in which this has
been done is by finding mention of the Father in Jewish liturgical texts, thereby refuting the claims
of Jeremias. This direction has been taken by Vermès and Dieter Zeller.52 I would like to make a
different point, through appeal to the contents of Jewish liturgy, once again calling to our
awareness the importance of recognizing the uniqueness of each literary corpus and its emphases.
In viewing Jewish liturgy we must not measure it against some theological yardstick that we import
to it. Rather, we must seek to recognize its own major foci and concerns. Once we recognize these
foci the question of comparison may simply fall away, inasmuch as we come to recognize that
different liturgical traditions simply offer different emphases, which should be appreciated
alongside one another, rather than be contrasted and evaluated against each other.

An examination of Jewish liturgy makes us immediately aware of the predominant manner in which
God is approached. God is approached above all as a universal King. This finds expression first
and foremost in the benediction formula out of which virtually all Jewish prayer is composed:
Blessed art thou, Lord, our God, King of the Universe.53 The theme of divine kingship is expressed
time and again in the liturgy. It is the governing principle of the ritual of the recitation of the
Shema,54 and it is also the key theme of the liturgy of the high holy days. The benediction formula
contains within it a significant tension. God is approached simultaneously as "our God" and as
universal King. The metaphor of kingship can at one and the same time designate divine universal
power and the particular relationship Israel has with God as their King. As King, God is both
universal source of life and power and the one with whom the people have entered into a
covenantal relationship.55 The choice of kingship as the basic metaphor by means of which
collective prayer should be organized makes perfect sense. God can be both praised and turned to
in supplication. Both the historical memory of the community and its need for redemption rely on
the people's relationship with their King.

If kingship is so apt for the needs of the praying community, we cannot ask why its liturgical
language is this, rather than that. Once we recognize that public liturgy highlights the image of God
the King, comparisons with other modes of prayer become almost irrelevant. I say "almost,"
because Jewish liturgy does also make reference to God as Father. What is striking, however, is
that God is recognized as Father alongside God's being King. Hence, where God is addressed in
prayer as Father, it is actually as King and Father.56 The only liturgical formula referring to God as
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Father for which we have any basis for a tannaitic dating is the one recorded in the Talmud,
according to which R. Akiva addresses God as: "Our Father, our King."57 The present text of our
liturgy records several other instances of God's being approached simultaneously as Father and
King.58

Two points strike us when considering the occurrences of this address to God as Father and King.
The first is that the approach to God as King is common, while the approach as Father is relatively
rare. The second is that God is approached as Father almost exclusively when also approached as
King. Both observations lead to the possibility that "Father" is introduced as a second layer,
intended to soften the approach toward the King. As I suggested with regard to the epithet "Father
in Heaven," the introduction of "Father" introduces a personal, relational element and draws with it
the various associations of the image of the Father. Indeed, the reference to "Father" is found in
contexts that feature the personal dimension of the spiritual life: wisdom, understanding,
repentance, and forgiveness.59 The double address of God indicates both what "Father" might
mean and how the fundamental approach of public prayer is directed to God's majesty and
power.60

God the Father in Post-Rabbinic Judaism

To what extent has the image of God as Father developed in post-rabbinic Judaism? The following
answer is based on a learned impression, rather than upon extensive research. It seems to me
that, on the whole, very little development in the notion of God the Father occurs in post-rabbinic
Judaism. This is not surprising. To speak of God as Father is to employ a metaphor. In Christian
thought one speaks of development in the understanding of God as Father precisely because
Christian reflection goes beyond a metaphorical understanding. In the Jewish context, the basic
understanding is metaphorical. Hence, only limited development is possible. The range of
development would be primarily one in which new meanings and new applications are given to the
metaphor. This would not constitute a development in the understanding of God as Father, but a
novel application of the old metaphor.

A striking example can be found in the writings of Rabbi Dov Ber, the Maggid of Mezritch
(eighteenth century), the leading disciple of the founder of the Hassidic movement, R. Israel Baal
Shem Tov. An examination of his work Maggid Devarav Le'Yaakov reveals that there are
numerous parables used in the book, and amidst them father-son parables occupy a place of
importance. When we examine the range of these parables, we note that their concerns are
completely different from what we found in tannaitic father-son parables. The parables allowed the
maggid to speak of the pleasure, the love, the will, the union in thought, and so forth, as these are
expressed between father and son. There is nothing about duty, obligation, and status. The
parables are applied to a description of the internal life of mind and spirit, and the greatest
intimacies between God and humankind are expressed by means of this parable. Now, I do not
consider this a case of theological or reflective advancement. As already stated, different literary
corpora and different thought systems use metaphors and apply religious language in a manner
that suits their needs and ideologies. Each ideological system draws forth from the metaphor those
aspects it finds useful for its thought structure and for its ideological message. That the maggid
could thus apply the father-son metaphor indicates that earlier uses far from exhausted its range of
meanings.

The maggid could find new meaning in the father-son metaphor, because his writing takes place
through a medium that is in many ways similar to the older rabbinic manner of writing. He wrote in
short teachings, in a nonsystematic manner, and illustrated his points by means of parables. This
form of teaching stands in continuity with rabbinic patterns of teaching. However, alongside this
tradition of writing and reflection, Judaism also experienced a great move away from traditional
rabbinic forms of expression. This is especially true of the two great movements of the Jewish
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middle ages-the Jewish philosophical movement and the Kabbalah. Jewish philosophy developed
a new discourse about God that was informed by the Greek and Muslim philosophical traditions.
This discourse stood at odds with traditional Jewish metaphorical and anthropomorphic language.
The task of the philosophers of the middle ages was to interpret biblical and rabbinic language in a
way that would not be offensive to philosophical sensibilities. Within this matrix one should not
expect development of the idea of God's fatherhood. The Kabbalah, by contrast, relied heavily
upon the earlier anthropomorphic and mythic language, which it systematized into its theosophical
language.61 We do not find in kabbalistic thought a specific interest in the image of God the Father.
However, within the context of systematization of earlier religious language, the question of the
meaning of the epithet "Father" does occur. R. Moses Kordovero's encyclopedic treatment of
kabbalistic traditions lists "Father" as a designation for either the first of the ten divine emanations,
the crown, or the second, wisdom. Kordovero suggested that "Father" was a designation of both,
pointing to the fact that the word "ab" is composed of the first two letters of the alphabet.62

The implication of the application of "Father" to the theosophical structure is interesting for our
discussion. In one sense this designation is a technical application of the name and does not
reveal anything new about the nature of God as Father. This is so from the perspective of theology
and the psychology of religion. However, the meaning of this application is that, in speaking of God
as Father, one refers not only to our Father, speaking as Israel, or even as creation, but one has in
mind the Godhead, within which one comes to designate a particular aspect as "Father." Thus, 
Keter and Hochma are understood as "Father," because the inner divine emanation proceeds from
them. Needless to say, this understanding of intradivine fatherhood rings familiar to Christian ears.
To the extent that one is willing to speak of an intradivine structure, be it trinitarian or following the
sephirotic understanding of the Kabbalah, one finds a common understanding in the possibility of
appealing to an aspect of this structure as "Father."

While this correspondence is interesting, several cautionary notes should be sounded, before one
rushes to a quick identification of kabbalistic theosophy and trinitarian thought. One point concerns
the fact that for the Christian "Father" is the proper and appropriate way of addressing the first
principle of the Trinity, while for the Kabbalist "Father" is only one of multiple names and attributes.
Its function is more as an exegetical key to the correct interpretation of earlier sources, understood
from a kabbalistic perspective than as the proper understanding of this aspect of the divine. A
second point concerns the fact that for trinitarian reflection "Father" is the source from which the
other persons of the Trinity proceed, whereas the Kabbalist recognizes a reality that transcends
the entire tenfold structure of the sefirot, which is its proper cause. This cause is not named by any
of the names, nor is it known as "Father." According to some, perhaps most, kabbalistic systems,
the kabbalistic referent of "Father" is not even the first of the ten emanations. Thus, while "Father"
may function within an intradivine structure and address a generating principle, the context and
function of this principle in Kabbalah and in Christian thought may be radically different.
Notwithstanding these differences, the Kabbalah points to a significant transformation in the use of
"Father." Here, "Father" ceases to be a metaphor in the relations between God and humankind.
Fatherhood describes a real, substantive relationship that takes place within the divine life. This
corresponds to the development that has taken place within Christian reflection upon God the
"Father." This is a good point to move from a presentation of the Jewish understanding of God the
Father to the Christian sources referring to God as Father.

God the Father in the Teaching of Jesus

As stated in my introductory remarks, the primary purpose of this essay is to present the Jewish
understanding of God the Father. However, as this presentation is being made in the context of a
Jewish-Christian conversation, I also wish to draw its dialogical implications. A Jewish reaction to
Christian reference to God the Father must be divided between an examination of the teachings of
Jesus, on the one hand, and a look at the teachings of the church, on the other. Let me begin by
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making some points concerning Jesus' use of the Father metaphor.

Much of the preceding discussion was colored by Christian scholarly contrast of the teaching of
Jesus with that of the ancient rabbis, highlighting the uniqueness and religious breakthrough
characteristic of the teachings of Jesus. I hope my presentation of the rabbinic materials has
helped clear up common misperceptions. In what follows I would like to point to the work of other
scholars, as they have dealt with the work of Christian scholars, primarily that of Jeremias, though
he was not the first to suggest that there is something new in the teaching of Jesus in relation to
ancient Judaism. George Foot Moore, in his classic article on Christian writers on Judaism63

described the different stages of Wilhelm Bousset's description of God the Father in Judaism.64

Bousset moved from total denial of the recognition of God as Father in Judaism to a statement that
the idea was rare to his final position that it was found only in the faith of individuals. This kind of
"historical" description is obviously highly colored theologically, and Bousset's need to redefine his
position can only be understood as theological squirms in the face of contrary evidence.

Probably the most influential scholar on this subject has been Jeremias. While he did not argue
that Jesus introduced a new idea, he certainly argued that he introduced a new dimension to the
idea. According to Jeremias, Jesus discovered a new sense of intimacy in the presence of the
Father, one previously unknown in Judaism. Jeremias's argument can be seen as proceeding from
his analysis of Jesus' "Abba" prayer. The crux of his argument is that this appellation echoes the
language of children, thus expressing the familiarity and intimacy of a child trusting in his or her
father. This direct approach is contrasted with rabbinic references to "The Father in Heaven" and
with Jewish liturgical formulae. The uses of "Father in Heaven" lack the kind of intimacy that we
find in Jesus' use of the term, and the liturgy is found lacking in a direct approach to God as
Father.

I have already dealt with the Jewish evidence. I believe my presentation undermines our ability to
make the kind of comparisons that Jeremias made. His construction of the meaning of the prayer
of Jesus has also come under serious criticism. The most devastating critique has been offered by
James Barr.65

Other critics of Jeremias include Vermès66 and Zeller.67 The common refutal is that "Abba" is not
only a child's way of addressing one's father but also the way an adult would turn to one's father.
Thus, nothing conclusive can be learned from the fact that Jesus turns to his heavenly Father as
"Abba." Though this does not detract from the centrality of the image of the Father in the teaching
and the prayer of Jesus,68 it does undermine the idea that Jesus discovered a dimension of
heretofore-unknown intimacy with the Father.69

To this should be added that an examination of Jesus' presentation of the Father is in many
respects of a kind with rabbinic presentations and is best understood as part of this background,
rather than in opposition to it. We have already referred to the fact that Jewish prayer couples
reference to God as Father with reference to God's kingship. Heinemann70 has pointed out that in
this sense the Lord's Prayer is not dissimilar from other known Jewish prayers. While the prayer
opens with an address to the Father, it is clear that the Father is approached as King as well. Only
thus can we understand the following request "Thy Kingdom come."71

Also, Jesus' use of "Father in Heaven" is not dissimilar from some of the features outlined above. It
is significant that, despite the much wider range of uses found in the Gospel of Matthew,72 we
never find the "Father in Heaven" expressing emotion. Particularly noteworthy is the lack of any
exchange of love between the Son and his heavenly Father. This lack of feeling is very much in
keeping with the rabbinic patterns of using "Father of Heaven." In fact, it is uncertain to what extent
we should even consider Jesus' approach to be close and personal. Barr73 has suggested that
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"Abba" may best be translated as "The Father," rather than as an address to a personal father.
Thus, Jesus may be referring to a larger awareness of the presence of God as the Father, rather
than to a personal relationship with his father. This would then account for the ability to speak of
"my father" and "your father," as these would all be expressions of "the" father.74 Such use raises
references to the father to the level of a wider, allencompassing presence, recognizing its general
relevance and the manner in which it transcends specific personality and specific personal
relations. If this is how reference to "the Father" is to be understood, we indeed have a very
different notion than that suggested by Jeremias.

It is significant that "Father in Heaven" is ultimately used within the same context as found in
tannaitic sources--to refer to proper behavior, in relation to the heavenly Father. The uses of
"Father in Heaven" in Matthew can accordingly be classified according to the measure to which
they accord with tannaitic uses. What emerges is that there is a common stratum of usage. Such,
for example, is the use of "the will of the Father in Heaven75 and looking on the face of the
heavenly Father.76 Other instances of "Father in Heaven" retain the passive usage.77 On top of this
stratum we find an expanded use of "Father in Heaven." It is significant that, where we find this
expanded use, we also encounter ideas that are crucial to the teaching of Jesus. This includes
reference to the relationship between interpersonal behavior and its relation to the heavenly
Father.78 These uses are unparalleled in tannaitic literature, where "Father in Heaven" does not
figure in relation to proper interpersonal behavior, nor is it associated with the forgiving of sins.
Similarly, the Father's care and provision and the appropriate trust in God are expressed in relation
to "Father in Heaven."79 Here the "Father in Heaven" is active, and God's knowledge and activity
are the basis for the proper attitude of trust and prayer. Here, too, ideas that were not associated
with the term "Father in Heaven" are related to it and ascribed to Jesus.

It seems that, upon a common linguistic substratum, the unique and particular teachings of Jesus
introduce new uses to the epithet. These uses not only introduce new contexts but also stretch the
uses of the epithet from passive to active uses. At this juncture we may encounter the original
teachings of Jesus. These are not in opposition to earlier teachings, nor do they revolutionize
theological understanding. Still, against a common background that would have been understood
by the listeners,80 new religious concepts are introduced, as new linguistic patterns are employed
with regard to the common epithet "Father in Heaven." While this suggestion is far less dramatic
than that made by Jeremias, I believe an analysis of the uses of common features in the different
literatures allows us to point to novelty in teaching and to the unique religious message of Jesus.

Do Judaism and Christianity Speak of the Same Father?

For all the significance attached to the historical discussion of the relation of Jesus' understanding
of God as Father to that of contemporary Judaism, it seems to me the truly significant issue that
our topic raises is how the image of God the Father serves as a common point-or as a source of
division-between Christians and Jews. Can the two traditions speak in a meaningful way about the
common image of God the Father, and can religious reflection of one tradition serve as inspiration
to members of the other tradition?81

I would like to begin exploring this issue by suggesting a threefold distinction of Father-talk. The
first level relates to religious language. Religious language contains manifold ways of speaking of
God, and part of religious language is the use of metaphors. In speaking of God, various human
metaphors and analogies are employed. Religious language may not describe things as they truly
are, metaphysically. It gives expression to human perception and aspiration, by drawing analogies
from human life and transposing them onto the divine. It is in this sense that Maimonides
understood the rabbinic saying that the Torah has spoken using human language.82 Accordingly,
when speaking of God as Father this would be taken as a metaphor. The point of the metaphor

Copyright JCRelations 17 / 28



God the Father in Rabbinic Judaism and Christianity: Transformed Background or Common Ground?

may change from one thinker to another. However, according to this first level of understanding,
God is only Father by analogy. Of course, analogies have their own power in that they condition
our behavior and shape our attitudes. The work of the metaphor cannot be limited to expressing
ideas; it also shapes religious attitudes.

The second sense refers to religious experience. If God is referred to as "Father," this may not only
be a form of religious language, but may convey a real experience and thus give expression to the
consciousness of the person relating to God as Father. It is likely that divine presence may register
in human consciousness in a manner that impinges paternal awareness upon the human mind in a
direct manner that is quite distinct from intellectual lessons drawn by analogies based upon human
language. There may be an obvious relation between the first and second levels. Religious
language may play a role in the shaping of religious consciousness and experience. Any aspect of
religious language-any metaphor that is commonly employed-may become actualized in the
consciousness of a believer and take on a direct immediacy that it lacks for other members of the
religious community that employs the particular religious language. The advancement from the first
to the second level is not necessarily a conceptual advancement. It is not that something new is
known about God. Rather, it is the move from the more external dimension of religious language to
the more direct impact of immediate cognition.

There is yet a third sense in which God-Father language could be employed: through metaphysical
speculation. On this third level, an attempt is made to articulate divine reality "as it is." Human
language is not viewed as relative and subjective, belonging primarily to the realm of the human.
Granting the appropriate qualifications, proper thought and articulate expression can provide a
view of divine reality in and of itself. Human language is thus metaphysically endowed and serves
as a vehicle for revealing higher truths.

If the second level of meaning proceeded naturally from the first, the third may well proceed from
the former two, but it need not do so. I do not believe there is an innate impulse to offer absolute
status to human language or to arrive at ultimate metaphysical declarations. While all three levels
may be culturally contingent, the third level seems to be even more so than others, inasmuch as it
is only within the confines of particular cultures that metaphysical absolutes are sought.

The first and third levels receive articulation in literary works. Through verbal and written human
communication, religious language functions both in the relative contingent sense, the first level,
and in the absolute metaphysical sense, the third level. The second level is harder to trace within a
literary expression. When it comes to the consciousness of the individual, this may or may not find
expression in literary works. Works tend to be the products of ideology. Works are shaped by
ideological concerns as well as by diverse literary principles. While a literary work may give
expression to the consciousness of an individual, it may also preclude our ability to access
individual consciousness. It may provide us with only the first and third levels of meaning, which
are more readily accessed by means of language and of literary creation.

I would like to apply this threefold distinction among different senses in which God-Father talk is
employed to different perceptions of God the Father. I wish to draw a distinction between the
significance of God the Father in Judaism, in the teachings of Jesus, and in Christianity. Briefly,
Judaism understands Father language according to the first level of meaning. Jesus seems to
have known his heavenly Father in a manner that conforms to the second level. Christianity has
transformed this relationship into something that should be classified as the third level of meaning.

For Judaism, both ancient and later, "Father" never ceases to be a metaphor. It thus belongs to the
arena of religious language, as do all expressions that describe God. It teaches us about God and
about the suitable approach to God, yet it does not truly describe God. Because there is no
absolute status to this description, it is complemented by a host of other descriptions, such as that
of God as King, which we have seen complements God's presentation as Father. There is no
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absolute sense in which God is spoken of as Father, nor does the description of God as Father
carry any absolute value. When one is pressed as to why God is Father rather than Mother, one
can simply point to cultural habits, without needing to justify in some essential sense God's
paternity. Human language and concepts are relative and do not convey absolute truths. Since reli-
gious language does not carry any absolute normative value, nothing precludes non-Jews from
divine paternity, even though the rabbis employed the metaphor only with regard to Israel. This is a
cultural choice rather than a theological necessity. From the perspective of Judaism's application of
religious language, the rabbis who limit the uses of God the Father to Israel and Philo, who speaks
of the Father as creator, are equally valid in their usage of religious language.

If we are able to draw a true picture of the historical Jesus, seen through the complex web of New
Testament portraits and linguistic usages, it seems likely that he enjoyed a particular relationship
with God, experienced by him as "The Father." More than anything else, what Jesus lived was a
powerful immediate experience. As Vermès has stated, Jesus was not a theologian, concerned
with the precise articulation of truth, but a religious personality, living and experiencing God in a
direct manner.83 Thus, when Jesus spoke of God as Father, when he turned to God in prayer, and
when he made God's presence a center point of his teaching, it is likely that we have here a
product of his personal consciousness, as it encountered God and experienced God in the form of
Father. There is perhaps nothing new content-wise in this understanding of God.84 As Zeller has
pointed out,85 those around Jesus understood him perfectly well, because he spoke in their
religious language and delivered a teaching they could understand. However, there may have
been a new dimension of experiential reality attached to the teaching of Jesus. What is unique and
special about Jesus is the measure in which what for others is simply a stock part of religious
language was lived as a vivid, personal experience of God. I think this is no minor statement. The
essence of the religious life is to be found in the internalization of experience and in accessing
spiritual reality directly. If God was experienced by Jesus as "Father," this is a significant factor in
understanding his life, teaching, and spirituality. However, one cannot speak of a new teaching or
new recognition of God as Father, simply because we have no way of intelligently contrasting the
experiences of different individuals as these are mediated through ideologically colored literary
works. It is quite sufficient to suggest that what for others was metaphorical was experienced by
him as fully real and immediate.86

The teachings of the Christian church seem to me to belong to the third level in which Father
language is applied. Indeed, here we encounter a new teaching concerning the nature of the
Father. What in the teachings of Jesus was a living experience finds expression both in a
sustained body of reflection and in doctrinal formulation that give precise expression to the sense
in which God is Father.87 Within the context of the church's teaching, a completely new
understanding of divine fatherhood emerges. While this understanding is closely linked to Jesus'
personal experience of God the Father, it also constitutes a radical transformation of the
understanding of God the Father. Let me quote from the Catechism of the Catholic Church:

Jesus revealed that God is Father in an unheard of sense: he is Father not only in being Creator;
he is eternally Father by his relationship to his only Son who, reciprocally, is Son only in relation to
his Father: "No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the
Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him" [quoting Mt. 11:27].88

Thus, according to Christian understanding, in speaking of God as Father what is intended is
primarily not God our father but God as Father of Jesus Christ. It is only by extension and by virtue
of one's participation in the life of Christ, that one shares in the paternal relationship. The primary
meaning of divine fatherhood thus addresses a unique relationship and is to be understood within
the structure of trinitarian thinking. Thus, "Father" ceases to be metaphorical and is to be
understood as revealing something substantive about God. God's paternity is essential to a proper
understanding of God and, in fact, is a constitutive feature of the uniquely Christian teaching of
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God. In fact, one can say that "Father" becomes part of the very definition of God.89 Unless one
has the proper understanding of father-son relations within the Godhead, one does not know God.
Put differently, one cannot think of God without considering his paternity. To talk of God the Father
is no longer an option available to human religious discourse; it is an essential component of the
proper definition and understanding of what is meant when we say "God."

From another angle the point may be made that "Father" has become a proper name for God. A
Jew listening to the following quote from Tertullian would certainly not easily identify with the image
of the Father that it develops, precisely because the passage itself sets this notion of the Father
over and against the Jewish understanding of God:

"The expression God the Father had never been revealed to anyone. When Moses himself asked
God who he was, he heard another name. The Father's name has been revealed to us in the Son,
for the name ‘Son’ implies the new name ‘Father.’90 I do not quote Tertullian either as a sign of
great erudition or as one who digs in the recesses of another's yard in order to find problematic
evidence. The above quote is taken from the Catechism of the Catholic Church.91 It thus has a
semi-canonical or catechetic status. Thomas Aquinas,92 too, defended "Father" as a proper name
for God: "This name Father, whereby paternity is signified, is the proper name of the person of the
father.93 That contemporary theologians, facing feminist critique, have such a hard time
relinquishing Father-language is testimony to the fact that "Father" is not a metaphor, but a name,
and part of a definition.94

It is at this point that a great divide exists between a Jewish understanding and a Christian
understanding of the meaning of "Father" as applied to God. The ultimate question is whether one
can equally well contemplate God as being or as not being Father. Clearly, ascription of fatherhood
to God may enrich our concept of and our approach toward God. Still, fundamentally, this form of
religious language is optional and, hence, not essential to a Jewish understanding of God. In this,
Judaism is closer to Islam, which does not refer to God as Father at all, even within elaborate
naming schemes that count ninety-nine divine names.95 From a Christian perspective, God's
paternity is anything but optional.

In one sense, the Christian understanding is simply a case of taking religious language more
seriously. This is occasioned by the heavy use of this form of language by Jesus himself. Jesus'
form of expression is taken so seriously that it is understood to be literal and substantive. No
longer is fatherhood understood simply metaphorically. God is really Father. The only way of
making sense of such a statement is by focusing it on the person of Christ, rather than leaving its
application general and somewhat vague, as in earlier uses of the metaphor in Judaism.96 Nor are
religious understanding and language the only areas in which a gain is made through this
understanding. Taking divine paternity seriously has serious repercussions on religious psychology
as well. Once "Father" is a primary designation, essential to a definition and understanding of God,
and once it is acknowledged that believers share in the paternity of God, then the believer can-
indeed, must-take divine paternity most seriously. This opens the way for religious psychology to
delve into the depths of this understanding and to help instill in the believer the full sense of what it
means that God is Father. Filial trust and love become major elements in the Christian religious
consciousness. Arguably, this religious consciousness is more cultivated in the Christian context
than in Jewish tradition and can provide an enviable example of the personal meaning of God's
paternity.97

However, even as Christian spirituality draws forth the full meaning of approaching God as
"Father," it must also be pointed out that the Christian theological construction is not without a
price, even in the experiential dimension. That "Father" is taken as seriously as it is is due
precisely to the fact that God is "Father" in the full and real sense, not simply of the believer, but
primarily of Jesus-and, only as a consequence of that, of the believer. While something is gained,
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something is also lost. If I am correct in understanding the historical message of Jesus as the
recognition of the immediacy and presence of God, experienced and known as "Father," for later
Christian tradition God the Father is no longer so immediate or present. In fact, God may be said to
be unreachable. The only way to know the Father is through God's Son. The incarnation is
necessary precisely because otherwise there is no access to the Father.

Echoes of the distant "Father in Heaven" appear in this restatement in a roundabout way. Yet,
whereas for the rabbis the heavenly Father may have been distant, yet accessible through human
aspiration, for later Christian reflection access to the Father is only by means of the Son. The path
of the Son both invites and excludes. It invites, for now there is a means of coming to know the
Father. It excludes, because sonship and a filial relationship are reserved for those who share in
the sonship of Jesus. The rabbinic understanding cannot be presented as inclusive, and it limits
the scope of sonship to Israel. However, I would argue that this exclusion is a cultural tendency,
where one simply does not think of others as sons. It reveals a cultural bias, but is not based on
ontological necessity, nor is it ever explicitly articulated. That Christian reflection is so carefully
thought out, that it takes fatherhood in such a literal and substantive sense, and that it is so explicit
about the need for the Son as a means of accessing the Father all indicate that, to the same
degree that metaphorical language became metaphysically charged, so a cultural tendency for
exclusion became metaphysically grounded.

That the Father cannot be known except through the Son takes on a philosophical nuance that
makes the Father still more inaccessible. I do not know at what point in Christian reflection divine
fatherhood is identified with divine transcendence. However, it has certainly become a common
element of the Christian understanding of God the Father to conflate divine paternity with
transcendence. The following formulation, taken from the Catechism of the Catholic
Church illustrates the point: “By calling God ‘Father,’ the language of faith indicates . . . that God
is the first origin of everything and transcendent authority . . . God's parental tenderness can also
be expressed by the image of motherhood, which emphasizes God's immanence.”98 Immanence
and transcendence are here contrasted as Mother and Father.

I am not sure the rabbis would have fathomed what later generations refer to as "transcendence."
Divine presence was so real and natural that I believe they did not conceive of God as
transcendent. An anthropomorphic presentation cannot apply to a transcendent God. Certainly,
where human language and earthly metaphors are applied to God, one does not intend to describe
God as transcendent. Hence, in speaking of God as Father the rabbis never intended to describe
God as transcendent. God may be distant and in the heavens, but then the heavens are a far off
place, not a realm that is totally beyond. Later uses of "Father" in Judaism, including the kabbalistic
use, also do not lend this understanding to the image of the Father. Thus, when Christian thought
refers to the Father as God transcendent, it is both applying a language that is foreign to the
Jewish uses of "Father" and creating the necessity for the revelation of the Son, who is the only
means of accessing the transcendent Father. Identifying the Father with the transcendent God
seems to conflict with the emphasis, found in the teaching of Jesus, upon the presence,
immediacy, and availability of the Father.

The issue is not only how "Father" is translated philosophically. With due caution and
tentativeness, I would also like to put forth for consideration the possibility that, from the
perspective of religious experience and the direct approach to the "Father," a price is paid once
God is not simply our "Father" but primarily the "Father" of Jesus Christ. The following remarks are
inspired by an interesting study of a contemporary Franciscan, Thaddée Matura, who has studied
divine names in the writings of St. Francis of Assisi.99 While Francis is one of numerous Christian
personalities, he is particularly interesting in this case, inasmuch as his spirituality is so much an
imitation of the life of Christ. There are few personalities in Christian history that have strived for
such a profound identification with Jesus. Against this background it is interesting to examine the

Copyright JCRelations 21 / 28



God the Father in Rabbinic Judaism and Christianity: Transformed Background or Common Ground?

way in which St. Francis spoke of God and his choice of names for God.

Matura has provided the reader with a roster of divine names used by Francis, according to their
numerical frequency and context. The most frequently used name is "Lord" (410), followed by
"brother" (306).100 While "Father" appears as the third most cited name, many of its occurrences
are in standardized trinitarian liturgical formulae.

The number of direct addresses of God as Father is extremely low, only nine. By contrast, Jesus
was much more frequently presented as turning to God as "Father," twenty-two times. Even in
those instances in which Francis turned to God as "Father," what was emphasized, according to
Matura, was the transcendence of God rather than God's immediacy. It is not surprising that in
these contexts God is referred to frequently as both Father and King, just as we find in Jewish
liturgy.101 It is regrettable that Jeremias did not spend more time in the company of St. Francis
before proposing his contrast of Jesus' teaching with that of rabbinic Judaism.

Matura suggested that the kind of distance that characterizes Francis's use of "Father" points to
the transcendence of the first person of the Trinity, who can only be known by means of the
second person.102 Indeed, but it also points to the price that Christian piety pays once "Father" is
no longer a direct expression addressed to God but is mediated via the Father-Son relationship
within the Trinity. Francis's identification with Jesus went as far as bearing the imprint of the
crucifixion in his body. It did not, however, extend to adapting the personal language of Jesus
toward God. "Father" is primarily the address of Jesus to his heavenly Father and an appeal to the
revered and transcendent first person of the Trinity. When Francis sought a religious mode that
would convey the kind of immediacy and personal feeling that Jewish religious language, of which
Jesus was a part, expressed by means of calling God "Father," he did so by calling God "Brother."
Once "Father" has been assimilated into a coherent religious structure and is deemed to belong
primarily to Jesus Christ personally, religious immediacy is forced to other channels.

To return to the question of whether "Father" is common ground or dividing point between
Christianity and Judaism, it is obvious that both elements emerge from the above presentation.
From the perspective of the first level, Judaism and Christianity share a common language,
grounded in common scriptures. The very use of common religious language lends a commonality
to the two religions. Moving to the second level, if Jesus had a realization of God to share with his
Jewish audience, this was an experiential deepening of their own traditional understanding and
obviously did not stand in conflict with it. One is forced to reflect upon the fact that perhaps the
Jewish Jesus' direct experience of God the Father might have had a deeper impact on Jewish
teaching had it not been grafted into the systematic metaphysical dimension of the third level. Both
first and second levels of meaning remain alive within Christian tradition, thus forming an ongoing
link and basis of common understanding between Judaism and Christianity.

However, the hallmark of Christian faith is precisely the third level of meaning, whereby God the
Father is understood initially and primarily as the Father of Jesus Christ. Here one must recognize
a fundamental divide between the Jewish and Christian understanding of divine fatherhood. It
seems to me that the only way in which, despite theological differences, Judaism can continue its
dialogue with Christianity on this fundamentally Christian ground is by shifting the emphasis from
the theological and metaphysical dimension to the psychological dimension and the fruits of
Christian belief in the domain of spirituality. If a deeper psychological understanding and a more
conscious and nuanced appreciation of divine paternity are found within a Christian context, this
may serve as inspiration to Jewish religious experience. Christianity may have had to move to a
particular construction of theological meaning, in this third level of meaning, in order to make sense
of its story and traditions, as these were carried into new environments. In so doing, certain fruits
have become available. These fruits carry forth the potential of the first level and mediate the
reality of the second level. For this reason they continue to be relevant to Jews, despite their
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inability to assent to the theological formulations of the third level.

Judaism may be able not only to relate but also to be inspired by the lived spirituality of the
paternal presence, regardless of its theological underpinnings. The theological definition of the
nature of God the Father certainly seems to be a dividing point between Christians and Jews. I
would like to believe, however, that the experience of life in the presence of the Father can
transcend these differences.
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