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Fierce, Powerful, Vulnerable 

I love the end section of the book of Job, God’s speech from the whirlwind. It’s poetic and beautiful. 
The beginning of Job sets up the story, Job is this amazingly righteous man, blessed with a wonderful 
family and life; he is prosperous in many ways. God is approached by the accuser, who is called Satan. 
Satan challenges God to test how holy Job really is by letting Satan basically ruin his life, and eventually 
God says, ok, just don’t touch Job. His family all die, minus his wife, who eventually tells him to “Curse 
God and die,” his livestock die, his life lies in ruins. His friends come to him, and most of Job is about 
Job and his friends dialoguing about what he should do, who he should blame, why this is happening, 
etc, though dialoguing may be an understatement for the diatribes, laments, and complaining that 
occur. It is in many ways a courtroom scene, in which they put God on trial. Still, Job never curses God, 
and remains faithful, if despairing. Then, 35 long chapters later, with monologues that makes 
Shakespeare’s look incredibly short, God begins to speak. “Where were you when I laid the foundation 
of the earth?” And while I hear some impatience, some frustration as God describes over two chapters 
creation and is vastness, God’s vastness, I also hear compassion in God’s humbling reminder of who 
we are in reference to our heavenly Creator, the one who knows the mysteries of the stars and the earth, 
and still cares for us. And I hear an invitation to say “wow,” a reminder that God is so much more than 
we will ever comprehend. 

What we are given throughout Scriptures are ways for us to know and understand facets of God. I 
can’t tell you where this stat is from, but I remember learning in one of my seminary classes, probably 
one of the ones about worship, that in an average worship service, there are only 3-5 names used for 
God, which I am pretty also includes any reference to the trinity as Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, so that 
may mean there are only two more. Yikes! Sure, the familiar is comfortable for us, we get into our 
routines, certain aspects of God are what we are drawn to. But I certainly hope those who have known 
me for a long time would describe me differently now than they would a decade ago. Even though we 
talk about God as unchanging, we do change and grow. I hope that our relationships with God are 
alive, are growing enough that we would also describe God differently now than we would have a 
decade ago, even a year ago. 

For a while after I agreed to preach today, I just knew it was May 13, and hadn’t thought beyond 
that. Then, about 2 weeks ago, I realized May 13 was also Mother’s Day. As a preacher, this can be dicey 
territory, and there are years I have decided just to basically ignore it. Mother’s Day can be a messy, 
complicated day for a lot of people. Not everyone has a good relationship with their mother, some 
mother’s have been abusive, some carry pain for a mother they have lost, or pain that they cannot be a 
mother. Also, a number of those gathered this morning may have been raised by someone other than 
their biological mother. Many of us, of any gender, are involved in what we might call mothering 
regardless of whether we are a mother or not. Regardless of our age, even our gender, we can mother 
others, and all of these many, many factors make this day complicated. 
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But I also know that there has been a rant building up inside me once again for a very long time, 
about how hearing my students and others use only masculine names and images for God is like 
hearing nails on a chalkboard for me. And then I ended up being given Mother’s Day to preach on, 
messiness and all, which made it hard to ignore. So I want to take this time to explore the ways that the 
Bible uses mothering language for God to help us better understand the fullness of God’s character. 

As the book of Job invites us to pause in our assumptions, even our beliefs, of who God is, and 
realize that God is so much more vast than we can even begin to comprehend, I am going to invite us 
to look at what for some may be new or unfamiliar ways of looking at God. These are metaphors that 
are of God as mother, but not a gentle, tender, nurturing mother, though those images exist as well. 
Rather, they portray a mother who is fierce, powerful, and yes, vulnerable, too. The invitation is for us 
to see elements of God in these images, but also to find God in us, reflected in each of us, in ways we 
might not always appreciate. 

Several of these images compare God to a mother animal. Now, one of the first lessons I remember 
learning about being around animals, be it hiking or going to the farm to see and work with horses, 
was to not get between a mother and her babies. When I was on safari a number of years ago, we had 
the opportunity to see a mother rhino and her baby. But our driver made sure to keep his distance, 
telling us that mother rhinos are often on guard and even more aggressive than they would normally 
be, making them more likely to charge at anything they might deem a threat, and he did not want us 
to become seen as that threat. Pictures of mother animals and their babies certainly look cute, but only 
a fool would cross that mother. Maybe a scientist may tell me that it is more instinct than love, but 
whatever it is, it is intense, fierce, powerful, and it is one of the ways God’s love for us is depicted. 

In Deuteronomy 32, God is depicted as a mother eagle. One translation reads “Like the eagle that 
stirs up its nest, and hovers over its young, God spreads wings to catch you, and carries you on 
pinions.” Eagles are graceful, powerful creatures. And considering that I find the Canadian geese on 
the schuykill trail terrifying as they protect their territore, compare that to the massive size and talons 
of an eagle. God, Scripture tells us, watches out for us like a mother eagle. 

But that intensity of motherhood doesn’t come without a cost. Hosea gives us the image of God as 
being like a mother bear who has been robbed of her cubs, a painful image, one of anguish, wrath, even 
violence. The image is used because it describes the situation being described. Through Hosea, God is 
talking about how after guiding the Israelites out of Egypt, after leading them through the wilderness, 
after so much tender care and love and patience, life has become easier, and so they have forgotten 
God. God feels like the mother bear robbed of her cubs, and God is in anguish. This too helps us to 
understand how powerful God’s attachment to us is, while also showing us the side of God that is 
scary, and that we have trouble knowing what to do with, for this mother bear is depicted as vengeful, 
and this is one of those challenging depictions of God we have to wrestle with. 

Then there is the image Isaiah gives us of God being like a woman in labor; Isaiah 42: 14 says, “For 
a long time I have held my peace, I have kept myself still and restrained myself; now I will cry out like 
a woman in labor, I will gasp and pant.” Lauren Winner, who is an author, Episcopal priest, and 
professor at Duke Divinity School, spends a chapter of her book Wearing God exploring this image, one 
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that she says at first made her uncomfortable, disturbed even, when she really stopped to consider it. 
She writes, “The image of God as a laboring woman puts together strength and vulnerability in a way 
that tells us something about God and how God works. The point is not just that God is vulnerable, 
although that itself is startling. The point is that in the struggles of labor, we can learn what strength is. 
If our picture of strength is a laboring woman, then strength is not about refusing to cry or denying 
pain. Strength is not about being in charge, or being independent, or being dignified. …Strength entails 
enduring, receiving help and support, being open to pain and risk. …Strength entails entrusting 
yourself (to medicine, or to the wisdom of your own body, or to the guidance of someone who is there 
in the room with you). Strength even entails giving yourself over to the possibility of death.” 

What made her so uncomfortable with this image was the bodily vulnerability of God. You hear 
echoes of the cross and the discomfort we should feel as we think about the crucifixion as she describes 
how it challenges her to think of God in labor, “God groaning in pain, God bleeding, God’s body 
uncontrollably shaking, God exhausted.” Yet this is the process of birthing new life. She writes, “God 
chooses to participate in the work of new creation with bellowing and panting. God chooses a 
participation that does not fight pain, but that works from inside the pain.” 

So why does it matter that we expand our understanding of God to incorporate these images? It 
matters for so many reasons. It matters because as God reminds us in Job, we don’t know all that God 
has done or can do, and these may be new ways for us to further understand God. I hope these images 
do so for you. 

But it also matters because in western culture God has largely been depicted as male, and that is 
not all that the Bible gives us. It matters because when God is depicted as feminine, it is not only gentle 
feminine imagery, but fierce, tenacious, powerful, and vulnerable images, images that speak to the 
intense love and life-giving power that women have, that empower half of the people on this planet. 
As I work with young women and men at the CA, as I work with all women and men, I want them to 
have an understanding of God that incorporates all of this, that allows us to see the holy in ourselves 
whoever we are, and in more of our varied experiences. I am not a biological mother, but in many ways 
I mother the students I work with, and through those experiences, the Bible shows me I can better 
understand God and and better understand God in me. 

And it matters in keeping the church relevant today. There is still a long way to go in talking about 
equal rights for women and girls, in the US and especially globally. Given our time and place, the 
courage of women sharing their stories in the #metoo movement who represent women who feel they 
can’t safely share their stories, the mothers fighting against gun violence and the women fighting for 
people of color, the stories of inequality we hear in the news or experience in our lives all too often, the 
church and Christianity needs to be talking about women. 

And while we sometimes have to search to find it, the Bible provides us with a place that we can 
start. In this life we may never fully comprehend God, but we can use similes and metaphors we do 
understand to help us try, and the Bible is rich with these. It’s important for us to keep the list growing, 
to realize that God is complex, tender, gentle, fierce, powerful, tenacious, vulnerable, and so much 
more. Amen. 


