
The God we invent isn't who God really is.
Several years ago we went on holiday by ferry to the Isles of Scilly. Most of you will 
know that the islands are out in the Atlantic beyond Land’s End.  Today the Scillies 
are wealthy, as a result first of the flower industry and secondly of tourism. But it was
not always so, and in past centuries the people were desperately poor. Not 
surprisingly then they would take advantage whenever they could, of shipwrecks, as 
indeed they still do. We discovered that virtually every young man in the Scillies  
owned several free Marks and Spencers shirts and a nice golfing bag - obtained from 
the wreck of a ship which hit rocks on the way to Ireland a few years earlier. The 
Scillies are noted for shipwrecks,  and I learned more about the history of shipwrecks 
from a book by Bella Bathurst called 'The Wreckers'.  One of the things I learned was 
that during the many years of poverty when the islanders turned to religion, 
shipwrecks were seen as gifts from the almighty in an attempt to ease their economic 
hardship. This attitude showed in a 12th century charter associated with Tresco Priory 
which stated that all wrecks should be ‘enjoyed’ by the monks. An 18th century 
clergyman included a request for wrecks in his prayers when in church he added, “We
pray thee hard, not that wrecks should happen, but if they do, thou will guide them to 
the Scilly isles for the benefit of the poor inhabitants.”  Another parson in St Agnes 
Church mounted the pulpit and announced “Brethren, before I open the service I have 
a sad duty to perform. There has been a wreck….”  But before he could complete his 
statement the church was empty. The next time he had a similar message for the 
congregation he made sure that he was the first one to leave and rush down to the 
beach. 

Throughout Britain many coastal villages staked 
their livelihoods on the plunder to be found in 
dead or dying ships - they saw it as a perk of 
nautical life, and they bitterly resented any 
attempts to make the seas safer. A historian has 
claimed that in some parts of our coastline the 
strongest of the wreckers would swim out through
the breakers and drown the exhausted survivors 
by thrusting them under the water as they 
struggled with failing strength to reach the shore. 
There were even pious fanatics who went so far 
as to persuade the people that it was sinful to help
a vessel in distress on the Sabbath; that it was, in 
fact, sinful to save life. On the other hand, refusal 

to do so was a proof of true religiousness since it showed that they realised it was 
God’s will that the ship should sink and the crew perish.  It shows how easy it is for 
human beings to invent characteristics for God which suit them. ‘And God made man 
in his own image’ is a phrase from  Genesis chapter 1, but it is always a temptation 
for man to make God in his own image. Sometimes it is good to ask ourselves ‘What 
sort of a God do I worship?  Where did I get my ideas of God from?  People 
sometimes say 'I like to think of God as…..'     

maybe ….'as an old friendly man with a beard who is going to let everyone in to 
heaven'    
or maybe    '….as a stern judge who us difficult to please'
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Is he the God of the Bible, or is he someone whom I have worked out in my own 
imagination?  Is my God an angry God, a cruel God, a weak God, an absent God,  or 
is he almighty God, Powerful God, God who loves me, God who is a good father to 
me?  I’ll leave that thought with you and move on…..

With this attitude of poor people to shipwrecks, it almost seems surprising that 
anything was ever done to prevent shipwrecks. But of course a wreck is not good 
commerce, and the earliest attempts to steer ships away from dangerous reef were 
undertaken to please shipowners rather than to please impoverished villagers waiting 
on shore for the next wreck.  Eventually, as constructional engineering improved, 
lighthouses were built. We went out into the Atlantic on a launch to see the biggest 
and most impressive of them: Bishop Rock
lighthouse which stands on an outcrop several miles
west of the Scillies. It’s an amazing structure 154
feet tall, built out of enormous interlocking granite
blocks. Just seeing it makes you wonder how it was
ever built.  Yet these enormous structures were built
150 years ago in many cases, and in yet anopther
book by Bella Bathurst, 'The Lighthouse
Stevensons' I came upon a description of the building of a lighthouse in Scotland, 
which has a lot of significance for Christians, as you will see…..

It’s builder was  Alan Stevenson, uncle to Robert Louis Stevenson. Its name is 
Skerryvore, and it lies on a windswept outcrop of rock 12 miles west of the island of 
Tiree in the inner Hebrides.  It is a particularly big lighthouse and was exceedingly 
difficult to build - yet essential that it should be built. 
In 1838, and after much deliberation, Alan selected the only site that seemed feasible 

and instructed the quarriers to begin digging. The process involved drilling deep 
holes, priming them with powder, and retreating to a safe distance. Except that on 
Skerryvore, there was no safe distance; there were only a few yards of rock to either 
side then salt water as far as the eye could see. Alan took precautions he could, 
including covering the mine-holes with netting and giving all the workmen protective 
fencing  masks -  But it was not a comfortable time, being stuck on a hostile rock, 
surrounded by whirling shrapnel and a group of terrified workmen dressed like sword-
fighters. Most alarming of all,  the Atlantic itself. Often the weather could change 
suddenly, with an ominous lull, a spatter of rain, and then a  wind strong enough to lift
a grown man bodily off the rock. Alan and the workmen often found themselves 
bolting for the  boats, leaving tools, materials and provisions scattered they lay. Small 
wonder that when they returned to the dubious safety of the boat and the long journey 
home every evening most of the men could be heard mumbling prayers. ‘Isolation 
from the world, in a situation of common danger, produces amongst most men a freer 
interchange of the feelings of dependence on the Almighty than is common in the more
chilly course of ordinary life,’ Alan noted in his diary.  

Bad weather  repeatedly held up progress,  but work on Skerryvore began again in
April 1841, and for the first time the men were able to abandon the lighthouse boat for
a barracks building on the rock which had been constructed the previous autumn. It
had lasted the seven months of winter largely unscathed, though Alan noticed that
five tons of rock had been cleared by the sea from the foundation pit. Once stores
were landed, the men moved in. They rapidly discovered that they suffered just as
much in the barracks as on the boat. It had been fitted out with hammocks, a small
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cooking stove, fresh-water tanks- and a few provisions, but the space was so cramped
that there was nowhere to store anything but essentials. When it rained the men stayed
wet as the barracks was too small to store spare dry clothes, and during heavy rains,
the rooms were often flooded with water. When a storm started, Alan and the men

endured a comfortless few days trapped in the
barracks, waiting and watching. Since the rooms
couldn’t be heated, they spent most of their time
in bed,  listening to the howling of the winds and
the  beating  of  the  waves,  which  occasionally
made the house tremble  in a startling manner.
Alan noted in his diary that ‘Such a scene, with
the  ruins  of  the  former  barrack  not  20  yards
from us, was calculated only to inspire the most
desponding anticipations; and I well remember
the undefined sense of dread that flashed across

my mind, on being awakened one night by a heavy sea which struck the Barrack, and
made my cot or hammock swing inwards from the wall, and was immediately followed
by a cry of terror from the men in the apartment above me, most of whom, startled by
the sound and tremor, immediately sprang from their berths to the floor, impressed
with the idea that the whole fabric had been washed into the sea.’

At one point, the weather was so bad that they were stuck on the rock for two full
weeks. By the time the sea calmed down enough to allow the supply boat to reach
them, they had only a day’s worth of food left. 

By the  time  it  was  completed  the  Skerryvore  lighthouse  was  by  any standards  a
remarkable piece of engineering. 137 feet of granite, Its walls at the base were 9½ feet
thick . It  had taken seven years and the best part of Alan’s working life.  Alan had
built his masterpiece and almost destroyed himself in the process. After Skerryvore
his life was not the same.

Ultimately, God and poetry remained Alan’s only consolations. He was a deeply 
religious man,  and had always been devout but in his retirement he became almost 
maddened by his own guilt. He suffered  in old age from a growing paralysis. God, it 
seemed to Alan, was punishing him through suffering. He saw his paralysis not as a 
random tragedy, but as God’s retribution for past sins. Every time the pains lifted, he 
had moved a little way to paying his penance; every time they came back, God was 
punishing him. He became tortured both in mind and body, and gradually he lost his 
ability to see himself as anything other than a sinner eternally punished. At one stage, 
he went through an agony of conscience over his insistence that the Skerryvore men 
should work on the Sabbath. In 1854, a decade after the light was completed, he wrote
to each one of them apologising. ‘I blame myself,’ he confessed, ‘as sole cause of this 
violation of the Law of God; and I state this with great pain, duly humbling myself 
before Him, not only as an individual transgressor, but as a deceiver of others. Being 
now awakened to the great wickedness of such conduct, I feel bound to confess my 
sin, not only to God, against whom it was committed, but before you, who were or 
might have been deceived by me into a sinful unrighteousness.’  A commentator on 
this story has said that ‘The God that Scotland believes in has always been unusually 
retributive, quick to punish and slow to forgive, making, particularly in His more 
zealous, Calvinistic manifestations, a particular speciality of guilt.  After his 
retirement Alan seems to have worshipped a uniquely Scottish God.’
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And I think to myself that today too there are people who sometimes feel guilt so 
easily that they can become be trapped by it. They have invented for themselves a 
God of their own making, a vindictive and nasty God.   Think of the considerable 
number of people today who avoid church because they don’t feel ‘good enough’ to 
enter a church (and that raises a challenging  question of  how we, as Christians, 
manage inadvertently to make people think like that about us).  The truth is that in 
fact God is more ready to forgive than we are to receive forgiveness.

And I think too of how easy it is to search for a reason for illness or other suffering in 
terms of punishment: ‘I must have done immense wrong to suffer so much’

What Stevenson had been  doing was to try to speed up the process of saving life at 
sea - reversing centuries of indifference to the fate of seafarers. Perhaps this is a good 
parallel to Jesus healing on the Sabbath. In Luke 13 Jesus at the start of the chapter 
removes the link between suffering/death and punishment - by referring to the 
collapse of the tower in Siloam. 

Luke 13:1 - 5
Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose 
blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices. Jesus answered, "Do you think that these
Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this 
way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish. Or those eighteen 
who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them - do you think they were more guilty 
than all the others living in Jerusalem? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too 
will all perish."

People had died - in one case by a man-made disaster or crime, in the other case by an
accident. The common interpretation of it was that they must be sinners, and that 
therefore God had punished them. And Jesus is saying this is nonsense. People who 
get ill, people who die in an untimely way are not being punished for sin. 
Subsequently Jesus heals a woman on the Sabbath.: 

Luke 13:10 -  16
On a Sabbath Jesus was teaching in one of the synagogues, and a woman was there
who had been crippled by a spirit for eighteen years. She was bent over and could 
not straighten up at all. When Jesus saw her, he called her forward and said to her, 
"Woman, you are set free from your infirmity." Then he put his hands on her, and 
immediately she straightened up and praised God. Indignant because Jesus had 
healed on the Sabbath, the synagogue ruler said to the people, "There are six days 
for work. So come and be healed on those days, not on the Sabbath." The Lord 
answered him, "You hypocrites! Doesn't each of you on the Sabbath untie his ox or 
donkey from the stall and lead it out to give it water? Then should not this woman, a 
daughter of Abraham, whom Satan has kept bound for eighteen long years, be set 
free on the Sabbath day from what bound her?" 

Whatever the rights or wrongs of Sunday work, there is certainly no wrong in 
working to do good on a Sunday. 

So Stevenson was trapped by guilt for a sin that he had not even committed. He was 
laid low by illness but how much better he could have coped with it if he had known 
about the God of grace, and felt at peace with God. 

Is the God in your mind vindictive?  Or is he powerless? Or is he distant, far away 
from us?  
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Let us now think, not about an invented God, but about what God is really like, and 
how he presents himself to us in the Bible………

I found two stories recently, both of which relate in some way to the story of the 
prodigal son. Our very familiarity with the story of the prodigal son makes it 
important that from time to time we take stock of  what the story says and does not 
say.  The first of these stories is from the USA……..
(From ‘What’s so amazing about grace’  Yancey p56)
A pastor was battling with his fifteen-year-old daughter. He knew she was using birth
control, and several nights she had not bothered to come home at all. The parents had
tried various forms of punishment. to no avail. The daughter lied to them, deceived
them, and found a way to turn the tables on them: “It’s your fault for being so strict!”
The pastor said  “I remember standing before the plate-glass window in my living
room, staring out into the darkness, waiting for her to come home. I felt such rage. I
wanted to be like the father of the Prodigal Son, yet I was furious with my daughter
for the way she would manipulate us and twist the knife to hurt us. And of course, she
was hurting herself more than anyone. I understood then the passages in the prophets
expressing God’s anger.  The people knew how to wound him, and God cried out in
pain.

“And yet I must tell you, when my daughter came home that night, or rather the
next morning, I wanted nothing in the world so much as to take her in my arms, to
love her, to tell her I wanted the best for her. I was a helpless, lovesick father.”
This is an image worth holding up: that image of the lovesick father, which is miles
away from the stern monarch of Alan Stevenson’s imagination. We can think of that
parent standing in front of the plate-glass window gazing achingly into the darkness.
We can think of Jesus’ depiction of the Waiting Father, heartsick, abused, yet wanting
above all else to forgive and begin anew, to announce with joy, ‘This my son was
dead, and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’

The second story is about an artist, Paulo Veronese….     In the Academy of Fine Arts
in Venice there hangs a large painting by Paolo Veronese, a painting that got him into 
trouble with the Inquisition. The painting depicts Jesus at a banquet at Levi’s house 
with his disciples, complete with Roman soldiers playing in one corner, a man with a 
bloody nose on the other side, stray dogs roaming around, a few drunks, and also 
midgets and blackamoors. Called before the Inquisition to explain these irreverences, 
Veronese defended his painting by showing from the Gospels that these were the very
kinds of people Jesus mingled with. Scandalized, the lnquisitors made him change the

5



title of the painting and make the scene secular rather than religious.
In doing so, of course, the lnquisitors replicated the attitude of the Pharisees in 

Jesus’ day. They too were scandalized by the tax collectors, half-breeds, foreigners, 
and women of ill repute who hung out with Jesus, They too had trouble swallowing 
the notion that these are the people God loves. At the very moment Jesus was 
captivating the crowd with his parables of grace, Pharisees stood at the edges of the 
crowd muttering and grinding their teeth. In the story of the Prodigal Son, 
provocatively, Jesus brought in the older brother to voice proper outrage at his father 
for rewarding irresponsible behavior. What kind of “family values’ would his father 
cornmunicate by throwing a party for such a renegade? What kind of virtue would 
that encourage?
A modern preacher once tinkered with details of the parable to make just this point. In
a sermon, he had the father slip the ring and robe on the elder brother, then kill the 
fatted calf in honor of his years of faithfulness and obedience. A woman in the back 
of the church yelled out, “That’s the way it should have been written!’

The gospel is not at all what we would come up with on our own. The God of the 
Bible is not the God of our imagination.  We might expect God to honour the virtuous
over the loose-living spendthift. If not taught otherwise I would expect to have to 
clean up my act first, before even applying for an audience with a Holy God. But 
Jesus told of God ignoring a fancy religious teacher who said 'I thank you God that I 
am not like those sinners' and turning instead to an ordinary sinner who pleads, ‘God, 
have mercy.' Throughout the bible, in fact, God  shows a marked preference for “real”
people over “good” people. In Jesus’ own words, “There will be more rejoicing in 
heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do 
not need to repent.

Our God is accessible, approachable, and infinitely loving.  Somehow we must seek 
first to accept these benefits for ourselves, and when we have done so to clothe 
ourselves with the same characteristics.  We who have received so much from God 
must  continue to strive to be as accessible as He is - to reach out to those in need, to 
comfort the depressed or the frightened, to make ourselves and our Christian 
community a treasure house of what people need and want. If people manage to see 
this sort of God in us, they will want God.  Do we want our acquaintances to join us 
as part of our church fellowship? Do we want them to link in to the Christian 
community?  The first opening for them is if they see God in us and in the way we 
live. God is not the ‘spirit in the sky’. The proper and appropriate residence of the 
Holy Spirit is right here where we are, within you and me. 
 So our first challenge is to commit ourselves to the Lord and receive what he has to

offer. 
 Our second is to clothe ourselves in his characteristics and grow to be increasingly 

like him. 
 Our third is to beckon others to come in the same direction.

Maybe the lighthouse imagery will help - Bishop Rock and  Skerryvore are still 
shining 1½ centuries on, guiding ships and their crews and passengers to safety and 
away from the rocks. That is your job and mine too. 
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