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In this project I explored what six young female missionaries believed about God, 

themselves, and their worth. The interview data suggest that this group of women had 

two different patterns of relating to God. The first pattern centered on relating to God as 

an authoritative Father and pictured humans as children whose role was to trust and obey 

God. The second pattern centered on relating to God as a nurturing Father-Teacher-Lover 

and pictured humans as participants in a relationship whose role was to spend time with 

God to eventually become like God in character. To function, the second pattern requires 

belief in the worth of the self, while this is irrelevant to the functioning of the first 

pattern. Women with the first pattern were ambivalent about the source of their worth, 

while those with the second were not. Because the first pattern does not include any 



 

central beliefs about worth, it may not be strong enough to fully counter cultural pressure 

to base one’s worth on what one does. I hypothesize that the second pattern developed in 

response to a personal experience of God’s love paired with a profound experience of 

knowing that one does not deserve such love. I close with three suggestions for how these 

findings might be applied: practicing contemplative prayer, developing self-compassion, 

and evaluating one’s own perception of God. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Prologue 

“But why does God love me? I can’t do anything!”  

The words flew out of my mouth and hung there in the quiet of the counseling 

office as I sat, shocked into momentary silence by what my feelings of frustration had 

just revealed about what I really believed. 

“But that’s the heart of the Gospel, isn’t it?” I said, thinking out loud. “That God 

loves us even though we can’t do anything.” As I spoke, I felt another emotion boiling up 

within me: anger. Stop it! I shouted silently at God. Stop it! I don’t deserve it. You can’t 

love me, so just stop it! I was furious at God for loving me when I knew I didn’t deserve 

it because it made me feel small and helpless. It was humiliating. 

And then, I had another shocking revelation. What did it say about the state of my 

heart that I wanted so badly to do something to deserve God’s love and that God’s love 

being beyond my control made me so angry? Even though I would have said, no, of 

course God’s love for us does not depend on our actions, it had just become glaringly 

obvious that I did not believe that, not really. And even worse, I was furious because I 

could not change how God thought of me or stop God from loving me. How was it 

possible that I—who had been a Christian practically all my life, who had gone to 

seminary, who was a missionary—had failed to believe such a central truth? How was it 

that my heart was still so unchanged?  
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That day in the counseling office was a turning point in my recovery from trauma 

and some incorrect and damaging beliefs about God. However, there was still a deep 

wound that did not fully heal until two things had happened. First, about seven months 

after that day, I experienced for myself how deeply God loved me, an experience that 

profoundly changed my understanding of God’s character. The second thing, which 

happened about a year after that, was that I encountered the concept of universal human 

dignity: the belief that every human being has inherent and immeasurable worth. It was 

like finding the missing piece of a puzzle, and when it clicked into place at last, I felt like 

I could finally be whole and be free.  

1.2. It’s Not Just Me, Is It? 

Those experiences had a profound impact on the way I understand life and what it 

means to be a Christian. That I am infinitely valuable because God created me and loves 

me and that this has nothing to do with anything I do—any of my capacities, 

accomplishments, or failures—has been deeply healing and freeing for me. That this is 

true of every human being makes it all the more tragic that there are still so many people 

who do not know God and do not live in the joy and freedom that God created them for.  

It is deeply disturbing to me that I was able to be a Christian for so many years, 

even joining a mission organization and having an overseas assignment for five years, 

without ever truly grasping either my worth or God’s love for me. Being without these 

foundational beliefs was disastrous for me and played a large part in a trauma that led to 

my having to leave the field. This prompts me to ask, if I, who had all the advantages of a 

Christian home and years of church instruction, seminary, and missionary training still 
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did not believe those two things, how many others are there who also struggle to believe 

them? Specifically, how many other young female missionaries1 are there who have not 

yet internalized how much God loves them and how valuable they are? Once I began to 

ask those questions, I started observing how my friends talked about themselves and God, 

and I noticed that many of them seemed to frequently describe themselves in disparaging 

terms. I asked my counselor and another friend involved in a healing prayer ministry if 

not believing that they were valuable was a common issue for the young women they 

worked with, and they both said yes, it was. This anecdotal evidence suggests that self-

worth is an issue for young Christian women. 

But why is this? The sacred worth of every human being as a unique creation of 

God has historically been a foundational conviction of the Judeo-Christian tradition.2 

God’s love for humankind and the great lengths to which God went to save us from death 

and destruction are the foundation of the Christian story. It seems a reasonable 

expectation that believing in the God-given worth of humans and God’s love of humans 

should translate into believing that I, personally and individually, am a being of great 

worth who is loved by God. And yet, my own experience and observations and those of 

my two friends suggests that for a worryingly high number of the young women we have 

 
 
1 I do not mean to imply that this is the only demographic group affected by this issue. This is simply the 
group I am particularly interested in as a researcher. When I talk about “young Christian women,” I am 
referring to those between about 20 and 40 years of age, who were born between roughly 1980 and 2000 
and are often referred to as Millennials or Generation Y. 
2 David Gushee traces the history of this belief within Christianity and the devastating consequences of 
ignoring or forgetting it in his book The Sacredness of Human Life (Gushee 2013). I have been inspired and 
greatly encouraged by Gushee’s thought during my research and writing on human worth.  
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contact with, this transfer has not happened. The problem does not appear to be a lack of 

faith, commitment, or Christian education. Most of these young women are committed 

Christians who have been part of the church for most of their lives, some have gone to 

Christian universities, and many are preparing to be missionaries. What is going on? Why 

is the connection between these two foundational Christian beliefs and their own lives not 

being made?  

1.3. Spiritual Formation and Christian Education 

Here is an obvious assumption: an accurate perception of God, secure attachment 

to God, and psychological health and resilience are desirable for missionaries and other 

Christian leaders. Therefore, institutions that exist for the training and preparation of 

these leaders (e.g., seminaries, Christian universities, missionary training programs, or 

even church education programs) should attempt to help their students develop these 

characteristics. This often falls under the category of “spiritual formation,” which is a 

broad term that can encompass education in basic Christian doctrine, development of 

spiritual disciplines, character formation, and anything else that relates to the process of 

becoming more like Christ. Many Christian institutions do in fact have programs meant 

to instill such things into their students, and some, such as Richmont Graduate University 

(Sartor et al. 2018) and George Fox University (Bufford et al. 2018), have published 

descriptions and evaluations of their spiritual formation programs, which could 

presumably serve as patterns for other institutions looking to introduce spiritual 

formation into their own curricula.  
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However, a number of Christian educators have raised concerns that spiritual 

formation has been neglected in Christian higher education, particularly in seminaries, 

resulting in the production of Christian leaders who know all the right answers and yet 

have not applied this knowledge to their own lives. For example, Paul David Tripp 

(2001) argues that seminary culture itself, with its emphasis on testable, quantifiable 

things like theological knowledge and correct doctrine, trains future leaders to value these 

things over personal application of biblical truth and character formation and thus 

contributes to the epidemic of moral failures by Christian leaders. TenElshof and Furrow 

(2000) echo this critique and cite the work of several other researchers to demonstrate 

that relational maturity, spiritual maturity, and character formation are at the root of the 

problems faced by pastors and argue that seminaries must also train their students in these 

areas. Linda Cannell (2010) describes how the current structure of seminary education 

works against the development of both a sound foundation of theological knowledge and 

knowing how to apply one’s knowledge to real life situations, including one’s own 

spiritual formation. In her analysis, the ability of the seminary to fulfill its purpose is 

endangered by the tensions between academic theology and practical relevance, between 

academic and professional training, and between viewing knowledge as a body of content 

to must be transferred into a student’s mind and viewing it as coming from experience. 

This means that seminary education must be rethought if it is to remain viable and 

relevant (Cannell 2010). Depending on the organization they serve with and their role, 

missionaries, like pastors, often pursue higher education with the goal of better equipping 

them—spiritually as well as practically—to carry out their assignment.  
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What these authors compellingly argue is that knowing facts about God and being 

able to construct sophisticated theological arguments does not necessarily lead to spiritual 

maturity or to having an intimate relationship with God (though correct beliefs are 

certainly important in this process). Simply having correct knowledge is not enough. 

Because their identity as Christians is so central to their occupations, it can be 

quite challenging for those engaged in full-time Christian ministry not to conflate what 

they do with who they are, a danger which Tripp highlights (2000).3 Besides the spiritual 

dangers of this type of work laid out by Tripp (2000) and Sorenson (2018), Beebe (2007) 

also found that clergy who demonstrated high levels of differentiation between self and 

role experienced less burnout than clergy who did not separate their identity from their 

job.4 While certainly not unique to Christian workers, the problem of confusing one’s 

identity with one’s role and then evaluating one’s worth by what one does should not be 

underestimated.  

 
 
3 While Tripp does a commendable job enumerating the dangers of full-time ministry work and some of the 
factors which may increase these dangers in this book (entitled Dangerous Calling: Confronting the 
Unique Challenges of Pastoral Ministry), I do not believe that Tripp’s solution is appropriate or helpful for 
everyone, particularly those who have experienced abuse or oppression. The advice Tripp gives for 
combatting the dangers struck me as entirely too focused on human efforts to call to mind all that Christ has 
done for us and to constantly consider God’s glory vis-à-vis our own helpless and sinful state, lest we 
become prideful and think that what we tell others does not apply to us. It is possible that this may be 
helpful for some, but for me, this type of advice has been downright damaging to my own sense of worth 
and my understanding of what God is like. Based on the discussions I had with other women during this 
project, I strongly suspect that this advice would not be particularly helpful to them either. I will return to 
this idea in the Conclusion. 
4 Granted, missionaries are not the same as pastors. Each group does face unique challenges. However, both 
groups are similar in that most pastors and missionaries have had more theological education than the 
average churchgoer, and both are in a line of work in which their own faith is a central component. 
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1.4. Why Missionaries? 

While issues of self-worth are not unique to missionaries or to evangelical 

Christians, I am particularly interested in exploring the spiritual lives of missionaries for 

several reasons. First, I am a missionary myself, and I want to know how my own 

experience compares with that of others. I am researching missionaries in part because I 

want to understand myself and my own culture. This is a part of why, in addition to the 

interviews with other women, I am including sections of my own story in this thesis and 

viewing myself as both researcher and research subject. I will discuss this further in 

Chapter 3 when I describe the methodology and research philosophy I employed for this 

project. 

Second, missionaries, particularly single female missionaries, occupy a unique 

place within conservative evangelical culture and face a unique blend of status, privilege, 

expectations, and pressures. This has not been adequately studied. Within conservative 

evangelical culture, the role of missionary, like that of pastor, is a prestigious one. The 

perception of missionaries as people on the front lines of a spiritual battle gives 

credibility and authority to what missionaries say. Thus, a single woman’s role as a 

missionary may give her a more authoritative voice than she might otherwise have in 

these conservative churches, which often do not appoint women to leadership roles and 

do not view women as authorities on spiritual or theological matters. The experience, 

education, and training of single missionary women may give them more influence 

within the church than one might expect in such an environment. Conversely, however, 

their status as single may also lead to their having less influence, particularly in churches 
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where the expectation is that all people will get married. Being single in this environment 

may lead to these women being judged as young and inexperienced and being treated as 

children, rather than as competent adult women.  

Similarly, people may assume that missionaries are paragons of Christian faith 

who have greater faith, greater knowledge, fewer doubts, and fewer struggles than the 

average Christian. Nearly all the missionaries I have met would heartily dispute this 

assumption, and yet it persists. Missionaries can feel pressure to conform to this image of 

being a super-Christian because they do not want to disappoint their friends, supporters, 

and sending organization. There may be financial incentives to keep up the image: after 

all, many missionaries’ wages come from voluntary gifts from churches and other 

individuals, which means that not meeting people’s expectations could have serious 

financial consequences. However, because of their cachet within evangelical culture, 

missionaries may also be allowed extra leeway to talk about their struggles or to express 

disagreement with certain beliefs than other Christians who have less social or cultural 

capital within the community, though social rules governing the manner and extent to 

which these things may be expressed do exist.5 I have also experienced both of these 

realities. In short, the relationship between missionaries and the evangelical world is 

complicated and should be investigated, and what I will pursue in this thesis is one small 

 
 
5 Church historian Kate Bowler’s The Preacher’s Wife is a fascinating exploration of how celebrity 
evangelical women gain and exercise power and influence within a culture that seems to deny them these 
very things and is well worth reading. The influence of missionary women is a topic covered in Chapters 1 
and 2, and the theme of women using their personal suffering to teach and inspire others (particularly other 
women), as well as the rules which govern this kind of sharing, is a highlight of Chapter 4 (Bowler 2019). 
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piece of this topic. Moreover, the unique position occupied by single female missionaries 

in the conservative evangelical world may come with a distinctive set of expectations 

which, if not met, may lead to significant doubts about one’s worth.6  

My third reason for exploring the spiritual lives of missionaries is to help them 

and other emerging Christian leaders be as well-equipped as possible to carry out Jesus’ 

commission to his disciples to “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 

them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them 

to obey everything that I have commanded you.”7 I believe that equipping missionaries to 

serve God the best that they can must include attention to their spiritual background and 

the ways this may help or hinder their spiritual development, as this has a great impact on 

their longevity and effectiveness as missionaries, not to mention their overall well-being.  

My fourth reason is pastoral and applies not only to traditional missionaries, but 

also to other young Christians who are figuring out who they are and why their faith 

matters. I am deeply concerned about the impact of some of the emphases in the type of 

evangelicalism that I grew up with on the lives and sense of self of others of my own 

generation and younger. Missionaries, and those aspiring to be missionaries, take their 

faith very seriously, and what they have learned about God, themselves, and their 

responsibilities constitutes a core part of their identity. If what they have learned is 

wrong, this is a serious issue. It is crucial that those who attend to the spiritual well-being 

 
 
6 The book Expectations and Burnout (Eenigenburg and Bliss 2010) is an helpful resource in understanding 
the expectations and pressures faced by missionary women, married or single. 
7 Matthew 28:19-20. Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture is quoted from the New Revised Standard 
Version (NRSV). 
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of missionaries help them address incorrect beliefs before the collision of these incorrect 

and damaging beliefs with the painful realities of life causes them to give up Christianity 

entirely or cripple themselves by refusing to engage with the questions. Existential crises 

that arise from distorted and brittle versions of Christianity are far too common and cause 

far too much unnecessary suffering. If what the evangelical church is teaching—or is 

failing to teach—is contributing to this problem, we need to do something about it.8 

Finding out about the practical implications of beliefs, or what might be called the lived 

theology, of young Christians is a good place to start. 

1.5. Defining “Conservative Evangelical” 

Throughout this thesis, the words “conservative” and “evangelical” are used to 

describe one type of Christian culture. As a category of Christianity, “Evangelical 

Protestant” is typically contrasted with Catholic, Fundamentalist, and Mainline or Liberal 

Christian, though evangelicals can be found in any type of church. Throughout this thesis, 

I will use the words “evangelical” and “evangelicalism” to describe, first, a distinctive set 

of theological commitments, and second, the religious subculture that has grown up 

 
 
8 I am well aware of the alarming statistics regarding the decline of religion in the US (Pew Research 
Center 2019). I suspect that part of the reason for the decline (though certainly not all), especially among 
so-called Millennials and Generation Z, has to do with the issues I have been talking about. For those who 
are interested in this topic, David Kinnaman’s You Lost Me explores common reasons for why younger 
people leave the church (Kinnaman and Hawkins 2016). 
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around this theological position. Historian David Bebbington’s well-known definition, 

the “Bebbington Quadrilateral,” captures the four main distinctives of evangelicalism:9  

1)  Conversionism: one must be converted or “born again” by committing to 

follow God, and one’s life must change accordingly  

2)  Activism: one must proclaim the Gospel through word and deed 

3)  Biblicism: the Bible is the highest authority and must be taken seriously 

4)  Crucicentrism: the atoning death and resurrection of Jesus are central to faith 

Holding to these four core beliefs is the foundation of evangelical faith and practice and 

is what distinguishes evangelical Christians from other streams of Christianity. 

As a religious subculture, evangelicalism transcends denominational boundaries 

and has given rise to a vast array of evangelical Christian cultural products and the means 

by which to distribute them, including radio stations, radio programs, music, books, 

movies, bookstores, periodicals, television stations, websites, blogs, podcasts, and 

conferences. In addition, the subculture has produced its own specifically evangelical 

institutions which propagate evangelical beliefs and culture, such as evangelical 

seminaries, Bible colleges, mission organizations, networks such as The Gospel 

Coalition, the National Association of Evangelicals, or the Acts 29 network of churches, 

and even academic societies such as the Evangelical Missiological Society and the 

Evangelical Theological Society (see Smith et al. 1998 and Balmer 2014 for more on 

 
 
9 This categorization is first found in Bebbington’s Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 
1730s to the 1980s, published in 1989. An updated and more nuanced version can be found in his recent 
The Evangelical Quadrilateral: Characterizing the British Gospel Movement (Bebbington 2021). 
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evangelicalism as a subculture). What this means practically is that evangelical Christians 

can inhabit their own cultural world within broader secular society. The perceived 

conflict between evangelical culture and secular culture is what energizes, motivates, and 

sustains the culture (Smith et al. 1998). 

Within American evangelicalism, there also exists a conservative-progressive 

spectrum. Those at the conservative end are likely to embrace positions such as biblical 

inerrancy, male-only leadership in the church and/or family, penal substitution as the best 

or only adequate interpretation of the atonement, homosexuality and transgenderism as 

sinful deviations from God’s design for humans, and individual conversion as the remedy 

for society’s problems. A conservative political position frequently, but not always, 

accompanies a conservative evangelical theological outlook. (One thinks of the infamous 

81% of white evangelical voters who voted for Donald Trump in the 2020 election.) 

Conservative evangelicals may be influenced by people and organizations such as Tim 

Keller and The Gospel Coalition, John Piper and Desiring God Ministries, Francis Chan, 

John MacArthur, or James Dobson and Focus on the Family. 

As a group, progressive evangelicals tend to be younger than conservative 

evangelicals. They are more likely to view the Bible as inspired and authoritative, though 

not necessarily inerrant, believe that leadership of church and family should be shared by 

men and women, embrace alternative explanations of the atonement, support full 

inclusion of LGBTQ persons in the church and society, and advocate structural or 

systemic changes (social justice) as the way to improve society. They are more likely to 

hold a progressive political position in addition to their progressive evangelical 
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theology.10, 11 Progressive evangelicals may be influenced by people such as the late 

Rachel Held Evans, N.T. Wright, Scot McKnight, Brian McLaren, Jim Wallis and the 

Sojourners magazine, or Shane Claiborne and Tony Campolo and the Red Letter 

Christian movement.  

This is not meant to be a full description of evangelicalism but simply to provide 

an orientation to what I mean when I refer to conservative evangelicals or conservative 

evangelical culture. There are many good things about evangelical theology and practice, 

but as in every theological or cultural movement, there are also causes for concern. Of 

particular relevance to this thesis is how the emphases within evangelicalism affect one’s 

spiritual development and relationship with God. Greenman (2010), who is interested in 

the spiritual formation of Christians, observes that each of the four strengths of 

evangelicalism (that is, conversionism, crucicentrism, biblicism, and activism) has a 

corresponding weakness. The emphasis on conversion, often viewed as a distinct moment 

 
 
10 This more accurately describes white evangelicals than Black evangelicals, who, regardless of their 
theology, are far less likely than white evangelicals to be politically conservative. The differences between 
white evangelical and Black evangelical political positions, especially those regarding the prevalence of 
racism, attitudes toward immigration, Confederate monuments, welfare programs, and policing are striking 
and, as Jones argues, should prompt white evangelicals to examine their beliefs (Jones 2020, 158–65). For 
a look at Black evangelical theology, Esau McCaulley’s excellent Reading While Black is a good place to 
start (McCaulley 2020). 
11 The position of progressive evangelicals within evangelicalism is a matter of controversy as more and 
more progressive-leaning evangelicals leave or are forced out of the movement. Some conservative 
evangelicals would argue that progressive evangelicals have ceased to be evangelicals (or even Christians 
at all) because of their views on inerrancy and tendency to vote for progressive politicians or policies. 
Additionally, some progressives who still fit Bebbington’s definition of evangelical no longer consider 
themselves evangelical, often because they no longer wish to be associated with the conservative wing of 
the movement, which they view as racist, homophobic, misogynistic, and generally contrary to the Gospel 
Jesus preached. This is an unfortunate development that ignores the history of evangelical involvement in 
progressive causes such as the abolition of slavery, universal suffrage, and the Civil Rights movement, as 
well as differing views on the inspiration of the Bible that have persisted throughout church history.  
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in time, can overshadow the life-long process of spiritual growth and sanctification. And 

besides, if all that is required for salvation is a decision, what does sanctification matter 

in the long run? The emphasis on the cross can lead to an unbalanced view of the 

Trinity—in particular, minimizing the role of the Holy Spirit—and an insufficient 

understanding of what it means to be a created being. The emphasis on the need to read 

the Bible and study it can lead to a rather mechanical, purely rational interaction with it 

instead of a transformative encounter, as well as suspicion or ignorance of meditative 

practices. The view that the Bible is the ultimate authority can lead Christians to ignore 

other sources of spiritual teaching, particularly when they are from non-evangelical types 

of Christianity. Finally, the focus on activism, particularly within a culture that prioritizes 

busyness and productivity, can replace the disciplines of prayer, meditation, and solitude 

that are essential to deepening one’s spiritual life. The issues that concern Greenman, as 

well as others connected to the same four evangelical distinctives, will appear throughout 

this work.  

1.6. Where Are We Going from Here? 

Missionaries need all the resources available—spiritual, administrative, 

emotional, mental health, etc.—because of the high levels of stress they face and the 

likelihood that they will encounter trauma while on the field. A full discussion of how to 

provide such resources is beyond the scope of this work, but I will be looking specifically 

at one type of spiritual resource which I believe to be an invaluable help in coping with 

stress and trauma: a close, supportive relationship with God which sustains one’s sense of 

worth and confidence in one’s ability to influence the course of one’s own life. To thrive 
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in missionary work, missionaries need to believe on the deepest level that they, apart 

from the work that they do, are immeasurably valuable and that they are able to direct 

their own lives. Based on a review of relevant literature and the interviews I conducted, it 

appears that the way a person views God and the type of relationship she has with God is 

deeply intertwined with how she views herself and how she understands her worth.  

In summary, the problem under discussion here is an apparent lack of self-worth 

among young Christian women who are or are planning to become missionaries, which 

has major implications for their longevity and resilience on the field. The purpose of this 

project is to explore what a small sample of young women early in their missionary 

careers believe about their worth. A project like this is needed, first, because there is little 

published research on self-worth and spirituality or religious experience, as well as a 

general lack of qualitative research on spirituality. I realized just how under-researched 

this area was, particularly when talking about missionaries, when I wrote to seven 

psychologists who had published research relating to missionary care to ask if they knew 

of any research on missionaries and self-worth. Not one knew of any work beyond the 

handful of sources I had already found. As a qualitative exploration of a spirituality-

related topic, this study contributes to this area of research. Secondly, a problem must be 

understood before it can be effectively addressed. This research is a step toward 

understanding the complex problem of self-worth so that Christian educators and those 

involved in training and caring for missionaries are better equipped to address the whole 

issue. For this reason, this thesis is addressed to Christians who have the responsibility of 

caring for the spiritual well-being of others. This would include pastors, theologians, 
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Sunday school teachers, leaders and member care personnel in mission organizations, 

Christian counselors, seminary and university professors, and others who have leadership 

roles within the evangelical world. 

In the next chapter of this thesis, I will explore the existing literature on the 

connections between perception of God and perception of self. Chapter 3 describes the 

methodology I used in this study. In Chapter 4, I describe the two different patterns of 

relating to God that the women I interviewed appeared to have, and in Chapter 5, I 

explore how these different patterns are evident in the way the women describe their 

experience. This is where we will see most clearly how having an internalized belief in 

one’s unchangeable worth based on being created and loved by God affects the lives of 

these women. In Chapter 6, I will argue that the women who see themselves as 

fundamentally worthy have had a particular type of encounter with God’s love which led 

them to adopt a different pattern of relating to God, a pattern in which seeing the self as 

worthy is a central component. Finally, in Chapter 7, I will close by recommending a few 

steps Christian leaders might take to help those under their care develop a close, loving 

relationship with God and an identity as a worthy self.



 

 17 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I present research on the connections between a person’s 

perception of God and his or her perception of the self. This is not meant to be a 

comprehensive review but will highlight some of the most relevant findings and studies 

conducted on this topic. This review of the existing literature will lay the groundwork for 

the following chapters, in which I analyze the way the women I interviewed perceive and 

interact with God and how this relates to their views of their own worth.  

My initial goal in this project was to explore the beliefs about worth held by a 

small number of young single women missionaries from an American evangelical 

background. I wanted to find out where these beliefs came from, how these women came 

to hold them, and what difference these beliefs made in how they saw themselves and in 

how they lived. To do this, I searched for studies done on missionaries and self-worth and 

found very little information. I researched some of the common ways people construct a 

sense of identity and worth, and based on this information, I created an interview guide 

designed to explore how beliefs about worth were related to work, relationships with 

friends and coworkers, and relationship with God. 

As I began to conduct interviews, however, and as I reflected on what the women 

I interviewed had said, I began to realize that there were two key factors that seemed to 

have a tremendous amount of influence on how each woman understood her worth: her 

perception of God and the way she related to God. These two things seemed far more 
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important than the other areas of job and relationships with other people that I had 

thought would also be important. Perception of God and relating to God, then, became 

the focus of my analysis and are what I will be delving into in this review of relevant 

literature.12 

Before we go any further, however, I would like to point out a set of three related 

assumptions that I am making: first, that all human beings are created by God in the 

image of God and therefore have great worth. Second, a person’s worth has nothing to do 

with ability, wealth, social status, or any other of the myriad ways in which humans 

evaluate their own and others’ worth. Finally, because all humans possess this 

unconditional worth by virtue of their creation in the image of God, all humans are 

worthy of being treated with dignity and respect. These assumptions are foundational for 

the argument I am making. However, because I view these assumptions as logical 

corollaries of the orthodox Christian belief in the creation of humans in the image of God, 

I do not intend to spend time defending them here.13 We will begin with two 

psychological constructs that are necessary for understanding much of the relevant 

research: attachment theory and God image/God concept.  

 
 
12 Evangelical subculture as a whole likely plays a large role in shaping a person’s perceptions of God and 
self. Unfortunately, a full exploration of this very important topic is outside the scope of this work. 
However, readers familiar with American evangelical culture may notice how distinctively evangelical 
values are evident in what the women I talked with say about how they view God and themselves. The 
particular areas I noted were views of authority and epistemology, spiritual maturity, and the role of work 
and service in the life of a Christian, though there are likely more.  
13 For those who are interested in exploring this subject further, I would highly recommend Christian 
ethicist David Gushee’s The Sacredness of Human Life (Gushee 2013). It provides a fairly comprehensive 
account of the concept of human worth in the Old and New Testaments and throughout history and also 
explores the grave consequences of minimizing human worth. 
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2.1. Attachment Theory 

First, I will examine one of the most frequently used frameworks of evaluating the 

type of relationship people have with God: attachment theory. Attachment theory 

originated with the work of psychologists Bowlby and Ainsworth on the relationships 

between children and their caregivers and how this affects the children’s development 

and subsequent relationships with significant people (see Ainsworth and Bowlby 1991 

for a summary of the development of the theory and a bibliography). The theory is that 

children form internal working patterns of relationships based on these early relationships 

with caregivers, which they apply to subsequent relationships as they grow older. These 

working patterns are essentially the form the child expects relationships to take, including 

what to do to get the other person to respond in a desirable way and expectations about 

how the other person is likely to respond.  

There are three major styles or patterns of attachment: secure, avoidant, and 

anxious-ambivalent (Moriarty, Hoffman, and Grimes 2006).14 A secure attachment 

pattern is what develops when a child’s caregiver is responsive to the child’s needs and 

the child trusts that the caregiver will respond to the child’s requests for attention. This 

results in the child’s feeling secure, loved, and worthy of being loved. An avoidant 

attachment style, on the other hand, is developed when the child’s caregiver is not 

responsive and does not provide physical or emotional contact and the child learns that 

 
 
14 As Moriarty, Hoffman, and Grimes (2006) note, a fourth style, disorganized/disoriented attachment, has 
also been identified. However, the research on attachment to God and psychological health focuses on the 
first three attachment styles, so it is these three that will be discussed here.  



 

 

20 

attachment-seeking behavior is futile because the caregiver will not respond. Finally, 

anxious-ambivalent styles develop when the caregiver is inconsistent or unpredictable in 

response to the child’s attachment-seeking behavior. This causes great anxiety for the 

child because she is unable to predict what the caregiver’s response will be and cannot 

then form an internal working pattern of relationships. 

Subsequent research has found that people’s relationships with God, as well as 

with other people, fall into the same three patterns of secure, avoidant, or anxious-

ambivalent (Beck and McDonald 2004, Reiner et al. 2010, Rowatt and Kirkpatrick 

2002).15 Many studies have been conducted on attachment to God and have found that 

secure, anxious, and avoidant patterns of attachment to God correlate with other measures 

of psychological and spiritual health. For example, Leman et al. (2018) found that secure 

attachment to God was linked to psychological health in a nationwide sample of 

American adults. Ellison et al. (2014) found that anxious attachment to God was 

positively correlated with psychiatric symptoms, while secure attachment to God 

correlated negatively with such symptoms. Beck (2006) found that Christian college 

students who were securely attached to God (specifically, those who saw God as a 

“secure base” from which they could engage in exploration and to whom they could 

 
 
15 The way in which early childhood attachment to caregivers relates to later attachment to God is debated. 
There is some evidence that people experience their relationship with God in a similar manner to their 
earliest attachment relationships (the correspondence pattern of attachment), but there is also evidence that 
the relationship with God can differ significantly from early attachment relationships, especially when 
these real life relationships were unhealthy or unsatisfactory (the compensation pattern; Hall et al. 2009, 
Kimball et al. 2013).  
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always return) engaged in more theological exploration, displayed more tolerance toward 

different Christian beliefs, and experienced more peace and less distress as they 

encountered questions and difference than did students who were less securely attached 

to God. Bock et al. (2018) found that among college students, those with higher levels of 

anxious or avoidant attachment to God were less likely to see suffering as a means for 

spiritual growth, and those with higher levels of avoidant attachment were also less 

spiritually self-aware. Another study found that anxious attachment to God might put 

people at greater risk of work addiction (Kezdy, Martos, and Robu 2013). These studies 

show that secure attachment to God is an important component of Christians’ mental and 

spiritual health. 

Beck and McDonald also noted an interesting connection with denominational 

background. In their study, the Catholic and non-denominational charismatic participants 

had lower anxious attachment scores than members of the Church of Christ. The Church 

of Christ members also had higher avoidant attachment scores than the other two groups. 

Beck and McDonald say that this suggests that different types of church practice and 

theology affect attachment patterns (2004, 99-100). Similarly, Eurelings-Bontekoe et al. 

found that having negative feelings about God was associated with insecure attachment 

and higher levels of psychological distress, and that the members of the Dutch Orthodox 

reformed church had a more negative view of God than members of the Pentecostal 

church (Eurelings-Bontekoe, Hekman-Van Steeg, and Verschuur 2005). The Pentecostal 

church members also saw God’s actions as more supportive, while the Orthodox 

members saw these are more punitive and judging. While the authors of both studies are 
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hesitant to put too much weight on these correlations, they do suggest that a person’s 

theology and denominational background may influence their attachment to God. 

Attachment to God is most often measured by using a survey (see Beck and 

McDonald 2004 for one common instrument) and relying on quantitative data to make 

broad generalizations about behavior. However, Proctor et al. (2009) explored attachment 

patterns through interviews and participant narratives and argued that relying on self-

reported answers to questionnaires was not the only way to assess attachment to God. 

They looked for indicators that the respondent had a positive concept of God (that God is 

loving, caring, available, protecting, etc.), had positive experiences in the relationship 

with God, valued the relationship, felt comfortable questioning and exploring beliefs, 

accepted that doubt could exist in a healthy relationship, and was able to understand both 

positive and negative experiences as part of the relationship with God. These six 

categories were indicators of secure attachment to God and measured the same things as 

the questionnaires but gave more insight into how people describe their relationship with 

God when using their own words. Proctor et al. found many more examples of the first 

three indicators (which show the “safe haven” part of secure attachment relationship) 

than of the second three (the “secure base” part). They noted that the respondents who 

demonstrated secure attachment to God spoke of themselves in ways that indicated they 

saw themselves as “loveable in the eyes of God,” and “appeared to find confidence in this 

knowledge, such that they appreciated and valued themselves” (Proctor et al. 2009, 258).  

In general, attachment theory seems to be a useful way to examine the broad 

contours of relationship with God. However, it lacks nuance, particularly in the securely 
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attached category. Procter et al. note that there are many more examples of the “safe 

haven” function of attachment than the “secure base” function, and that even among 

those with secure attachment, “It appeared a certain level of confidence in both God and 

self was required before individuals progressed to be being able to manage their 

relational doubts, struggles and questioning in ways which ultimately led to a 

strengthening, rather than a weakening of their relationship with God” (Proctor et al. 

2009, 258). Observations such as these suggest that variations in types of secure 

attachment is something that attachment theory is not equipped to explore. 

These studies on attachment to God show us that being securely attached to God 

is linked to better psychological health, while anxious or avoidant attachment is 

associated with depression, anxiety, and other indicators of lower psychological well-

being. Secure attachment is also connected to greater self-awareness and the ability to 

engage with questions and doubts about faith without great discomfort or fear. Those who 

are securely attached to God may also be better equipped to integrate negative life 

experiences into their worldview. Attachment may be connected to denominational and 

theological experiences. However, as useful as attachment theory may be for a broad 

understanding of the way people relate to God, it is not equipped to examine small 

variations in people’s relationship with God, particularly among those who would be 

classed as securely attached to God. Next, we will turn to another promising way of 

looking at how people relate to God: research on God image and God concept.  
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2.2. God Image and God Concept 

In addition to attachment theory, much of the relevant literature also examines 

two related categories referred to as “God image” and “God concept.” God image refers 

to people’s subjective, emotional responses to God and experiences with God. It has to do 

with how people feel about God and how they believe God feels about them. God 

concept, on the other hand, refers to people’s conscious, rational beliefs about God, 

usually based on what they have been taught about God (Grimes 2007, 12). In simple 

terms, God image refers to what people feel about God, while God concept describes 

what they think about God. 

In theory, the two constructs can be easily separated and measured; in practice, 

however, it is difficult to do this because what a person thinks about God and her own 

experience of God constantly interact with each other. Rather than attempt to separate the 

two concepts, some authors use terms such as “God perception” or “God representation” 

to refer to the totality of a person’s beliefs and feelings about God. However, Zahl and 

Gibson (2012) found that when people were asked what they should believe God is like 

(God concept) and what they felt God is actually like (God image), the answers were 

quite different, suggesting that God image and God concept are indeed two separate 

constructs which should not be conflated. They noted that the questionnaires and 

instruments used to assess a person’s view of God are often unclear as to whether the 

person should respond based on what they think they should believe about God (God 

concept) or what they personally feel God is like (God image). Zahl and Gibson argued 

that failing to differentiate between the two constructs may produce results that do not 
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accurately reflect either what people believe about God (because people may be 

responding based on their subjective experience with God) or what they feel about God 

(because they respond based on what they think they ought to believe about God).  

In spite of the difficulties in measuring God concept and God image, however, 

there is a good deal of promising research that shows that the way people perceive God is 

related to how they perceive themselves. Perceptions of God are generally measured 

along the lines of whether God is viewed as primarily kind, accepting, and forgiving, or 

whether God is punishing, controlling, and judgmental. The way a person views God has 

been shown to correlate not only how they see themselves, but also how they view the 

world around them and interact with other people (see Johnson et al. 2013 and Froese and 

Bader 2010). For example, viewing God as authoritarian (God directs and controls human 

affairs, is angered by immoral actions, and judges and punishes evil) has been shown to 

correlate with depression, aggression, political conservatism, and placing a high value on 

having power (Johnson, Okun, and Cohen 2015). In contrast, seeing God as primarily 

benevolent (a nurturing caregiver who helps, forgives, and accepts) is correlated with 

volunteerism, self-esteem, believing that the government should redistribute wealth more 

equally, secure attachment to God, and highly valuing benevolence (Johnson, Okun, and 

Cohen 2015).  

Previous research has established that a connection between God image and self-

worth or self-esteem exists. In their landmark study of male Catholic adolescents, Benson 

and Spilka (1973) found that self-esteem was positively related to views of God as loving 

and accepting and negatively to views of God as rejecting, impersonal, and controlling. 
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Similarly, Francis, Gibson, and Robbins (2001) found that among Christian and non-

religious Scottish adolescents, self-worth and views of God as loving and forgiving were 

positively related, while self-worth and views of God as cruel and punishing were 

negatively related. While Francis et al. simply note the correlation between self-worth 

and God image, Benson and Spilka argue that it is self-esteem that influences the 

person’s view of God, not vice versa. However, they also note that theology may also 

influence a person’s self-concept and that a person’s beliefs and self-concept may 

continuously interact with each other, which suggests that the direction of the relationship 

between God image and self-worth may not be entirely unidirectional.  

Bassett and Williams (2003) used a 100-item adjective checklist to investigate 

college students’ perceptions of God, Satan, and self. They also found that favorable self-

descriptions correlated with favorable God descriptions and suggest that viewing God 

positively might lead to viewing the self, as well as other people, more positively. This is 

in contrast to Benson and Spilka’s theory that a positive view of the self is what leads to a 

positive view of God. 

Clinical psychologists have also found that perceptions of God can have 

significant effects on overall mental health. Negative perceptions of God as punishing, 

cruel, angry, or vengeful have been linked to greater levels of anger at God, fear and 

concern about God’s attitude toward the self, insecure or avoidant attachment to God, 

psychological distress, and psychiatric symptoms than are present among those who view 

God as loving and kind (Eurelings-Bontekoe, Hekman-Van Steeg, and Verschuur 2005; 

Exline, Grubbs, and Homolka 2015; Flannelly et al. 2010; Schaap-Jonker et al. 2017; 
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Silton et al. 2014). Even more importantly, other studies have shown that working with 

clients to adjust their perception of God to an image of a more loving, forgiving, and 

accepting God has great positive effects on their overall mental health and well-being, 

including self-esteem and self-worth (Moriarty and Hoffman 2007; Kim, Chen, and 

Brachfeld 2019; Maltby and Hall 2012; Olson et al. 2016; Tisdale et al. 1997). In other 

words, a positive change in one’s perception of God appears to lead to positive change in 

one’s perception of oneself. We will discuss this further in a later section. 

Schieman et al. (2017) found that belief in a God who is active, engaged with, and 

concerned about the details of people’s lives was associated with higher levels of self-

esteem. They refer to this aspect of God’s character as “divine support” and suggest that 

this correlation exists because “a relationship with God offers a chance to form a social 

attachment with the ultimate friend and source of support,” which leads to higher overall 

self-esteem (2017, 309). Interestingly, they also found that people who identified as 

“born again” and had low levels of belief in God’s support also had lower levels of self-

esteem than others who did not identify as “born again,” though it was unclear precisely 

why this was the case. One possible explanation given by the authors was that perhaps 

people with low self-esteem were more likely to identify as born again in an attempt to 

bolster their own self-esteem through having a personal relationship with God. They also 

note, however, that it is very difficult to prove causation in a study like this, and it is also 

possible that the combination of identifying oneself as born again while not feeling that 

one has a supportive relationship with God may provoke low self-esteem. While 

Schieman et al. (2017) do not discuss this, it could be that, because having a direct 
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relationship with God is a central component of the born again identity, those who do not 

feel close to God or do not believe that God cares about them may have doubts about the 

sincerity of their faith, their practice of it, or their worthiness to be near to God, which 

could be causes of low self-esteem.  

Smither and Walker (2015) investigated the relationship between perception of 

God, intrinsic or extrinsic religiosity, and core self-evaluations (that is, self-esteem, self-

efficacy, neuroticism, and locus of control). They found that people with positive core 

self-evaluations tended to see God as loving, forgiving, and compassionate, while those 

who saw themselves more negatively tended to view God as punitive, harsh, angry, and 

vengeful. They also note that prayer in which a person sees herself and God as sharing 

responsibility for addressing a problem seems to be more adaptive way of coping than 

leaving the problem totally in the hands of God. They speculate that this is because 

praying in this way relates to an internal locus of control, which is an important 

component of core self-evaluation. 

In summary, what the research on God image and God concept shows us is that, 

in addition to one’s attachment to God, the type of God one believes to exist is also very 

important to the way one understands oneself and the world. Believing in a God who is 

primarily benevolent, supportive, nurturing, forgiving, and accepting correlates with 

higher self-esteem, a more favorable view of oneself, and better psychological health and 

well-being. On the other hand, believing in a God who is primarily authoritarian, 

punishing, judging, and angry is correlated with lower self-esteem, negative views of 
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oneself, lower general well-being, and higher instances of depression, anxiety, and other 

psychiatric symptoms. 

While these observations are provocative, one important variable has not been 

explored in these studies: gender. What is the relationship between gender, view of God, 

and mental health? Do men and women have different perceptions of God? Given that 

within the conservative evangelical tradition, most pastors and influential theologians are 

male, this is not an unimportant question. The relationship between gender, views of 

God, and mental health are what we will examine next. 

2.3. Gender and Views of God 

Men and women appear to perceive God differently, and the way women view 

God seems to have more of an impact on their mental health than it does on men’s. 

Nguyen and Zuckerman (2016) found that among a random sample of American adults, 

compared to men, women were more likely to view God as relational, provider, or creator 

than as ruler. Even though men also preferred the first three types of God image, the 

preference was far more pronounced for women. They also found that women’s 

symptoms of depression decreased when beliefs in relational God and God-as-provider 

increased, but depressive symptoms increased as belief in God-as-creator and God-as-

ruler did. For men, the same effect was present, but it was much smaller and not 

statistically significant. The authors hypothesized that because women are socialized to 

be relational and care for others, this is also how they prefer to see God. They also 

suggested that these beliefs about God as relating and providing can protect them from 

depression and function as a coping mechanism in times of stress. Beliefs in God-as-
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creator and God-as-ruler, on the other hand, do not give the same assurances that God is 

actively involved with and caring for a person, which may lead to more symptoms of 

depression. Nguyen and Zuckerman (2016) note that, as with most studies of this nature, 

it is very difficult to determine causality, and it may be that suffering from depressive 

symptoms causes women to see God as less supportive, rather than the reverse. In any 

case, the way women see God—particularly seeing God as relating and providing as 

opposed to creating and ruling or controlling—has a much stronger connection to 

women’s mental health than it does to men’s.  

Foster and Babcock (2001) described the differences between how men and 

women understand God based on a study in which participants (undergraduate students at 

two United States universities) were asked to write a fictional narrative in which they met 

God in the form of a human around their own age. There were notable differences in the 

stories based on the gender of the participant, regardless of the gender of the God they 

wrote about. Men were more likely to write about seeing a miracle and getting a sense of 

mission or purpose from the encounter, while women were more likely to write about 

discussing problems with God, receiving advice or guidance, feeling loved, calm, or 

peaceful, receiving forgiveness, and being reassured that they were good and worthy. The 

authors summarized this by saying that men were more likely to write action-oriented 

stories, while women tended to write feeling-oriented stories. They found that this was 

consistent with previous research that found that women tend to see God as more 

supportive, nurturing, and intimacy-oriented, while men are more likely to see God as 

omniscient, powerful, a king, and a judge. 
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Another aspect of perception of God that must be considered is God’s gender. In 

the Abrahamic faiths, God is traditionally portrayed as a masculine figure, and in some 

segments of conservative evangelical Christianity, God’s maleness is of central 

importance to the proper ordering of society and family.16 As feminist theologians have 

noted, however, if God is male (or embodies the traits society has deemed masculine), 

this makes it more difficult for women to view themselves as being in the image of God, 

while making it easier for men to view themselves in this way. After all, if God is male, 

then men are fundamentally more like God than women can ever be. This, along with 

other ways in which a male or masculine God image is harmful to women, has long been 

a concern of feminist theology and is outside the scope of this project. However, we will 

briefly discuss a few ways in which viewing God as non-male may affect a person’s 

understanding of God and herself.  

One study found that viewing God as something other than male may be 

beneficial for women’s mental health and self-esteem. Aldredge-Clanton found that 

women who viewed God as androgynous or beyond gender had higher levels of 

creativity, self-confidence, autonomy, and dominance, as well as lower levels of 

deference and abasement, than did women who viewed God as masculine (2001, 83-88). 

She argues that when women view God as including femininity as well as masculinity, 

 
 
16 For examples of popular-level demonstrations of this view within evangelical Christianity, see the 
articles written on the topic on the websites of the Gospel Coalition (The Gospel Coalition 2021) and 
Desiring God Ministries (Desiring God n.d.). The entire website of the Council on Biblical Manhood and 
Womanhood is dedicated to promoting this view (CBMW n.d.). Scholarly defenses and explications of the 
view can be found in the book Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood (Piper and Grudem 2006). 
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they are enabled to relate to God in a much deeper way. They see God as being like them, 

rather than unlike, and this appears to greatly increase their views of their worth.17  

Foster and Babcock (2001) found that when study participants were asked to write 

about encountering God in the form of a woman, they described this God as more 

nurturing than participants writing about meeting God in the form of a man. When 

writing about a female God, both male and female participants were more likely to 

describe asking for proof that it was God they were speaking with (indicating surprise or 

skepticism that God could be female), but they also more frequently asked God why 

things were the way they were and wrote more about feeling peace, love, and calm 

because of the encounter than did participants who wrote about meeting a male God. 

While empirical research on the effects of believing in a non-male God seems to 

be rather sparse, what there is suggests that people respond differently to a male God than 

to a non-male God, and that belief in a non-male God may encourage women to be more 

creative, assertive, and confident. What seems to be slightly better documented are the 

differences in how men and women view God. Women seem to prefer to view God as 

close, caring, and supportive—a nurturing figure who provides for them and with whom 

they have an emotionally intimate relationship. While men do also have this view of God, 

as a group, they are more likely than women to view God as a powerful, authoritative 

 
 
17 While this is outside the scope of this research, Aldredge-Clanton also describes the ways a solely 
masculine image of God harms men as well as women. She writes that worshipping a male God encourages 
men to believe that they are like God in a way that women are not, that they ought to be responsible for 
everything, and that they should never show emotion or vulnerability. This leads men to deny parts of their 
own personalities, experience unnecessary anxiety and stress, and makes them more susceptible to the sins 
of pride and control (2001, 92-95).  
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ruler and judge—the omnipotent, omniscient Creator and Sovereign of the universe. As 

we have also seen, the way a person views God also seems to have a greater effect on the 

mental health and well-being on women than it does on men, with less relational views of 

God (that is, Creator and Ruler) correlating with greater levels of depression and the 

more relational views (i.e., Provider and Relational) with lower levels of depression for 

women.  

One aspect of these views of God which deserves more attention is the issue of 

God’s control. The authoritative, ruling God also seems to be a rather controlling figure, 

and this in itself could be a factor in the way women respond to this view of God. We 

will explore this issue next. 

2.4. God’s Control 

The idea that God is controlling seems to be particularly salient in women’s 

relationship with God. Steenwyk et al. (2010) found that women who viewed God as 

controlling experienced more feelings of hopelessness, while men who viewed God as 

controlling experienced less hopelessness. They note that this is consistent with other 

research that shows that men prefer to see God as more authoritarian and controlling than 

women do. Like Nguyen and Zuckerman (2016), Steenwyk et al. (2010) also hypothesize 

that these results are related to the way men and women are socialized to behave in 

Western culture: the cultural expectation is that men be independent, knowledgeable, in 

control, and in charge, while women are to be dependent, uninformed, and submissive 

(Steenwyk et al. 2010, 94). If women’s image of God is one of an authoritarian, all-

knowing, controlling figure, it may encourage them to be more dependent and 
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submissive, which would lead to less sense of control in their own lives and greater 

hopelessness. The authors note that for men, it may be that viewing God as in-charge, 

controlling, and all-knowing encourages them to emulate these qualities and serves to 

justify the control they already have, which could lead to less hopelessness.  

While race is not a central concern of this work (I focused narrowly on the 

experience of white, middle-class women), one study that compared the beliefs of Black 

and White Christians did yield some important observations about beliefs about God’s 

control and mental health. In a study on adults aged 65 and above and their beliefs about 

God’s control over their lives, Schieman, Pudrovska, and Milkie (2005) found differences 

based on race and gender. Among Blacks, a stronger sense of God’s control was 

correlated with a stronger sense of self-esteem, especially among Black women, while for 

White men, a strong sense of God’s control was correlated with low self-esteem. (The 

two were unrelated for White women.) Interestingly, among Black participants, a strong 

sense of God’s control was also associated with a greater sense of control over one’s own 

life (referred to as “mastery” by the authors), but among Whites, God’s control was 

associated with feeling less mastery.  

The authors hypothesize that these relationships existed because for White men, 

the group with the most social advantages, believing that God was in control was viewed 

as relinquishing the power and control they are accustomed to having, leading to a 

reduced sense of mastery and self-worth. In contrast, for Black women, the most socially 

disadvantaged group, a personal relationship with God was a source of the worth and 

validation which they were not receiving from broader society. In addition, the authors 
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write that God’s immanent presence and intervention on behalf of God’s people is central 

to Black spirituality, and God is often seen as “a core source of racial empowerment and 

autonomy, which is closely related to personal mastery and self-worth” (Schieman, 

Pudrovska, and Milkie 2005, 189). This study, however, did not investigate whether 

God’s control was related to a view of God as supportive or whether God’s control was 

related to a view of God as a distant sovereign ruler, and the authors note that some of the 

differences in self-esteem and mastery may be related to viewing God as supportive and 

controlling or distant and controlling.  

The research on race, gender, and views of God indicates that different groups of 

people seem to perceive God differently, and that perception of God affects mental health 

differently for different people. For Black women, a strong sense of God’s control over 

their lives was associated with greater self-esteem and feeling in control of their own 

lives; however, this relationship was the opposite for White men. In the previous section 

on gender, we saw that belief in a supportive, caring, non-controlling, relating God 

seemed to be particularly important for the well-being of women. While some men did 

also view God in this way, the way men viewed God did not have a significant impact on 

their mental health. What these studies show is that there is nothing inherent in 

Christianity that deprives people of a sense of mastery or self-esteem, but neither does it 

automatically provide these things. Particularly among White men, God’s control seems 

to be opposed to self-esteem and mastery, but among Black Christians, especially among 

Black women, God’s control seems to encourage these things. 
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2.5. Changes in Perception of God and Mental Health 

Most of the studies I have discussed thus far have been quantitative and based on 

statistical analysis of participants’ responses on a series of questionnaires or 

psychological instruments. However, of particular interest to this topic are a pair of 

qualitative studies which have investigated how a change in perception of God affects 

people’s beliefs about their worth. Kim, Chen, and Brachfeld (2019) examined how 

counseling patients’ experience with God affected their views of themselves and the 

symptoms for which they were seeking help. All nine participants in this study adopted a 

new image of God which highlighted God’s unconditional love and forgiveness, and all 

said that this new way of seeing God increased their sense of self-worth and self-

acceptance. Participants also reported that having a new perception of God increased 

their self-confidence, gave them more hope, allowed them to be more willing for God to 

influence their lives, helped them develop a healthier balance with their work, helped 

them have healthier relationships with other people, helped them find purpose in life and 

in suffering, and enabled them to process difficult emotions. All these changes led to a 

reduction in the symptoms that had caused the participants to seek counseling. The 

authors noted that the participants needed to see God as safe before they could trust God 

enough to have an intimate relationship with God in which change could occur: “When 

their views shifted to one where God is unconditionally loving, abundantly forgiving, and 

consistently present and empathic, participants were then ready to enter into a more 

intimate relationship with God” (Kim, Chen, and Brachfeld 2019, 119), and this enabled 

them to change. 
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In her doctoral work, Cadle investigated the relationship between women’s 

perception of God and their view of their worth and found that “when Christian women 

perceive God as unconditionally loving, specifically concerned for them, and forgiving of 

past wrongs, they also experience a positive sense of self-worth” (1998, 3). The 

experiences of the women she interviewed followed a pattern, including a “turning point” 

of personal crisis, perceiving God’s involvement in this turning point, the turning point 

providing the foundation for a new perception of God, the woman’s perception of God 

changing dramatically from what it originally was (generally a process, not an 

instantaneous change), and a significant increase in self-worth which each woman 

attributed to the change in her perception of God. In general, the women began to see 

God as unconditionally loving, forgiving, and involved in their lives, rather than as the 

cruel, judgmental, punitive, or distant God of their previous perception. While this was a 

small study with only four participants, the findings are remarkably similar to what I and 

two of the women I talked with experienced regarding our own experiences with self-

worth and perception of God. 

2.6. Summary 

In this chapter, I have briefly described attachment theory and how it can be used 

to describe relationships with God, the role of one’s perception of God on mental health, 

the differences in how men and women view God, how strong beliefs in God’s control 

can both promote and suppress self-esteem, and how changing one’s perception of God 

can benefit one’s psychological and spiritual health. The key findings from this literature 

review are the following: 
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• Secure attachment to God and a positive view of God are both important 

components of psychological and spiritual health. 

• A view of God which emphasizes God’s care, forgiveness, acceptance, and 

nurturance is associated with higher levels of self-esteem and secure attachment 

to God, while a view of God that emphasizes God’s authority, control, and 

judgment and punishing of evil and evildoers is associated with lower levels of 

self-esteem, as well as greater levels of depression, anxiety, and neuroticism.  

• Men and women see God differently, and the way God is perceived has a greater 

impact on women’s mental health than on men’s. 

• In general, women seem to prefer to see God as supportive, nurturing, and 

emotionally available, and men are more likely than women to hold a view of 

God as primarily an authoritative ruler. 

• The issue of God’s control and whether God is viewed as controlling may be 

particularly important in women’s views of God and themselves. 

• A change in the way a person views God (specifically, from a negative perception 

to a positive one) can help to increase her sense of self-worth and decrease other 

symptoms of psychological distress. 

Many of these themes will appear again in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 of this thesis as I present 

the ways the women I interviewed described their relationships with God and show how 

their responses fall into two distinct patterns of relating to God. The next step is to 

describe the study itself and the methodology used to conduct it. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Overall Study Design 

There is little published research available on what missionaries think about 

themselves, how they understand their identity, and what they believe makes them 

valuable. Many of the studies on missionary resilience and burnout were conducted using 

questionnaires, psychological assessments, and structured interviews with fairly large 

numbers of respondents, methods which were appropriate given the topics being 

investigated. This type of approach, however, is less useful for gaining an in-depth 

understanding of missionaries’ perceptions of their own beliefs regarding self-worth and 

how they came to hold those beliefs. Rather, a qualitative approach is better suited for 

learning how missionaries make sense of their world and how they understand 

themselves and their experiences. 

There is a general lack of qualitative research on spirituality, even though, as 

Moberg points out in his survey of research on spirituality, “Because spiritual phenomena 

have a richness that is difficult to capture by statistically manipulable answers, qualitative 

methods are exceptionally suitable for studying them” (2010, 107). Kimball et al. argue 

that one of the major contributions to the study of religion that their study on attachment 

to God provides is in their effective use of qualitative methodology, which, they say, 

“allows for a deeper analysis of relationships than can be achieved through quantitative 
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God-attachment scales alone” (2013, 186). By taking a qualitative approach in this study, 

I hope to contribute to this stream of research on spirituality.  

My goal in this study was initially to explore what single female missionaries 

believe about their self-worth. To do this, I conducted in-person, semi-structured 

interviews with five women missionaries from an evangelical Protestant background who 

had lived overseas for at least one year and were single during their time overseas. 

Because research has found that younger missionaries and aid workers seem to be 

particularly vulnerable to burnout and experiencing lasting negative effects from trauma 

(see, for example, Eriksson et al. 2009 and Irvine, Armentrout, and Miner 2006), I 

focused on women age 40 and under.  

I designed this study in a way that would allow me flexibility and time to explore 

as many facets of the topic of self-worth as possible, which meant choosing to go into 

greater depth with a small number of participants. This approach allowed me to see the 

full context in which concept is embedded and gain a better understanding of a complex 

topic. While the small sample size does limit generalizability, the goal of this project is 

not primarily to prove the widespread existence of a problem, but rather to understand 

and describe an issue that has not been adequately studied. For this reason, an approach 

that can examine the issue with attention to all its complexity and richness is highly 

appropriate.  
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3.2. To Zoom or Not to Zoom? 

Even though a number of researchers have recently recommended the use of 

videoconferencing software such as Skype or Zoom in qualitative interviewing (see for 

example, Archibald et al. 2019, Jenner and Myers 2019, and Krouwel, Jolly, and 

Greenfield 2019), I chose to conduct only in-person interviews for this project. Using 

Zoom or Skype would have enabled me to interview more participants, but I felt strongly 

that it was important to conduct in-person interviews for this project because of the need 

for a high level of trust and rapport between the participants and researcher. Whether a 

researcher and a participant can develop such rapport via videoconference has been one 

of the greatest concerns about use of such methods in qualitative research (Sedgwick and 

Spiers 2009 and Seitz 2015). Lo Iacono, Symonds, and Brown (2016) concluded that 

whether in-person or videoconference interviews are better for building rapport depends 

on the topic being discussed, as well as on the personalities of the researcher and the 

participants.  

Regarding the topic of discussion, Sedgwick and Spiers (2009) recount an in-

person interview in which the person being interviewed disclosed a very painful 

experience and how the interviewer was able to communicate support, acceptance, 

caring, and compassion through her physical presence with the interviewee. Sedgwick 

and Spiers felt that the researcher’s physical presence might be especially important in 

cases in which the participant has painful experiences or sensitive information to share 

and expressed doubts that a videoconference interview would have engendered the level 

of trust needed to talk about such difficult things. In the project I did, the interview 
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questions asked for a high level of self-disclosure about personal topics and had the 

potential to cause participants to remember painful or traumatic experiences. As did 

Sedgwick and Spiers, I felt it was important to be physically present with the women I 

interviewed in case that happened. 

As far as personality and cultural factors, I have a strong preference for meeting 

people in person and find it much easier to develop rapport with people when I am 

physically present with them. Besides that, nearly all the women I interviewed had lived 

in cultures where hospitality is highly valued, and I expected that the hospitality customs 

they had learned would affect the way they interacted with visitors in the US as well. (For 

my own part, spending three years in West Asia has made it unthinkable for me to 

entertain a guest and not provide tea or coffee and something to eat.) In these other 

cultures, providing a cup of tea (or two or three) and a snack are an indispensable part of 

establishing a welcoming, friendly environment for a visitor and communicating respect 

and the desire for a relationship. There seems to be something about eating and drinking 

together that encourages trust and openness among people. This cannot be done through 

Zoom, and as it was a priority of mine to create a safe, welcoming environment for the 

interview, this was another strong reason to conduct in-person interviews. As it turned 

out, in all the interviews except one (the one which did not happen in a home), whether I 

was the host or a guest, a cup of tea and a snack was part of the deal, no matter the time 

of day. In addition, I found that the time spent waiting for the water to boil was a natural 

time for the woman I was interviewing and me to get to know one another better and to 

establish rapport in a relaxed, comfortable manner. Using Zoom would have enabled me 
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to interview more women, but for the reasons I have described, I am still convinced that 

for this project, doing only in-person interviews was a wise decision. 

3.3. Self-Disclosure and Reflexivity 

While much of this project is a traditional qualitative interview-based study, it 

also contains a great deal of my own experiences within evangelical culture, which is not 

a traditional way of conducting research. However, within the field of qualitative 

research, especially within the discipline of ethnography, there has been a definite turn in 

the past few decades toward attending to the role of the researcher in the research process 

and the ways the researcher’s biases, assumptions, experiences, social position, and 

positioning vis-à-vis the group being studied affect the data she collects, how she 

analyzes it, and what she does with her findings. This is generally referred to as 

“reflexivity,” and it is an important part of the qualitative research process for both 

ethical and methodological reasons (see Maxwell 2018 on method and Mertens 2018 on 

ethics).  

In addition, both Kaufman (2015) and Marti (2016) have argued that researcher 

reflexivity is important in ethnographic research in religious or theological contexts 

because the researcher, particularly one who has had more training in theology and 

biblical interpretation than in social science methodologies, may face pressure (internal or 

external) to interpret data in ways that confirm pre-existing theological frameworks rather 

than allowing the data to challenge deeply-held beliefs about the nature of the world. 

Being conscious of and reflecting on one’s own biases and how one’s experiences may 

influence the way one wishes to interpret the data is a way to attempt to counteract this 
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tendency. This is something I have endeavored to do throughout this project, both in the 

private reflection I did as I considered my data and by including myself as a participant in 

the research. Treating myself as a participant forced me to analyze my own experiences 

and thoughts with, I hope, the same level of rigor and attention to detail that I gave to the 

responses of the other women I interviewed for this project. This was not at all easy or 

comfortable, but I believe that it was an important part of this study. 

In figuring out how to approach my dual roles within this project, I have been 

influenced by Anderson’s important work on what he calls “analytic autoethnography” 

(Anderson 2006). His definition of analytic autoethnography is that it is “ethnographic 

work in which the researcher is (1) a full member in the research group or setting, (2) 

visible as such a member in the researcher’s published texts, and (3) committed to an 

analytic research agenda focused on improving theoretical understandings of broader 

social phenomena” rather than simple description (2006, 375). This is generally how I see 

my role in this project, though I am not claiming that this is an (auto)ethnographic work. 

Anderson’s category of analytic autoethnography is not uncontested, however, with other 

autoethnographers arguing that all good ethnography involves attention to the 

researcher’s role and position within the community and a commitment to understanding 

social phenomena (see Ellis and Bochner 2006). 

I have several reasons for approaching this project in this way. First, I am a 

member of the evangelical community and have a strong desire to better understand 

myself and my own experiences as a member of the community and to help the 

community become healthier. In approaching this research as both participant and 
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researcher, I recognize that I am part of the culture, someone who is shaped by it but who 

also shapes it. That is an important thing to remember.  

My second reason is ethical: it would be dishonest of me to present myself as an 

unbiased, impartial observer when I am not. I am a member of the community I am 

studying and am highly invested in understanding and reforming it. My own experiences, 

positive and negative, within this community have had a major influence on how I view 

evangelical Christianity and the problems I see with it, and it would be disingenuous of 

me to try to hide this. Including personal elements allows these experiences and potential 

biases to be brought into the light and examined rather than remaining hidden and 

unanalyzed. 

Finally, it would be unfair to the women who allowed me to interview them and 

trusted me with their personal information not to subject myself to the same type of 

probing and analysis to which I have subjected them. Being asked difficult questions 

about one’s beliefs, values, and painful experiences can force a person to confront 

uncomfortable thoughts and feelings, and it is not right for me to ask someone else to 

undergo this discomfort if I am not willing to go through it myself. While it would be 

much easier to retreat behind the wall of my status as a researcher to poke and prod other 

people’s experiences and come to conclusions about them than to do the hard and 

uncomfortable work of exploring my own experiences and emotions, I believe that would 

be an illegitimate use of the imbalanced power dynamic inherent in the researcher-

participant relationship. 
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3.4. Development of Interview Guide 

To do this study, I developed a set of open-ended questions to explore areas that 

are often significant to a person’s sense of self-worth: job and job performance; 

relationships with family members, friends, co-workers, supervisors, and 

organization/company as a whole; and religious experience and relationship with God. I 

then asked a colleague to interview me using the draft interview guide. By doing this, I 

hoped to get feedback on the questions themselves, experience for myself what it was 

like to be asked the questions I would be asking others, and have a record of my own 

responses, which I would be able to analyze later. I revised and reordered a few of the 

questions based on this experience, and the final interview schedule is included as 

Appendix A. 

As Hill et al. recommend in their review of Consensual Qualitative Research 

practices,18 my role as interviewer is to be “a trustworthy reporter” whose goal is to 

uncover what the participant believes but also to help the participant make sense of her 

own experiences by asking probing questions (Hill et al. 2005, 197). In my dual role as 

participant and researcher, asking these probing questions also helped me to make sense 

of my own experiences by comparing them to someone else’s. When the focus of the 

project is on gaining an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon under study, as is the 

case in this project, Hill et al. suggest planning no more than 8-10 scripted questions per 

 
 
18 Since the distinctive of Consensual Qualitative Research is discussing findings within a group of 
researchers and coming to a consensus about the meaning of the data, I, a solitary researcher, am not using 
CQR. However, I have found Hill et al.’s recommendations about interviewing practices in CQR to be 
helpful in designing an interview-based study. 
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hour to allow the interviewer ample time to probe participants’ responses and ask follow-

up questions (2005, 199). My interview schedule of 16 questions fit this 

recommendation. 

The questions were all broad and open-ended to probe what participants believed 

and why, to understand what they really feel and how they understand who they are. I 

deliberately phrased the questions in such a way as to focus on feelings and impressions 

rather than thoughts or beliefs, opting for questions like “What do you feel about . . . ?” 

or “What was your impression of. . . ?” rather than “What do you think about. . . ?” By 

doing this I hoped to avoid emotion-minimizing responses, especially when dealing with 

topics related to God and church experience, an area where it can be difficult not to get 

“churchified” responses that are restatements of logical, doctrinally correct beliefs rather 

than responses based on a person’s actual experience and feelings, a danger noted by 

Zahl and Gibson (2012) and Exline, Kaplan, and Grubbs (2012). For example, there are 

“correct” answers to questions about whether one is valuable and why, 

theologically/doctrinally speaking. Since my goal is to learn about what people feel and 

believe on an emotional-instinctual level, which may or may not be the same as what they 

think is theologically correct, I tried to phrase my questions in a way that reflected this 

emphasis. 

3.5. Participants 

I first attempted to recruit participants by posting announcements in Facebook 

groups for students at Dallas International University, my own mission organization, and 

a global missionary member care group. While the posts received many “likes,” they did 
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not result in any participants. I then directly contacted people I knew of who matched my 

criteria to see if they would be willing to be interviewed. One did not respond, but five 

agreed to participate.  

The six participants, including myself, are white, from a middle-class background, 

and ranged from 32 to 40 years of age. They had lived overseas between 15 months and 

six years, and had been in Europe, the Middle East, Africa, and West Asia. All were 

single at the time of their overseas experience, though one was now married. Four were 

members of the same large mission organization that focused on Bible translation and 

linguistics, though their roles within the organization varied. One had been part of a 

different organization, and one was supported by her church. Five either had or were 

pursuing a graduate degree, three in the field of linguistics, and one had completed a 

bachelor’s degree. 

The six participants came from a variety of church backgrounds within the 

Protestant tradition, including Dutch Reformed, nondenominational charismatic, 

Baptist/Bible church, Conservative Congregational, and Anglican.19 Each church could 

be described as conservative evangelical in theology. The six participants are all second- 

or third-generation Christians and have spent most of their lives within evangelical 

Protestant culture. All are regular church attenders, though not necessarily within the 

same denomination they grew up in, and all are invested in strengthening their 

relationship with God through practices such as Bible reading, prayer, and journaling, as 

 
 
19 While the Anglican church is technically neither evangelical nor Protestant (and often not very 
conservative), this participant’s diocese and church are conservative and broadly evangelical.  
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well as through participation in church activities. Demographic variables are summarized 

in Table 1. 

Table 1: Demographic Variables by Number of Participants 

White 6  Overseas Location**  

Middle class 6     Europe 1 

Christian family 6     Mid-East/West Asia 4 

Age 32-40 6     Africa 2 

Home region of US  Job Overseas  

    Midwest 3     Linguist/Translator 2 

    Southwest 2     Teacher 2 

    West 1     Administrative 2 

Undergrad University:*  Childhood Church Type**  

    Secular 4     Anglican 1 

    Christian 1     Baptist/Bible Church 1 

Graduate study 5     Conservative Congregational 2 

Time overseas      Dutch Reformed 1 

    1-3 years 4     Charismatic 1 

    4-6 years 2      Various Protestant 1 
 

* Missing data for one participant 
**One participant had two answers 
 

3.6. Data Collection and Analysis 

The interviews were conducted between January 30 and May 22, 2020. All 

interviews were conducted in person and took place at the participant’s home or my 

home, except for one, which was done in a private neutral location. A few days before 

each interview, I emailed each participant an information and consent form (included as 

Appendix B) and asked them to review it before we met. The form described what topics 

I would be asking about during the interview but did not give the specific questions. On 

the day of the interview, I went through the consent form verbally with the participants 

and had them sign a paper copy of the form. The interviews lasted between two and three 
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and a half hours. One interview was conducted in two sessions because of time 

constraints on the part of the participant. One participant sent me several WhatsApp 

messages after the interview to clarify something she had said during the interview. 

I made an audio recording of the interviews on my mobile phone and later 

transcribed them using the web-based transcription program oTranscribe.20 In 

transcribing, I tried to find a balance between accuracy and readability and settled for 

omitting verbal fillers (such as “um,” “uh,” and “like”), pauses, repetition, and rhetorical 

question markers such as “right?” or “you know?” when they were not important to what 

the participant was intending to express. I then read through each transcript multiple 

times, and as I became familiar with each one, I began to notice significant themes that 

appeared in all the transcripts, as well as what was similar or different in how each 

participant talked about each theme. As different themes emerged, I did more research to 

find out what published literature existed on each topic. This in turn gave me more 

questions to ask as I returned to the transcripts. This iterative process lasted for several 

months as I sorted through which themes were significant for the topic I was studying, 

which themes were dead ends, what patterns I was seeing in the data, which hypotheses 

could be supported by other published research, and most importantly, what it all means. 

Now that I have explained the reasons for this study, explored some key aspects 

of the cultural background of the participants, and described the method I used for 

 
 
20 www.otranscribe.com  
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conducting this study and analyzing the data, we will turn our attention to the results of 

the study. 
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4. RESULTS I: TWO PATTERNS OF RELATING TO GOD 

Throughout the next three chapters, I will describe the way the women I 

interviewed perceive and interact with God and how this relates to their views of their 

own worth. When I began this project, I expected to find that they would struggle with 

feeling valuable based on what they did. As I discovered, however, the reality was more 

complicated. As I started reading through the interview transcripts and trying to figure 

out what was going on, I noticed that, within my sample, there were two distinct patterns 

of responses. Three of the women I interviewed consistently answered my questions 

about their worth and their relationship with God in similar ways and focused on the 

same themes in their responses. The other three, including me, answered in ways that 

were similar to each other but quite different from the other women’s responses. 

What stood out to me about the first group was how much ambivalence there was 

when they talked about the relationship between what they did and where their worth 

came from. They repeatedly affirmed that their worth ultimately came from being created 

by God, and yet throughout their narratives, it was evident that what they did was also 

very important to their understanding of what made them valuable. It seemed to me that 

while they knew intellectually that worth came from God, their functional belief—what 

drove their actions and feelings about themselves—was that what they did was what 

made them valuable. This ambivalence was much less evident in the responses of the 

second group. The women in the second group also said that worth came from being 
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created by God, but in their narratives, what they did was truly of secondary importance 

compared to being someone who was created and loved by God.  

What struck me most about the responses of the second group of women was how 

often they said, “God loves me,” or made similar statements about God’s love for them as 

individual persons. They talked about God’s love as something that was real and that they 

had personally experienced. This was quite different from how the first group of women 

talked about God’s love. When the women in the first group spoke about God’s love, 

which was much less frequently than the other women did, they usually talked about it in 

general terms, such as, “God loves us” or “God loves all his children.” I got the feeling 

that, for them, God’s love was more of an abstract theological concept that they were 

applying to their own situations rather than something they had experienced personally.  

As I looked at the patterns of responses that were emerging from the interview 

data, I wondered what was causing the differences I was seeing. Why did these six 

women with such similar backgrounds have two such distinct ways of understanding their 

worth and relating to God? Why was it that the second group of women seemed so much 

surer of their own worth, while the first group of women struggled with needing to do 

things to feel worthy? Was there a connection between knowing God’s love personally 

and believing on the deepest level that one is valuable regardless of what one does? The 

way the second group of women talked suggested that there was. But if that was the case, 

why had the second group of women been able to make that connection while the first 

group had not? Was one group simply more spiritually mature than the other? What was 

going on? 
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The demographic data I collected did not explain the differences in responses. 

The women I interviewed had all been going to church since they were children and have 

had exposure to Christian teaching through the church. Other than myself, none had 

formal theological training,21 but some had completed graduate study in linguistics and 

translation at a Christian school and have had some extra missiological training in 

preparation for being missionaries. However, this extra exposure to Christian beliefs and 

practices did not predict which pattern the women would show. Neither did the length of 

time they had been overseas or where they had lived, either in the US or overseas. 

Denominational background was also not predictive of the difference. Nor did it appear 

to be connected to marital status22 or simply age, as the oldest and youngest participant 

had the same pattern of responses.  

I do not believe that the different patterns of responses have to do with any sort of 

personal shortcomings on the part of the women, such as neglect of their spiritual life, or 

a lack of biblical or theological knowledge. After all, these women are missionaries, 

which indicates that they have a high level of commitment to spiritual growth and 

presumably the disciplines believed to encourage this, such as regular Bible reading, 

prayer, and church attendance. And in fact, all the women I interviewed do read their 

Bibles and pray regularly, are faithful church members, and are genuinely striving to 

 
 
21 I attended a seminary for two semesters (the 2015-2016 school year) but transferred out of that school 
before obtaining a degree. This was before the crisis I experienced, which began in the fall of 2016. 
22 I did set out to investigate what single women thought, but two of the women I spoke with were in dating 
relationships at the time and have since gotten married. One participant had been on the field for several 
years as a single woman and was married at the time of the interview. All the women had served overseas 
as single women, however, and that was what I thought was important. 
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better love and serve God. They are all committed to living in a way that honors God and 

want to grow in their faith. They all fit the pattern of what evangelical churches usually 

expect for mature Christians. So what, then, could be causing the differences in the 

women’s responses? 

There was one thing that stood out to me as a possible reason for these different 

response patterns. The women in the second group had all had a particular type of 

experience of God’s love which the women in the first group had not had. Each of us (I 

include myself here) had gone through a time when we were confronted with the fact that 

there was no reason for God to love us, and in fact, God should not love us, and yet, God 

did. The more I looked at the differences between what the two groups of women said, 

the more I began to suspect that this personal experience of being loved so deeply and 

unconditionally by God was the reason the second group related to God and to 

themselves so differently than the first group. At the same time, I began to notice that the 

two patterns of responses seemed to be describing two very different ways of 

understanding the relationship between God and humans. 

My theory is that this encounter with God’s love helped each of the women in this 

second group to develop a concept of herself as a worthy self who is loved by God. In 

each case, the encounter was personal and individual—God spoke to me as a unique 

person, not as a generic member of a class, and this confirmed that I exist in God’s eyes 

as a distinct, individuated self—and had nothing whatsoever to do with the person’s 

actions or capabilities. For each of the women, the experience showed her that she, 

personally and individually, is loved by God, and this helped her develop an 
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understanding of herself as fundamentally worthy. This understanding of the self changed 

the way she saw the relationship between God and humans, leading to the adoption of a 

relational pattern in which an identity as a worthy self who is loved by God is a central 

component and in which the relationship with God is itself the focus (a pattern which I 

have cleverly named “Pattern Two”).23  

I suspect that the first group of women, who have not had the same sort of 

personal encounter with God’s unconditional, undeserved love, may still, at some level, 

be trying to find a reason for God to love them and to see themselves as worthy selves. 

This may be what is causing the ambivalence I noted in their responses between knowing 

intellectually that they are worthy because God made them and still needing to do things 

to feel worthy. These women also seemed uncomfortable with talking about God’s love 

for them as individual persons, which may reflect some hesitancy to think of oneself as a 

worthy being in relation to God. Saying “God loves me” implies that God personally 

values me, and for people who live in a culture that emphasizes the virtues of self-

forgetfulness and self-denial (as American evangelicalism does, especially in regard to 

women), the hesitancy to attribute value to the self, particularly in the eyes of God, is 

understandable as it would seem to run counter to those virtues. The worth of humans has 

little to do with the way these women understand the relationship between God and 

humans. Theirs is a pattern of the relationship which focuses on God’s authority and the 

 
 
23 In other words, the order in which I have described this process happening is encounter, new self-
understanding, different pattern of relationship. It is also possible that, following the encounter, the new 
self-understanding and adopting the different pattern of relationship happen concurrently, each influencing 
the other. 
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necessity of human obedience. (Following the clever naming pattern established above, I 

am referring to this pattern as “Pattern One.”)  

My goal in this chapter, the first of three chapters describing the results of the 

study, is to describe the two patterns of understanding the relationship between God and 

humans that emerged from the interviews I conducted. I will begin this chapter by briefly 

describing some of the shared themes that appeared in all the women’s descriptions of 

their worth and the relationship with God to show that they have a shared religious 

framework for understanding these topics. I will then describe the two patterns that seem 

to form the basis for the way the women I interviewed interact with God and view the 

relationship between God and people. In the final section of this chapter, I will describe 

the metaphors that the women used for God. This will be helpful in understanding what 

the two patterns look like in the lives of six women and will lay the foundation for what 

we will discuss in the following two chapters. In Chapter 5, I will discuss in detail the 

connections between these patterns and the women’s views of themselves and their 

worth. In Chapter 6, the final chapter on results, I will explore the experiences with God’s 

love that each of the women who have a Pattern Two relationship with God had.  

4.1. Common Themes 

To begin this chapter, I will explore three similar themes that arose when the 

participants talked about their worth: they all believed that worth came from God, they all 

related to God as a good Father and saw themselves as part of God’s family, and they 

have all experienced struggle with finding their value in God and not in what they can do 
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or in other people’s expectations for them. Their beliefs about what makes them valuable 

also surfaced as motivation for doing missionary work.  

4.1.1. Worth Comes from God 

First, all the participants said that their creation by God was the foundation of 

their worth and their identity. Other potential bases for worth, such as occupation, 

abilities, and relationships, did appear in the participants’ accounts, sometimes to a 

greater extent than the participants seemed to realize, but ultimately, the participants 

traced their worth to God and not to these other things. Several participants stated things 

like, “Everything God makes is valuable, so that means I am valuable,” or “I am valuable 

because God made me.” 

All the participants said they were valuable and that they were valuable to God. 

For the most part, the participants grounded their value in creation, not in redemption. In 

other words, redemption demonstrated the value God already placed on them; it did not 

confer value on them. Most stated a belief that all humans had intrinsic value, whether or 

not they were Christians. Sarah24 saw the intrinsic worth of all humans based on their 

creation by God as a central part of the message of the Gospel, and Rebecca said that her 

belief in the value of every person and her desire for them to know that are valuable are 

some of her strongest reasons for wanting to do missionary work. For these two women, 

their belief in the basic worth of all humans connected logically to their work as 

missionaries.  

 
 
24 All participants’ names are pseudonyms.  
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4.1.2. Worth and Identity Come from Being Part of God’s Family 

A second important idea for all the participants was that worth and identity are 

found in being part of God’s family. For all the participants, the metaphors of God as 

Father, humans as children, and Christians as members of God’s family were important 

ways for understanding the relationship between God and people. All the participants 

described God as being like a father, and this was a positive image for all the participants. 

God’s goodness, care, provision, and protection were themes that were present in almost 

all of the participants’ explanations of what it meant that God was like a father. They all 

rejected the idea of God as a stern disciplinarian who was concerned only with punishing 

rule-breaking. For participants Amy and Sarah, picturing themselves in God’s arms was a 

meaningful image that indicated God’s fatherly love. 

Almost all the participants described being part of God’s family as an important 

source of identity and value. In addition to describing God as a father, most talked about 

themselves as a child of or a daughter of God. For a couple, this was the reason they were 

valuable. Kristi, for example, said that she was valuable to God because she was God’s 

daughter. In an extended analogy, Amy described all people as children that God wants to 

adopt and said, “He [God] makes every person, so therefore, every person’s valuable to 

him, like they’re important to his heart, like your kids or your nieces and nephews are 

valuable to you.” For Kristi and Amy, wanting others to become part of God’s family and 

experience this loving, familial relationship was part of what motivated them to be 

missionaries. Family metaphors were an easily accessible way for the participants to 
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understand and describe the loving relationship between God and people, including the 

value people have as members of God’s family. 

4.1.3. Struggles with Self-Worth 

The third theme that came up in each woman’s interview was having gone 

through struggles with self-worth and finding ways to cope with this. All the women I 

interviewed told me about painful times when they realized they were getting their worth 

from something other than God. This usually occurred when something that had been a 

basis for feeling good about themselves—whether it was being competent at a job, 

receiving approval from a parent or supervisor, or something else—no longer worked, 

causing them to feel bad about themselves and question their worth. While the specific 

examples each woman described were unique, their stories highlighted the role of 

accomplishments and capabilities as well as meeting their own and other people’s 

expectations in affecting their feelings of self-worth.  

For example, Rebecca described feeling pressure from an American cultural 

“responsible adult” ideal that emphasized being organized and having it all together and 

the shame she felt over having a life that did not match those expectations. Amy talked 

about the frustration of going overseas to do a particular job, only to find that no one 

knew quite what she should be doing. She was given tasks that she did not know how to 

do by supervisors who did not listen when she expressed her concerns, and she also 

struggled with not being able to do certain things well that she had been good at back in 

the US. Kristi was put in manager-type positions but not given the resources or authority 

to do what the position required. She and other single women were expected to do much 
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more than they could reasonably handle, which caused her to feel like she was only 

valuable for what she could do and that she was failing because she couldn’t do 

everything that was expected of her. Sarah went through a similar situation as well as 

later health problems that kept her from doing as much as she would have liked. She also 

described the difficulty of finding a role within her organization that fits with her 

particular gifts and the ways that she functions best and the frustration she feels at times 

because of supervisors or colleagues who don’t understand her and think she should be 

spending her time on different things. Joy described feeling unequipped to do the things 

that her teammates overseas expected her to do, as well as her current anxiety over 

reentering an academic setting after being away for several years and her fears that she 

has forgotten everything she learned. These challenges affected how these women saw 

themselves and their feelings of worth.  

Each woman, however, also saw positive outcomes from going through these 

painful things. Most of the women explained that the experience had caused them to 

realize that they were relying on something other than God for their worth, and that this 

was the source of their negative feelings about themselves. Once they saw this, they 

could turn back to God to give them value, and because they saw this as the correct way 

to cope with issues of self-worth, they viewed the whole experience, while still 

acknowledging how painful it was, as having some positive outcomes. For example, 

when Amy recounted the “identity-crushing” experiences in her first term overseas, she 

also explained, “I don’t regret that time at all because that was God breaking some of my 
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idols because I idolized myself in that ability that I had.” Similarly, Joy described how, 

looking back, she can see how God uses difficult experiences for good:  

I think [God] uses those sorts of crises for refining us, and I think in hindsight—or 

sometimes during, but especially in hindsight—we can see what he’s done 

through it. It’s really easy to see how much he cares and how much he loves us 

and how much—and even being able to just rejoice in seeing like, wow! I did 

grow!  

Joy saw evidence of God’s love in the way God used hardships to help her grow. This is 

how most of the women interpreted their painful experiences of feeling not worthy. Each 

of the women interpreted this as a learning experience and as evidence of how God was 

at work in her life to help her grow in faith and depend on God as the source of her value.  

The women also talked about reminding themselves that their value came from 

God, not what they did, when faced with challenges to their self-worth. Kristi said that 

she had one supervisor who would remind her of her true identity when she was 

struggling with measuring her worth by how her work was going by saying, “Kristi, you 

are a daughter of the Most High King. You need to always remember that. That’s who 

you are.” Focusing on this idea helped Kristi, as well as several other participants, hold 

onto their sense of self-worth in the middle of the challenges they were facing.  

As these stories show, all five of the women have been faced with challenges to 

their sense of self-worth related to their accomplishments and capabilities and their own 

and other people’s expectations. While these struggles with where their worth comes 

from were quite painful, all the women also saw them in a positive light: they served as 

reminders that what the women do or don’t do is not what ultimately gives them value—
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they are valuable because of their relation to God—and that God was at work in their 

lives. 

4.1.4. Summary of Common Themes 

The accounts of the five women I interviewed indicate that they all believe, at 

least on an intellectual level, the basic Christian teaching about human worth—that they, 

along with all other humans, are valuable because God created them, not because of 

anything they do. Viewing themselves as members of God’s family also provided them 

with an identity and value. Their embrace of family metaphors to describe the 

relationship between people and God suggests that they believe that with God, just as in a 

healthy family, love, acceptance, and value are not conditional on good behavior or 

performance, coming instead from simply being part of the family. All these women had 

experienced the pain of feeling not valuable, but they interpreted these experiences as 

evidence of God’s work in their lives to bring them to maturity.  

What these common themes indicate is that these women have all internalized 

Christian teaching that locates worth and identity in a person’s relationship to God, 

specifically, in a family-type relationship. These women value having a real relationship 

with God and do in fact have a strong relationship with God. They put effort into 

maintaining this relationship, and they are committed to learning more about God and 

growing in their faith. They believe that God is good and caring and see evidence of 

God’s guidance and goodness even in the challenges that they have gone through. These 

women also feel a strong desire to make sure other people know that they can have this 

type of relationship with God too, and for most of them, this provides a strong motivation 
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for missionary service. That they have all experienced the threat to their self-worth when 

they couldn’t do what they expected of themselves or when they felt judged by other 

people shows that they are not novices in the struggle over where to base their self-worth. 

They have all grappled with the issue and found ways to cope with it.  

All these things show that these women understand the Christian teaching about 

the source of worth, see its implications for missionary service, and have personally 

experienced the struggle to apply what they know intellectually to be true to their own 

lives, all of which should be encouraging. However, even though the women held the 

same basic beliefs, there were major differences in how these beliefs were realized in 

their lives. This is where the significance of the two different patterns of relating to God 

begins to be apparent. To see why this is, however, it is important that we first understand 

how these two patterns work, and so, it is the composition of these two patterns that we 

will consider next. 

4.2. Two Patterns of Relating to God 

When I looked at the ways the women I interviewed talked about God and how 

they related to God, it became clear that there were two distinct ways in which they were 

doing this. Three of the women tended to focus on God’s wisdom, authority, and 

superiority in contrast to their own foolishness and limitations (Pattern One). The other 

three women, including me, focused on God’s love for and acceptance of humans who 

frequently failed to do and be as they ought (Pattern Two). In this section, I will give an 

outline of how each of these two patterns works so that in the following sections the 

pattern will be easier to see. 
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4.2.1. Pattern One 

In general, the first pattern emphasizes God’s authority, power, and 

transcendence. God created humans for God’s glory, and humans glorify God by doing 

God’s will. There is an emphasis on the different roles that God and people have: God is 

the all-wise, all-powerful, benevolent Father, and therefore God commands, directs, 

provides, and protects. Humans are limited, particularly in their understanding, and their 

role is to trust and obey God, just as children trust and obey their parents. Rules and 

behavioral expectations play a large role in this pattern because, after all, Christians are 

children in God’s family and such things are part of family life for the good of the 

children. God is caring, loving, and good, but overall, God still seems rather distant and 

aloof, often orchestrating things at the distance or working in ways that are not visible to 

human observation. God interacting directly with or being directly present with people, 

such as during prayer, is more of an exception than the general rule, though God is 

always ready to listen whenever one of God’s children wants to talk. There is an 

extremely unequal power dynamic that underlies every interaction between God and 

humans, and this is seen as right and proper because of the great differences between God 

and people. 

This pattern places a lot of emphasis on actions, especially on doing what God 

says and not doing what God says not to. Obedience to God, submission to God’s will, 

ordering my life according to God’s purpose for it—these are all highly valued qualities 

for humans and signs that a person is in a right relationship with God. However, this view 

of the ideal human disposition is quite passive. Humans have little agency in the 
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relationship with God when their primary purpose is obedience. They are simply doing 

what God said to do rather than making decisions on their own or having any input into 

the decisions God makes. 

Human worth has little to do with this way of understanding the relationship 

between God and people. That people are valuable can be inferred from the beliefs that 

God created all people, that all people are children of God, and that God cares about and 

listens to God’s children, but it is not an essential part of the pattern. Because this pattern 

emphasizes so heavily God’s good qualities and role as agent and the human obligation to 

obey, human worth is ultimately irrelevant. There is no logical connection between 

human worth and obedience to God’s authority. The pattern holds together without it. To 

put it another way, I do not need to believe that I am a worthy self to relate to God in this 

way.  

The combination of the lack of an integrated basis for human worth and the 

emphasis on obedience—actions—within this pattern could be part of the reason for the 

ambivalence over what makes a person valuable that I saw when talking to the women 

whose relationship with God followed this pattern. American culture has a general 

tendency to define a person’s worth by what that person does, and I suspect that the lack 

of centrality of human worth in this pattern means that it is not strong enough to 

counteract this cultural pressure. In addition, the heavy emphasis on the importance of 

obeying God parallels the broader cultural pattern of defining worth by what a person 

does. This means that not only does the pattern not provide a strong foundation for an 

alternative source of worth, but it can perpetuate the cultural tendency to equate worth 



 

 

68 

with doing, even while saying that worth comes from God. In other words, the 

ambivalence over where worth comes from is embedded in this pattern of relating to 

God. 

4.2.2. Pattern Two 

Unlike the first pattern, which emphasizes God’s authority and transcendence, the 

second pattern emphasizes God’s knowability and intimate presence with people (God’s 

immanence, in theological terms). In this view, God created humans to have a 

relationship with them. This pattern is oriented around the loving relationship between 

God and the individual person, which suggests that the worth of each person as someone 

created and loved by God is a central component of this pattern. God is a good and wise 

Father in this pattern as well, but rather than pointing to different roles for God and 

humans, this metaphor indicates security, unconditional acceptance, belonging, and love. 

This pattern also uses the metaphors of Teacher and Lover for God because nurturing, 

teaching, mentoring, love, intimacy, and vulnerability are also crucial parts of the 

relationship between God and humans. God wants to be known by humans, not just 

obeyed and worshipped. God is seen as a constant presence, whether a person is actively 

praying or not, who invites us into conversation at any time. God takes steps to reduce the 

unequal power dynamic inherent in divine-human relationships by, for example, 

engaging in dialogue with people rather than commanding or instructing, trusting humans 

to make their own decisions, and allowing humans to be agents in their own growth and 

development.  
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Humans are much less passive in this view. Humans are full participants in the 

relationship with God, not just obey-ers, but partners in God’s work in them and in the 

world. Obedience and right behavior are not unimportant in this pattern, but they are 

clearly viewed as secondary issues. The primary focus of this pattern is on the loving 

relationship between God and the individual person. As people spend time with God, 

they come to know God and themselves better, and this is what enables them to become 

more like God in character. This is the source of obedience and right action, not simply 

knowing that something is right or wrong and having the willpower to do or not do it.  

Unlike the first pattern, human worth is a central part of this pattern. It is not 

possible to have this kind of intimate, mutually-trusting, mutually-loving relationship 

with God without understanding oneself as a worthy self. If I do not believe that I am 

worthy to be loved and treated with respect, I will not believe that God would treat me 

this way, which means that I will not be able to have this kind of relationship with God. 

Obviously, this view of the self alone does not guarantee that this relationship with God 

will result, but it is a necessary component. This is different from the relationship in the 

first pattern in which the self is viewed primarily as a child. Seeing myself as being like a 

child to God may include believing that God loves and values me, but it does not 

necessarily involve God having respect for me as a being capable of independent thought 
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or action.25 This lack of acknowledgement of the human capacity for agency and 

decision-making is a significant problem with this relational metaphor which ultimately 

hinders the development of a healthy view of the self as a worthy self.  

In the second pattern, there is no ambivalence about the source of my worth. The 

clear basis for worth in this pattern is that God created me and loves me. Emphasizing 

that human actions, including obedience, are of secondary importance helps to minimize 

any potential ambivalence over what makes me valuable. In this pattern, that God created 

me and loves me is what makes me worthy, and knowing this is what makes it possible 

for me to see myself as worthy without having to continually prove it by what I do or by 

comparing myself to others. The women whose relationship with God fit this pattern 

understood this deeply and lived out the implications of this belief on a daily basis. While 

the women whose relationship with God was like the first pattern knew on an intellectual 

or theoretical level that this was true, the way they described the relationship between 

their worth and what they did showed that they still struggled to live according to that 

belief. 

 
 
25 I am talking about this in the context of middle-class, white American women who are assumed to be 
capable of independent thought and action in most aspects of life. I am not talking about those whose age 
or developmental capacity hinder the exercise of these capabilities. This in no way alters their status as 
people created in the image of God who are loved by God and are beings of incalculable worth. My point is 
simply that someone who does have these capacities should not be treated as though she does not because 
this is damaging to her view of herself, and that if we believe that this applies to human relationships, why 
do we not also apply it to the relationship with God? 
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4.2.3. Summary 

As we have seen, the women I talked to have two very different ways of 

understanding the relationship between humans and God. These two patterns are 

summarized below in Table 2. It is crucial to note that the differences between the two 

patterns are differences in emphasis. The characteristics in one pattern do not exclude 

those in the other. People with one pattern do agree with the beliefs of the other pattern, 

but they tend to be more concerned with one set of characteristics or the other, 

particularly for the first seven characteristics. For example, the women with a Pattern 

One relationship with God do believe that God is immanent and knowable, but their 

emphasis is on the transcendence and sovereignty of God. Likewise, women with a 

Pattern Two relationship believe in God’s transcendence and sovereignty, but they put 

more emphasis on God’s immanence and knowability.  
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Table 2: Patterns of Relationship between God and Humans 

 Pattern One Pattern Two 
God Transcendent, sovereign Immanent, knowable 

Purpose of 

humans 

Humans created to glorify God Humans created to have 

relationship with God 

Major metaphor 

for God 

Good, wise, authoritative Father Gentle, kind Father-Teacher-

Lover 

Major metaphor 

for humans 

Children Growing relational partners 

What humans 

should do 

Trust and obey God Be with God 

Source of worth  General: being created by God 

Personal: being children of God 

General: being created by God 

Personal: being personally 

loved by God 

Locus of agency in 

relationship 

God God and humans 

Importance of 

knowing self to be 

worthy 

Low; irrelevant to coherence of 

pattern 

Very high; essential to 

coherence of pattern 

Importance of 

doing things/ 

obeying 

Very high Important but secondary to 

relationship 

Implications 

regarding worth of 

self 

Ambivalence over what makes 

me worthy: Both creation by 

God and what I do make me 

worthy  

No ambivalence: I am a 

worthy self who is loved by 

God  

 
It is also important to remember that these are patterns and therefore represent a 

somewhat idealized version of the two types of relationship. They are, after all, a 

composite of what the women I interviewed said about their relationships with God. 

When the women described their relationship with God, they used these patterns to 

interpret their experiences, but they also used their experiences to interpret the pattern 

they were using, though to different extents. For example, one participant’s relationship 

with God mostly looked like the Pattern One relationship, but in a few areas, her 

descriptions were much more like Pattern Two. This may be because of the way this 
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participant made fairly extensive use of her own experiences with God to shape the 

primary pattern (Pattern One) she had for the way God and humans interact.26 That being 

said, I believe that presenting the ways the women I interviewed described their 

relationships with God as two different patterns is a helpful way to understand why these 

women have such different beliefs about themselves and their worth without needing to 

criticize either group for having incorrect beliefs, being immature, or over-relying on 

personal experience to explain the differences.  

Now that I have described the two patterns, we will turn to our next topic: 

examining what the metaphors the women used to talk about God say about how the 

women see God and themselves. The differences between the two patterns will be quite 

apparent. In the following sections, I will be quoting large excerpts from the interviews. I 

wanted the women I interviewed to be able to speak for themselves since each one is 

unique and has a different story, and I believe using their own words with as much 

context as possible is a better way to do this than providing my summary of what they 

said. 

 

 
 
26 This participant, who had a charismatic background, also seemed to have an epistemology that was more 
open to the role of individual experience as the basis for true knowledge than the other two women with a 
Pattern One relationship, who were from non-charismatic backgrounds. This may be partly the reason that 
she is more comfortable with interpreting the pattern based on her own experience than the other two 
women seemed to be.  
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4.3. Metaphors for God 

Exploring how people see God is important because this has an impact on how 

they see themselves. As I discussed above in Section 4.1.2, the metaphor of God as 

Father was an important component of all participants’ views of and relationship with 

God and indicated to them that God was good and caring and that God protected and 

provided for them. There were, however, some great differences in what else it meant 

that God was a father, and these, along with other differences in the metaphors chosen to 

describe God and the relationship with God, are what we will examine now. 

4.3.1. Metaphors in Pattern One 

As I noted earlier, God as Father is the major metaphor for who God is and what 

God is like in Pattern One, and the corresponding metaphor for humans is that humans 

are like children. In this pattern, God as Father primarily denotes God’s authority and 

wisdom. God is the one who is in charge of the “household” of humanity because God is 

the only one who has all the relevant information and the foresight and wisdom needed to 

make decisions. God makes the rules because God knows what is best, and humans need 

to trust God’s judgment and do what God says. Like a human father, God has the 

authority to discipline disobedient children, not because God is angry and wants to punish 

rule-breaking, but because children need to learn to obey instructions and rules, which, 

after all, are given for their own benefit. If human children do what their Heavenly Father 

says, they will grow into what God intends them to be, and this is also what is best for 

them. 
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This way of understanding the God as Father metaphor emphasizes roles, 

authority, and structure. God as King, which was a secondary metaphor for God in this 

relational pattern, had the same implications.27 The role of God, the Father and King, is to 

rule over the earth, judge right and wrong, make decisions, provide for and protect God’s 

children, set and enforce rules, discipline or correct children when they go astray, and be 

in charge of the spiritual growth of God’s children. The role of humans is much simpler: 

trust God, obey God, and learn more about God. God put structure and order into the 

world, and life will be better for humans if they observe this order. 

Now that we have seen the overall picture of how the relationship between God 

and humans works in this pattern, we will look more closely at the descriptions given by 

Amy, Kristi, and Joy, the women who have this type of relationship with God.  

Amy 

When I asked Amy what metaphors for God were meaningful to her, Father was 

the first one she mentioned. When I asked what it meant to her that God was her Father, 

she described this mainly in terms of God’s care for her, superior wisdom, ability to see 

the whole context, and authority: 

Okay, so as a little kid, I viewed it as like, oh, like my dad, he loves me. It was 

simple and straightforward like that. . . . And so then being an adult [and] seeing 

and understanding more of parenthood in general—because of course when 

you’re the child, you can’t see what your parents are going through— . . . with the 

metaphor God our Father and we’re his children, [it’s] that he knows a lot more 

than [we do]. He has the whole context whereas we only have a small context. So, 

 
 
27 The participants tended to relate to God as their Father, while they described King as being simply who 
God was. They did not talk about relating to God as King. The feeling seemed to be more, “God may be 
King, but God is also my Father,” and this view of God as Father took precedence in the relationship. As 
Amy described it, “God was on his throne, but I was on his lap.” 
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every new situation that comes up, it clues me in a little bit more to how God 

might be seeing us or that kind of thing. And so with little kids, you’re just like, 

“Don’t touch it, don’t touch it!” And we don’t have time in the moment to explain 

the logical reasoning behind all the things because what’s important right now is 

that you stop and you just trust me that I’m telling you to stop for your own 

good.28 

For Amy, God being like a father means that God understands the world much better than 

she does, and when God tells her to do something, she needs to listen because she might 

be about to do something that will harm her. 

Amy also described God as King but said that that metaphor “[is] not so much 

about my relationship with him, that’s just about him and his authority, like, ‘You know 

what you’re doing and you have the right to do these things.’” God as King is primarily 

about God’s power, authority, and wisdom. These three attributes came up frequently in 

Amy’s descriptions of God as Father and in what God was like in general. When I asked 

about God’s character and how God saw humans, Amy referred to the way the characters 

Mr. and Mrs. Beaver in C.S. Lewis’s The Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe described 

Aslan, the King of Narnia and a Christ-figure: 

I always liked the Beavers, you know, they’re like, “Oh, he’s not safe, but he’s 

good.” And I think I didn’t understand the “he’s not safe” part until adulthood. . . . 

cuz he doesn’t guarantee safe. But he’ll be with you through all of it. So he’s good 

and he’s all the omni’s [e.g., omnipotent, omniscient, etc.]. And so then what that 

means for me specifically is that no matter what I go through, it’s not a surprise to 

him, and that he knows what he’s doing, and even if something happens that he 

wouldn’t have chosen per se, he can still make something good come out of it. 

And even if—and sometimes it’s gonna be decades before you see what it is or 

longer, but the point is to still trust him. And so then therefore he’s trustworthy, 

 
 
28 A note on quotations from the transcript: square brackets indicate changes I have made to clarify the 
meaning or adjust non-standard grammar. Ellipses indicate that I have omitted words, usually for the sake 
of brevity. As I noted earlier, I have omitted verbal fillers and repetitions without indicating where these 
occurred. 
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cuz you can’t trust someone who’s not trustworthy. That of course he’s loving, 

but loving doesn’t mean he gives you everything you want, but he gives you 

everything you need, but he still likes to give us nice things also, just because. 

In this description, God is in control of every situation and working out his plans for 

good, even if the good is not visible. God seems to be somewhat above the situation that 

Amy is going through and has his own plans for it. But because Amy believes that God is 

good, wise, in control, trustworthy, and loving, she believes that her response needs to be 

to continue to trust God. She uses a lot of general language in this description, talking 

about “you” (in the sense of “a person” or “one”) rather than “I,” which could indicate 

that she believes all these things to be true but is not speaking from her own experience.  

These quotations illustrate how Amy sees the relationship between God and 

humans as being very much like the relationship between a caring parent and a young, 

dependent child. The Pattern One themes of God’s wisdom, authority, power, goodness, 

and care are evident throughout the ways she talks about her relationship with God. 

Kristi, whose responses we will examine next, describes the relationship in similar ways. 

Kristi 

Father was not the first metaphor that Kristi talked mentioned, but when I asked 

her about it, she said she hadn’t brought it up because it is such a basic part of the way 

she relates to God. (It is possible that she didn’t think of this as being a metaphor at all—

Father is just who God is.) When I asked her what it meant that God was a Father, she 

described how seeing how her own father was present and aware of what was happening 

in her life helped her understand what God was like:  

[God] cares about all of my—he’s a provider, and he knows what’s going on in 

my life. He’s not like this random guy who comes in and patrols, cuz I never saw 
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my dad that way, as like a patroller. [My dad] wasn’t always want[ing] to talk 

about our feelings and stuff, but he knew what was going on. And like my dad 

was always around and he was always there, that’s how I knew that God was 

always there. And even when things were hard, he wasn’t just gonna jump ship 

and leave, and so I always knew that God was always present and cared for every 

element of—especially the young children. Like as we got older we had more 

responsibilities and stuff, but as like a father to a young child—29  

God’s provision, presence, awareness, commitment, and care were the things that this 

metaphor indicated to her because these are what she associated with being loved by her 

own father. More than any of the other participants, Kristi described the connection 

between how her own father saw her and how God sees her, though both Joy and Amy 

referred to the belief that our relationships with our earthly fathers influence our 

relationship with God when they spoke about God being like a father.  

Echoing what Amy said, Kristi also spoke of the importance of following God’s 

rules because they are for our own good. Kristi said that the churches she had been part of 

tended to emphasize following rules, especially concerning what a person was not 

supposed to do as a Christian. She likened this to being a parent and making rules for her 

own son, not to deprive him or take all the fun out of life, but because parents (and God) 

want what’s best for their children: 

[The emphasis in church was] mainly what you weren’t supposed to do. That was 

the bigger thing than what you were supposed to do. Like you’re not supposed to 

[do] this, you’re not supposed to do that, cuz if you do, then you’re not 

necessarily showing people that you love Jesus or that you care about what he’s 

asking you. I feel like I kind of understood this growing up, but I understood it 

way more later, like, okay, so there are guidelines that [God has] put in place, but 

it’s not to deprive us of something but it’s for our own protection. And I don’t 

 
 
29 She does not finish this thought, but what she seems to be saying is that fathers care deeply about their 
children even (and perhaps especially) while they are too young to take on any responsibilities, and it is this 
kind of love that she associates with the metaphor of God as a father. 
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think I saw it that way until much later. And maybe it’s—because I don’t know if 

[my son] will understand, even though we tell him, “We’re not trying to withhold 

things from you, but this is what’s best for you, like, you’re not allowed to do 

something because that’s what’s best for you.” I don’t think anyone didn’t say 

that to me, but I just didn’t understand it until later that [God] doesn’t want to 

withhold good things from us. 

Like Amy, Kristi noted that she understands this idea of why God made rules much better 

now that she is an adult and sees adults and children interacting. For both Amy and 

Kristi, God’s rules are for our own protection and well-being, even if we don’t 

understand why. For Kristi, what a person does or refrains from doing is also a part of her 

Christian witness and how she shows other people that she loves Jesus and wants to do 

what Jesus asks her to do. The role of obedience and work in Christian life and witness is 

an important theme that we will revisit later, but for now I just want to note how rule-

following is connected to the metaphor of God as Father. 

Kristi also used two other metaphors to describe how she sees God: God as 

Shepherd and God as Conquering King. For her, God as a shepherd indicates that God is 

“just always holding me close even if I get all spastic and wild. He’s just always kind of 

like a gentle shepherd, you know, leading these silly sheep around. And then whapping 

away the wolves.” This description highlights God’s gentle care and protection for small, 

silly, helpless creatures, whether they are humans or sheep. The (good) shepherd provides 

for the sheep and fights off the wolves that would threaten them. Because the shepherd is 

good and will take care of the sheep, the sheep should trust the shepherd and follow his 

leading. 

Kristi also liked the picture of God (or Jesus, more accurately) as a conquering 

king coming to rescue God’s people:  
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There’s this one song, it’s “Blessed Assurance,” but they add on this tag at the 

end of it . . . and it’s, “My king is coming soon, he’ll roll the clouds away.” And I 

like that picture of, my king is coming, my king is coming for me, that kind of—

like then [in the book of] Revelation, the riding on the horse.30 And maybe it’s 

like a little Disney culture or something, but I like the whole coming-in-to-save-

the-day kind of thing.”  

Here again, as with the Shepherd metaphor, God rescues, defends, and delivers God’s 

people from danger. Like the metaphors of Shepherd and Father, Conquering King is also 

a comforting metaphor. It is reassuring to believe that the King will eventually ride in to 

save the day—no matter how bleak things look, all is not lost because the King will ride 

in on his white horse, defeat the powers of evil, and save his people.  

Kristi’s favored metaphors of Shepherd and Conquering King for God and how 

she understands the metaphor of God as Father emphasize how God cares for God’s 

people but also the great contrast between God and humans. Humans are small children 

who lack wisdom and knowledge and need parental oversight and protection, silly, 

defenseless sheep who need to be guided and protected, and helpless people who need to 

be rescued. God is the one who has the wisdom and power necessary to guide, provide 

for, protect, and rescue people, and this is why doing these things is God’s job. This 

emphasis on human inability and neediness in comparison to God’s omnipotence, as well 

 
 
30 The passage she is alluding to is probably Revelation 19:11-16: “Then I saw heaven opened, and there 
was a white horse! Its rider is called Faithful and True, and in righteousness he judges and makes war. His 
eyes are like a flame of fire, and on his head are many diadems; and he has a name inscribed that no one 
knows but himself. He is clothed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is called The Word of God. And 
the armies of heaven, wearing fine linen, white and pure, were following him on white horses. From his 
mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron; 
he will tread the wine press of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he 
has a name inscribed, ‘King of kings and Lord of lords.’” 
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as the different roles these entail, is a central part of the Pattern One relationship between 

God and people. 

A second, related part of the Pattern One relationship is visible here: limited 

human agency. People, even though they are loved and cherished by God, can do very 

little for themselves and are dependent on God for everything. This is entirely 

appropriate, given their status within these metaphors as little children, sheep, and 

subjects of the King. Human actions are understood primarily as responses to God, and 

there is little place for human initiative. As sheep and little children, humans are not 

expected to make decisions for themselves or to act of their own accord, and indeed, 

attempting to do so is often seen as sinful behavior which will have negative 

consequences.31 Rather, humans are to simply trust and obey God. This is the essential 

human role within the Pattern One relationship between God and people. 

Joy 

The third woman I interviewed who had this Pattern One relationship with God is 

Joy. In many ways, her descriptions of the metaphors for God that were meaningful to 

her were similar to those of Amy and Kristi. God as Father was the main metaphor she 

used for God, and to a greater extent than Kristi and Amy, Joy saw her primary identity 

as a daughter of God. Joy also talked about recently learning to relate to God as an 

emotionally-close, emotionally-available Father, which she said was something she had 

 
 
31 I suspect that the preoccupation with knowing God’s will that I have observed among many Christians 
comes from the fear that they will sin by making a decision that is outside God’s will and be subject to 
negative consequences because of it.  
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struggled with because of how her own father wasn’t able to be that for her. Being able to 

be emotionally close to God was very important to her and was part of the reason Joy 

seemed to be able to truly delight in being God the Father’s “little girl” in a way that was 

different than what Kristi and Amy described. The way Joy talked about her relationship 

with God felt closer and more intimate than the descriptions given by the other two 

women. God seemed more personally involved in Joy’s life, something that was more 

characteristic of the Pattern Two relationship. What this shows is that one can have an 

emotionally close, intimate relationship with God in both patterns of relating to God, 

though, as with beliefs about one’s worth, this is an essential part of Pattern Two but not 

of Pattern One. 32 

When I asked Joy what it meant that God was her father, her answer contained 

many of the same themes that Amy’s and Kristi’s answers did: 

He’s my protector and provider, and it’s his job to pay for everything. I’m his 

little girl and he wants me to enjoy him. He’s the one who has all the jobs. I don’t 

have very many, but I forget that sometimes and think I have to do everything. 

I’m supposed to go to him for things but sometimes I try to act like an adult, but 

I’m not even a good adult and I end up acting more like a spoiled child. He trains 

me, and sometimes that’s fun and sometimes it’s not. But it’s training to become 

like Jesus. Oh, and also, I said he has a lot of jobs, and actually I just have one, 

and that’s to listen to him and do what he says. And it’s not that he likes to order 

me around or be a tyrant, it’s supposed to come from my remembering from 

experience that I really can trust him to lead me well. But being a headstrong kid, 

I sometimes am still skeptical and think my idea makes more sense. It never does. 

Oooh also, as a good father he loves giving me good gifts, just because it makes 

him happy to see me enjoy them and enjoy him. 

 
 
32 While Joy does describe her relationship with God in a few ways that are similar to the Pattern Two 
relationship, Pattern One is a better description for the way she sees herself and God. The emphasis on 
different roles for God and people, humans as (small) children, and the central importance of trusting and 
obeying God are reasons for this, as well as other things that we will discuss as this chapter progresses.  
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Again, God is the provider and protector and the one who “has all the jobs,” whereas 

Joy’s only real job is to trust and obey. The different roles for God and humans are quite 

obvious in her response. She engages in some light-hearted, self-deprecating humor about 

how it is silly of her, a child, to think she is all grown up and try to act like an adult when 

what is sensible is to just accept that she is a child and the limitations that entails.  

While the themes of differing roles for God and people, God as Father and 

humans as children, and the need for humans to trust and obey God were very much 

present in Joy’s description of God as Father, her response also includes a few themes 

that were not emphasized in the earlier two descriptions given by Kristi and Amy: 

enjoying God and God training her to become more like Jesus. For Joy, the idea of God 

helping her to grow and become more like Jesus was of central importance and appeared 

throughout our conversation. That God gives us gifts and wants us to enjoy them was an 

idea present in how all three women with Pattern One relationship talked about God, but 

that God wants us to enjoy God, as well as the gifts God gives, was unique to Joy.  

4.3.2. Metaphors in Pattern Two 

As in Pattern One, God as Father was an important metaphor for Pattern Two. 

Also central to Pattern Two, however, are the metaphors of God as Teacher and God as 

Lover or Bridegroom, which are not significant components of how God is viewed in 

Pattern One. The metaphors blend together in Pattern Two, so that the overall picture is 

of a God who cares for, accepts, and protects like a father; who nurtures, mentors, and 

guides like a teacher; and who cherishes, loves, and longs to be with like a lover. This is a 

more complex idea of who God is and what God is like than in Pattern One, and the 
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picture of what humans are like is also more complex. Humans are still seen as God’s 

children, but they are also learners who are capable of growth and change and have an 

active role to play in realizing this. Humans are also God’s beloved, with whom God 

longs to have an intimate relationship of mutual love and trust. This view of humans 

gives them more agency in the relationship. Their role is not restricted to just trusting and 

obeying; rather, they are active participants in the relationship who make choices, have 

feelings and opinions, and have conversations with God.  

There is much less emphasis on hierarchy and role in this pattern, though father 

and teacher are still metaphors that indicate God’s superior wisdom and authority. God as 

Lover, however, is a much more equalizing metaphor: God takes a position of 

vulnerability and longing, wooing the beloved (who may be suspicious, untrusting, and 

unwilling to be loved so deeply) into a more intimate relationship. This means, moreover, 

that the beloved has the power to reject God and the love that God offers, as God cannot 

and will not force a person into the kind of relationship God longs for. This way of 

looking at God adds an entirely new dynamic to the relationship between God and 

people, and this is part of what makes Pattern Two look so different from Pattern One. 

In this pattern, the emphasis is on the fact that God created humans to be in a 

relationship with God. God wants to be known, loved, and trusted by humans, so God 

relates to humans in ways that will encourage them to do this. In this pattern, the 

expectation is that people will spend time with God and talk with God because this is 

how they learn what God is like and learn to be more like God in character. Humans are 

not just to obey God, though that is important, but to become partners with God in what 
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God is doing in the world. With all this in mind, we will look now at what the women 

with a Pattern Two view of the relationship between God and people said about the 

metaphors for God that mean the most to them. 

Me33 

When I had a colleague interview me as part of the process of developing the 

interview guide, we talked briefly about the metaphors I liked for God as well as 

metaphors I disliked. The first metaphor I mentioned liking was that God was that of 

father, which to me, was about God wanting me to grow:  

I’m learning what it means for God to be my father. And that that’s not 

necessarily the same as my relationship with my dad, here [on earth]. And that 

when God is my father, it means that he’s a loving parent and he wants to help me 

grow and mature. It’s not that he’s laying down the law and punishing me when I 

break it. My dad didn’t do a lot of that either, but—I’ve always had this [struggle 

with this metaphor], cuz we always talk about God as father and it always feels 

very—like God is male, for one thing. I feel like I’m learning what that 

[metaphor] means. And so far that’s the metaphor that works best, I think. 

For me, the metaphor of God as Father was not about God’s authority or wisdom or me 

needing to obey God. It was about God’s loving, nurturing disposition toward me and 

desire for me to grow. Part of what I was learning about this metaphor was that it did not 

 
 
33 As I noted above when discussing about methodology, I include my own responses in this work both 
because they are relevant to the topic being discussed and because I want readers to be aware of the ways 
my own experience and ways of thinking may influence my interpretation of what the other women have 
said. I do not consider my own experiences and ways of relating to God to be either more or less important 
than those of the other women. All six of us are members of this community with unique experiences and 
personalities, and the experience of each of us is valid and deserves to be thoughtfully considered. 
Nevertheless, since I am also the one doing the analysis and writing, my own experience may play a larger 
role in this project than perhaps it should. This particular area of metaphors for God reveals a great deal 
about my concerns over power dynamics, abuses of power within relationships, and gender ideology. I 
believe that my concern and experience with these topics serve to make me more aware of their existence 
and therefore better able to analyze them, but I want my readers to be aware of these potential biases so that 
they can judge for themselves if I have overstated, misinterpreted, or analyzed something incorrectly.  
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mean that God was male. This idea that God was, if not male, then at least masculine, 

was something that had very negative consequences for how I saw myself, a female, 

particularly after I had lived in an oppressively patriarchal environment for several 

years.34 For me, learning to understand what it meant that God was a father meant having 

to stop thinking of God as a male authority figure and focus instead on God’s 

unconditionally loving and nurturing attitude toward me and the belonging and 

acceptance that the word Father can also connote.35 While the struggle over whether God 

is masculine and what that means for women seemed to be unique to me, the aspects of 

the metaphor of God as Father that I liked, that God is nurturing and wanting me to grow, 

were the same ones that the other women with the Pattern Two relationship emphasized. 

 

 
 
34 This is far beyond the scope of this paper, but the Biblical Manhood and Womanhood movement, which 
has become quite influential within conservative American evangelicalism, does in fact take the biblical 
metaphor of God as a Father and the use of masculine pronouns for God as evidence that God is essentially 
masculine (or even male), and therefore, that having and exercising authority is a major part of what 
masculinity is. This means that God’s intended order is that men be in authority in homes and churches, if 
not in society in general, and that women graciously submit to this authority because, as the essence of 
masculinity is having authority, the essence of femininity is submission to authority. As noted earlier, the 
Council for Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, www.cbmw.org, is a main promoter of this idea, but the 
Gospel Coalition (www.thegospelcoalition.org) and Desiring God (www.desiringgod.org), which are 
influential websites for conservative evangelicals, also make similar arguments about the roles of men and 
women. I believe that this position is contrary to what the Bible teaches about men and women and that 
such beliefs are damaging to the spiritual and psychological health of both women and men. Christians for 
Biblical Equality (CBE International 2020) has done good work in promoting what I believe is the correct 
and far healthier view: that God created women and men to be equal partners in marriage and ministry 
(www.cbeinternational.org). 
35 Wherever possible throughout this work, I have avoided using pronouns to refer to God. This is because 
English has no singular gender-neutral personal pronoun, and while the convention is to use “He” or “Him” 
when referring to God, I believe using only masculine pronouns contributes to misunderstandings about 
what God is like. (See also Aldredge-Clanton 2001 for more on why it is dangerous to refer to God as only 
male.) 
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Another metaphor I used for God was Mentor, which I described as “someone 

who’s guiding and helping and not scolding when I don’t know something” and who is 

“rooting for me.” I liked the image of God patiently helping me learn and being on my 

side. God does have more knowledge and wisdom than I do, but God uses these things to 

help me grow and wants to share them with me. God being like a mentor also involves 

discussing problems with God and God not berating me or punishing me when I don’t 

know an answer or when I’ve done something wrong. Rather, God helps me understand 

and be better equipped to deal with a situation the next time it comes up. 

The colleague interviewing me brought up another important aspect of the 

mentoring relationship: the lack of ulterior motives on the part of the mentor. In a healthy 

mentoring relationship, the mentor is genuinely interested in the growth of the person she 

mentors and is not trying to get something else out of the relationship. That was a very 

important aspect of this metaphor to me—that God was truly interested in me as an 

individual person and was not using me.  

That desire to be seen as a person, not used, was at the heart of why I disliked the 

metaphor of King for God: 

I have a difficult relationship with seeing God as King because to me that’s like—

I get why we say that, again, and yes, it’s in Scripture, that metaphor. But. What I 

tend to feel about that one is that God doesn’t actually care about me. It’s more 

like I’m just a pawn sent to do something and woe betide me if I step out of line 

and if I break one of the king’s laws because hwichh [pulls hand across throat]. 

And it’s just, it emphasizes this really big power distance. And it just, it feels 

cold, I guess. 

My colleague brought up the word “expendable” in response to what I had said and asked 

if I felt like God saw me as expendable, to which I replied, 



 

 

88 

Yeah. That was a big thing that I’ve had to deal with, feeling that I’m expendable, 

and even when I was thinking about going [overseas], it [was] “God uses us as he 

sees fit.” And he’s got his plan and that’s the most important thing, and I’m just 

like this little pawn, [this] expendable piece of this plan, and God knows what 

he’s doing but it doesn’t necessarily have to take into account anything about me 

or my well-being. And to think that it should is prideful. 

I said that my feelings about using the word Master for God were much the same. 

I disliked that metaphor for the same reasons—it made me feel that I was expendable and 

just a pawn, rather than a person: “Again, it’s like power distance—like, when it’s a 

parent and child, there is still power distance, but there’s also a much deeper relationship 

that’s not necessarily there when you’re talking about kings or masters.” I saw having a 

caring relationship as a way of mitigating the potential for the abusive use of power, 

which is always a risk when there is a great imbalance of power within a relationship.  

Throughout my responses to the questions about metaphors, it was obvious that 

what was important to me was having a truly loving relationship with God where God 

cares about me, not about what I could do for God, and where God sees me as a person, 

not something to be used and discarded. The ways I described God as a Father and 

Mentor highlighted the ways God nurtures, teaches, and accepts me, as well as the 

existence of a truly loving, non-abusive relationship between God and me. These are all 

strong themes in the Pattern Two view of relationship and are also present in the 

descriptions of metaphors for God given by Sarah and Rebecca, the two other women 

who relate to God in this way. 



 

 

89 

Sarah 

The first metaphor Sarah mentioned was that God was like a Shepherd, 

specifically the shepherd in Psalm 23. She explained how her views of what that psalm 

means and what it means that God is a shepherd have changed: 

Psalm 23 has been a psalm I’ve had memorized since I was three or four years 

old. But it had become overly familiar, and I was saying to somebody the other 

day that, to me, I never could understand why being a sheep with God as the 

shepherd was a good idea because it says he’ll make me lie down in green 

pastures. And to me that sounds like my worst nightmare because I’m far away 

from everybody else, I’m out of the action, I don’t get to do anything, I just have 

to sit there. I mean, what am I supposed to do? Just munch on grass all day? Like, 

what am I doing while I’m lying down in green pastures? And [there were] other 

things that would bother me about that, like, “he leads me beside still waters,” 

okay. So, at that point I guess he’s with me, so that’s nice, but. “He prepares a 

table before me,” and so I always had this idea that there’s this big feast and I 

have to sit down across from my enemies, and, I’m sorry, like God prepared the 

food, but that’s still scary to me. And “I’m gonna dwell in the house of the Lord 

forever,” well, that’s an enormous house and that’s an enormous long time, and 

how is that fun?  

And so when I was studying Psalm 23, I discovered that the linguistics of the 

Hebrew actually highlight in like six different ways one phrase of the psalm, and 

it’s the one right in the middle which is, “for you are with me.” And so I went 

back and thought about the psalm, like, “The Lord is my shepherd and he is with 

me. I won’t lack anything, he is with me. He makes me lie down in green pastures 

and he is with me.” Okay, now we’re talking, okay. I’m not sidelined, I’m not off 

somewhere, but he’s with me in the pasture, like I get to be with him. Okay, now 

this is making sense. And we’re enjoying the waters together and he didn’t—and 

obviously the big one that everybody quotes is the one that that’s associated with 

he goes through the valley of the shadow of death or he goes through the deepest 

darkness with us. Okay, so that one I had gotten already. But he doesn’t just make 

the meal for me, he’s actually sitting there with me facing my enemies. He’s the 

one in the house with me forever. So I’m living with someone who loves me 

forever. Okay, this makes sense. Now I like it, this picture of him as a shepherd or 

as a king or as whoever this is who’s in the house with me who’s making the meal 

. . . . So that metaphor has become very meaningful to me and . . . . so now I 

associate this sheep-shepherd thing as something much more precious than I ever 

did. 
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One notable thing in Sarah’s description is how the metaphor of God as Shepherd is 

closely associated with God’s presence with her, much more so than it is with God’s 

leading, guidance, or protection. The thing she cares most about is that she is with God in 

all the situations portrayed in the psalm. She hasn’t been left by herself in the pasture or 

by the still waters, or even in the house of the Lord: the God who loves her is right there 

with her, no matter where she is. 

For Sarah, the metaphor of God as Father is also primarily about intimacy and 

closeness with God. This is another metaphor whose meaning has changed somewhat for 

her, from the Father being rather distant to being someone who holds her in his arms: 

I used to think of the Father as someone who was very distant, but . . . . [one time] 

God gave me a vision of going into the throne room. . . . then God kept bringing 

me back into that throne room over the course of years, and finally one day I 

realized that he was inviting me to be in his arms. And then that proceeded further 

over the course of time where he would say, “Look at my face. Like, you’re not 

just in my arms curled up like this, I want you to look at my face. I want you to 

reach up and touch me. I want you to be with me.” And so that metaphor has 

grown . . . . [B]ut one of the struggles, I think, for some unmarried women. . . is, I 

can’t have intimacy with God if I’m married because there’s not room for another 

person. So I asked the Lord about that once. He had me imagining me in his arms 

and reaching up and touching his face, and he said, “Just ask me,” and so I did. 

And he said, “Well, do you know how our hearts are touching and our hearts are 

actually melded?” He said, “I just want you to feel a minute and tell me what 

you’re feeling.” And I felt [another] heart beating in the mix. And he said, “Look, 

look to your side.” And I saw—I couldn’t see any details, but I just saw someone 

lying in his arms right next to me in this red robe or orange robe or something. 

And he said, “See, I can have two people’s hearts together with mine.” He said, 

“Now feel again.” And I felt that there was another heart, and I’m thinking, “Oh, 

what is this, kids? What’s going on here?” And he said, “Just look, turn and 

look.” And I turned my head, and I saw this sea of people in different colored 

robes, and his arms just kept getting bigger and bigger and bigger and there kept 

being more and more and more and more and more people in it. And he said, 

“This is my church. You are all in my arms, you are all simultaneously feeling 

like you’re this close to me as you feel right now. Because you’re all here and 

your hearts can also all be melded [with mine] and there’s no competition and my 
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arms are big enough to hold all of you.” And so this picture of God as the Father 

has just grown in riches for me through things like that. 

Being in God’s arms, gazing up at God, being close to God, having a heart that is 

“melded” to God’s—these are all part of what it means for Sarah that God is her Father. 

It was also important to her that there is no competition among those whom God loves—

all God’s people can simultaneously be as close to God as she was because God’s arms 

and heart are big enough to hold everyone. 

Sarah also talked about God as a Bridegroom or Lover, another metaphor that 

indicates intimacy and unconditional love that are not based on anything she does. She 

said that, unlike how she has been coming to understand the metaphors of Father and 

Shepherd mainly through God’s interactions with her, she is learning about what this 

metaphor means primarily by experiencing how a man who loves her treats her: 

I do feel cherished by [God]. I think that’s also sinking down into my heart still, 

but I have tangible evidence of it being possible to be cherished by someone, like 

truly cherished, not just, “Oh, you’re going to give me something and therefore I 

love you,” but truly treasured and considered precious. So I think that is opening 

up this category for me that, oh, if a person can do that, a person can only be 

doing that by the grace of God. Because that’s not what people do. So there must 

be this category out there where I am treasured just because I’m treasured. 

. . . . Grace is really hard to accept. It’s really hard for me to let my boyfriend love 

me when I’m a mess, and when I’m a mess for the fourth day in a row. I don’t 

want that. I don’t want to need that, I don’t want to have to accept that, but in 

reality, his perseverance in doing it is bringing me to this point where actually I 

do believe that he loves me just because he loves me, and I don’t have to be 

beautiful, I don’t have to be a certain thing, I don’t have to perform a certain way, 

and God’s the same way. But God’s so much better because God actually like 

wanted me in the first place. He doesn’t have to work up some kind of, “Ohh, I’m 

gonna have to love this one too,” you know? He’s been loving me for the whole 

time. It’s like amazing. 
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Through this relationship with a man who loves her deeply, Sarah says she is getting a 

better understanding of grace and how God cherishes and treasures her, even when she 

doesn’t feel like there is any reason for it and doesn’t want it. And even more amazing 

than that there is a human who loves her this way is that God loves her in the same way, 

but even more. 

When I asked Sarah if there were metaphors that bothered her, she mentioned 

God as Judge and as Taskmaster, which were metaphors that seemed to make God out to 

be distant and cold: 

[T]he picture of God as a judge seems to shortchange him so much, and—so I 

realize that there is a justice transaction that happens, and I do believe we need to 

be aware of that because otherwise it’s very easy for us to be presumptuous and 

think we have rights with God or something like that, where[as] it was his 

complete grace that we are in this relationship—but I think we really sell God 

short when it’s about some kind of judge thing and it’s exclusively that. So yeah, I 

think I am uncomfortable with that as being the metaphor that people should be 

thinking about primarily. Yeah. It’s funny to say that. It feels like I’m being a 

traitor to my upbringing or something. . . . [A]lso, I don’t see him as a taskmaster 

or—that’s interesting: one of the pictures I loved of Jesus when I was first in 

relationship with him in my 20s was this picture of him in Revelation where he 

comes on the white horse and his army’s coming with him.36 But even then, it’s 

not just a commander and a soldier. It’s a commander who cares about the soldier. 

So that metaphor would also—like anything where he’s a master or anything 

where he’s a distant unapproachable something now makes me uncomfortable. . . 

. Things have definitely changed for me on that.  

It is important to note that, for Sarah, the problem is not with God ever being like a judge: 

the problem is relying on that metaphor as the controlling metaphor for what God is like 

because God is so much more than that. Much like I am, Sarah is bothered by metaphors 

 
 
36 Sarah is referring to the same passage (Rev. 19:11-16) that Kristi referred to, but her purpose in 
mentioning it is quite different than Kristi’s. 



 

 

93 

that make God seem distant and unapproachable, such as judge, master, or taskmaster. 

This fits with her emphasis on intimacy and being together in the metaphors of God as 

Shepherd and Father and the unconditional and persistent love of God as Lover. These 

are themes that are central to the Pattern Two relationship with God. 

Rebecca 

The third woman with this Pattern Two relationship with God is Rebecca. The 

themes of humans being capable of learning and growing, God caring about her overall 

health and development as a person, and God being a reassuring, stable presence in her 

life came out strongly in the metaphors she used for God. God as Teacher is the metaphor 

she seemed to gravitate toward most. She mentioned this idea several times, not just 

when we talked about metaphors, and connected her own experience as a teacher with 

how God relates to humans: 

[I]f I’m working with a kid and they’re still working on something, I’m not really 

that bothered if they make a mistake. It’s like, oh okay, well then, that’s 

something we need to look at again. And so when you see the progress as they are 

continuing to learn things, then it’s like, oh yeah, that’s great! I don’t really care 

about every single thing that you do, if it’s right or not, but like, are you 

continuing to learn whatever it is we’re working on? So I think sometimes 

stopping and being like, “Right, why would I think that God would be different in 

that, especially when that aligns with his character?” And that I do think that God 

is like—[I have] prayer times that I feel like God’s like, “You’re fine, you’re 

okay, alright, just keep moving. Just keep moving.” 

Rebecca sees God as being more concerned about her overall growth and progress in 

learning than about whether she makes mistakes or not. If she doesn’t understand 

something or makes a mistake, it means that she and the Teacher need to revisit the 

lesson, not that she is a terrible failure of a person. She feels like God reassures her that 

she is fine, that everything will be okay, and encourages her not to dwell on her own 
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mistakes but to keep moving forward. In this metaphor, God is the teacher who is 

ultimately in charge of what Rebecca learns, but Rebecca, as the student, also participates 

in her own learning by trying to understand and apply the principles that God wants to 

teach her. 

In addition to seeing God as a good teacher, Rebecca said that God as Father was 

a metaphor that was meaningful for her. When I asked her what this metaphor meant, she 

talked about safety, acceptance, belonging, and God’s protection, among other things:  

I think there’s a safety in it. There’s an acceptance in it which is lovely, and I 

think in some ways there is an identity of being in that—like, okay, if I am a 

daughter of God, then sometimes God might ask a number of things. He might 

bring me into what he’s doing and sometimes that means, since I’m part of a 

family, that we have to sacrifice for others together. I think there is a stability, I 

guess, from that, as God as Father. And I think the protection—. . . and some of 

my arguments with God also go around that, like, “Hey! I thought you were 

supposed to protect me cuz you’re my father.” And so understanding multiple 

facets of God, like, well, but he’s also the Teacher, so you’re gonna allow things 

that allow me to grow, you’re also these other things. 

Seeing God as Father gives her a stable identity and a sense of belonging and acceptance, 

and even if God does ask her to do things that are difficult, this is part of being a member 

of God’s family. It is not something that God asks her to do on her own: it is God 

involving her in what God is doing and something that involves sacrifice on the part of all 

of God’s family. God does not ask her to do anything that God is not willing to do 

himself. Using different metaphors for God is also a way for her to deal with the 

confusion that can arise when her expectations about what God will do are not met, such 

as expectations for how God will protect her. 
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God as Lover was also a third metaphor that Rebecca discussed in some detail. 

She talked about coming to understand this idea better through being in a relationship: 

[I don’t know that I understand] the God as Lover metaphor, even though God’s 

love was this huge component of what—of continuing to change and deepen my 

relationship with God, and at that time [that is, in her early 20s], I definitely 

remember thinking, “I feel like I fell in love with God. This is great!” And so 

there definitely was that sense to it, and yet I think somehow in more recent 

years—I don’t know if it would have to do with the relationship that didn’t work, 

but I think there was a little bit more reticence to enter that space, and yet I feel 

like in some ways God is opening that back up as I’ve started dating. And I think 

what I realized is how firmly I closed some of those areas off. . . . And yet I think 

with the guy I’m dating who loves God—and you know, you get to see bits of 

God’s character in other people—I think there are moments where God has been 

like, “Yeah, I love you like that, but even more,” and it’s like, “Oh, okay. Thank 

you.” That’s sort of been starting to reopen that and also potentially come back to 

some of those places and touch some of those things and maybe heal some of 

those things as well. 

God’s love for her has always been an important part of her relationship with God, but 

the way she talks about relating to God as a Lover seems to hint at some fear of the high 

level of vulnerability and intimacy, and therefore the risk of being hurt deeply, that this 

kind of relationship entails. She connects this hesitancy to a previous relationship that did 

not work out but sees her current dating relationship as a way that God is healing her and 

helping her to understand what it means that God loves her and the metaphor of God as 

Lover. Similar to the way Sarah described this, the relationship provides opportunities for 

God to show Rebecca how the way God loves her is similar to, but even better than, the 

way her boyfriend loves her.37 

 
 
37 Rebecca also mentioned several other metaphors for God, such as Creator, Healer, Comforter, Warrior, 
Author, and Judge. She spoke of recently starting to think of Jesus as Brother and talked about how she 
likes to think of herself walking along with God or dancing with God. She talked most about God being 
like a teacher, father, and lover, though, so those are the metaphors I have focused on. 
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Overall, the metaphors that Rebecca uses for God—Teacher, Father, Lover—

emphasize growth within a stable, trusting, loving relationship, an emphasis that is 

important within the Pattern Two way of relating to God. A second important component 

of this pattern is that humans have agency in the relationship, and this is also present in 

the way Rebecca describes what these metaphors for God mean. Rebecca sees herself as 

someone with agency. She is not passive in her relationship with God. She can learn and 

grow and make her own choices, with the understanding that there will be consequences 

for whatever choice she makes. God asks things of her, but does not demand. She seems 

to see God as having respect for the choices she makes, as well as respect for her as a 

being capable of making choices. She talks about arguing with God, and she does not 

present either this or expressing her opinions, emotions, complaints, and questions to God 

as something she is or should feel ashamed of, as evidence of character flaws or lack of 

moral development, or as something she should know better than to do. This indicates 

that she has a deep sense of safety, acceptance, and belonging in the relationship with 

God because she knows that God will not be upset with her, punish her, or reject her for 

saying what she thinks. She is able to form opinions, have emotions, make choices and 

have conversations with God about them, which shows that she is an active participant in 

the relationship.  

Having agency in the relationship with God was something I also cared deeply 

about, and the metaphors I liked and did not like also reflected this, though perhaps not as 

strongly as Rebecca’s did. The focus on humans having agency was less explicit in how 

Sarah talked about the relationship between God and people, but her insistence that 
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humans are not puppets and that God desires an intimate relationship with each human 

being strongly indicates that, to her as well, humans have a much more active role in the 

relationship than just trusting that God knows best and obeying God. 

4.4. Chapter Summary 

In this chapter I have described some of the similarities in what the women I 

interviewed said about their worth—namely, that it comes from God and that being part 

of God’s family gives a person an identity and value—and described the struggles with 

self-worth that all of them have experienced and the ways they have found to cope with 

this. I have also described two different patterns of understanding the relationship 

between God and people that the women I interviewed use to interpret their experiences 

with God.  

To describe the first pattern of relationship with God, I explored the metaphors 

that Kristi, Amy, and Joy used to describe God. These demonstrated how the Pattern One 

relationship centers around God as a good, wise, and caring Father who protects, provides 

for, guides, and instructs, and humans as children who have limited wisdom and abilities 

and need a parent’s care in order for them to grow and thrive. In this pattern, because of 

the vast differences between God and people, humans have an essentially passive role in 

the relationship: they are to trust and obey God, not their own judgment, even when they 

don’t understand why God has said something or why something is happening to them. 

Trusting and obeying God and following the rules that God has set down for human 

behavior are of paramount importance and are indicators that a person belongs to God’s 

family. 
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To describe the second pattern of relating to God, I presented the metaphors that 

Sarah, Rebecca, and I used to talk about God. These showed how Pattern Two is centered 

around God as a Father, Teacher, and Lover who nurtures, protects, mentors, teaches, and 

cherishes humans and longs to have an intimate relationship of love and trust with them. 

In this pattern, humans participate in the relationship with God, in their own growth and 

development, and in what God is doing in the world. As partners with God, humans have 

more agency in the relationship with God: they are capable of making decisions and 

expressing opinions, emotions, and desires, and God respects this. Being with God, 

conversing with God, and allowing oneself to be loved by God are the most important 

things for humans to do. 

Now that we have seen how the two relational patterns work, in the next chapter 

we will look in more detail at how the women use these patterns to understand God, 

themselves, and life, as well as how the women’s experiences shape the ways in which 

they interact with each pattern. 



 

 99 

5. RESULTS II: PATTERNS IN ACTION 

In the previous chapter, I described two different patterns for relating to God. 

Pattern One centers around a sovereign, transcendent, all-wise, Father-like God who rules 

over the cosmos and lovingly parents his human children. In this pattern, humans relate to 

God primarily as small children relate to a parent, by trusting in God’s goodness and 

wisdom, submitting to God’s authority, and obeying God. In Pattern Two, God is seen as 

an immanent and knowable Father-Teacher-Lover who desires to have an intimate 

relationship of reciprocal love and trust with humans. In this pattern, humans play a role 

in their own growth and development and in the relationship with God, mainly by being 

with God and communicating openly and honestly with God. 

Now that we have established what these two patterns look like, we will look at 

the ways the patterns function as interpretive frameworks in the ways the women I 

interviewed described God, themselves, and their life experiences. To do this, we will 

examine three different areas: how the women talk about God’s love, how they deal with 

sin and failure and seeing themselves as sinful people, and where they ultimately believe 

their worth comes from. This will help us see the how the way in which a person 

understands the relationship between God and people affects how she interprets her 

experiences and how she views herself.  
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5.1. Talking about God’s Love 

The first area we will examine is how the women I interviewed talked about 

God’s love for them. As I noted earlier, the differences in how the women spoke about 

God’s love was one of the first things I noticed when I was reading through the 

transcripts of the interviews. All the women made statements to the effect that God was 

loving and that God loves humans. There was a distinct difference, however, in how the 

two groups of women talked about being personally loved by God. The women with a 

Pattern One view of the relationship between God and humans spoke less about God 

loving them and tended to speak about God’s love in general terms or in ways that 

focused on the way in which God loved. The women who had a Pattern Two view of the 

relationship spoke much more frequently and in more direct terms about God’s love for 

them. In this section, I will present what each woman said during the interview about 

God’s love for humans in general and for her in particular. I was specifically looking for 

instances of the word “love,” and the quotations in what follows are instances of the 

women using the words “love” or “loving” to talk about God’s attitude or actions toward 

humans. I will first present the responses given by the women who have a Pattern One 

view of the relationship between God and humans and then present how the women with 

a Pattern Two relationship talked about God’s love. This is an important topic because it 

is a clue that experiencing God’s love personally is a central part of the second pattern of 

relating to God. 
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5.1.1. Pattern One 

Kristi 

God’s love was not a topic Kristi spoke much about with me. It came up when I 

asked Kristi what she had learned from church about how God sees humans. Her answer 

was simply, “That he loves us” and that God was loving. She also talked about how 

God’s love and God’s justice were inseparable, but this was something she saw as being 

part of the character of God, not something personal to her. 

Joy 

When I talked with Joy, God’s love came up twice. She said that, looking back 

over her life, especially the difficult times, “it’s really easy to see how much [God] cares 

and how much he loves us,” which is demonstrated by how God uses difficult things to 

help us grow. When she talked about dealing with sin, she said, “I feel like now I’m 

really aware of [God’s] father’s heart and loving me as his child and wanting me to live 

right cuz it’s good for me, not just because it’s a rule, because he wants what’s best for 

me.” The first answer is more general—something that applies to all people who are in a 

relationship with God—while the second focuses on the way in which God loves her: “as 

his child.” 

Amy 

Amy connected the idea of God loving her with God being like a father. When I 

asked her what it meant that God was a father, she said, “so as a little kid, I viewed it as 

like, oh, like my dad, he loves me.” Later, she described how being adopted into God’s 

family and believing that one is loved can help a person to change her behavior: “But if 
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you believe, ‘Oh, I actually am a child of this family and I’m as loved as the natural-born 

children of the family or as the other adopted kids, then I don’t need to go out there.’” 

The first time, the emphasis is on the manner in which God loves her, but the second is 

comparative (“I’m as loved as the natural-born children”) and passive. 

Summary 

It struck me that these were the only instances of these three women talking about 

God’s love for them and that they did not speak of God’s love in personal, unqualified 

ways. They talked about it in ways that generalized it to God loving all people or all 

Christians (“God loves us”). When they say “God loves me,” this was always connected 

to a phrase that qualified it by focusing on the manner in which God loved (“God loves 

me as his child” or “God loves me like my dad”). This certainly does not mean that they 

do not believe that God loves them, but it does suggest to me that talking about God 

loving them personally might have been uncomfortable for them. It could also be that this 

is primarily an intellectual belief, not something that they have experienced on a deep 

emotional level. The ways the women with a Pattern Two relationship with God talked 

about being loved by God, however, are quite different, and it is to these that we will turn 

now. 
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5.1.2. Pattern Two 

Sarah 

Sarah spoke frequently of being personally loved by God. She described a 

transformational experience where, at a time when she was doing something she believed 

was wrong, 

[God] was there and he still loved me in the middle of it . . . And it freaked me 

out. It made me so, so angry, really, that his love and grace was so big that he was 

just gonna be like, “Oh yeah, I’m still hanging out with you.” 

In her description of what Psalm 23 means to her, she said about the line “I will dwell in 

the house of the Lord forever,” that she sees it as, “I’m living with someone who loves 

me forever.” She said that she feels “cherished,” “truly treasured and considered 

precious” by God. She compared God’s love to the love of the man she was dating but 

said that God’s love is even better because God “doesn’t have to like work up some kind 

of, ohh, I’m gonna have to love this one too, you know? He’s been loving me for the 

whole time. It’s like amazing.” She also described in more general terms why it is that 

God loves humans and that this ultimately has nothing to do with us: “[W]e want so 

badly to have some reason for him to love us. And there just aren’t reasons. I mean, not 

out of ourselves. He loves us because we’re his.” God loves us just because, and there is 

nothing that we can do to change it. When Sarah speaks about God’s love for her, she 

does so in a way that indicates that God loves her as an individual person and does not 

qualify it by focusing on the manner. God’s love of her, specifically, was an important 

part of her relationship with God.  
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Rebecca 

Rebecca also talked about God’s love for all people and for herself specifically. 

She said that being able to accept that God wants to have a relationship with human 

beings in spite of our failures and shortcoming is “part of the gift of God’s character and 

love for us.” She also described an experience that impressed on her what it means that 

God loves all people: 

I felt like in college when I was an undergrad, I really got a whole new sense of 

God’s love, and that made a huge difference too because it was like, “Oh, you 

love us! You love us!” And knowing that—and I sort of like fell in love with God, 

and I think that opened lots of things like the joy in a way of, “I’m loved! God 

loves me! And God loves all of us, and even though I don’t understand all of 

these pieces that are happening and the hard things in the world, he loves us!”  

She combines both the personal and the general here, but it is evident that God loving her 

in particular is a central component of this realization. Later she says that knowing that 

God loves her changes the way she relates to God: “This is a whole different way of 

relating [to God] when there’s that much depth and security that I’m loved.” She also 

discusses that, when she is dealing with sin, it works better to start with “the beauty and 

the character and the love of God” so that she doesn’t get overwhelmed by all the ways 

she has messed up and how far she still has to go. She also mentioned that seeing how the 

man she is dating loves her has helped her understand more about how God loves her, 

saying, “I think there are moments where God has been like, ‘Yeah, I love you like that, 

but even more.’” In talking with Rebecca, it became apparent that knowing that God 

loves her, personally and individually, is a foundational part of her relationship with God. 
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Me 

The first time I mentioned God’s love for me was when I was talking about the 

church I was currently attending, which I was happy at because I felt that the emphasis 

was “God loves you, God has a plan for you, God values you, God is for you,” which was 

different from the church I had been attending previously. I also said that, compared to a 

few years ago, 

I have such a better understanding of how God sees me. And that God actually 

does love me. It’s not just something God says or that we say about God. It’s 

actual, real love, and it’s not coercive or manipulative, all of those sorts of things. 

As with Sarah and Rebecca, I remember a distinct experience when God’s love became 

real to me. This is how I described my thought process when that happened: 

And [the question] just kind of burst out of me, “Why does God love me? I can’t 

do anything!” And it just, it shocked me, because that came out of somewhere 

really deep. And then I just thought and went, “That’s the point. Oh my goodness, 

that’s the point of the Gospel!” And it made me furious, honestly. Cuz I was like 

“God should not love me.” And like, “Stop it, God! Stop!” Because I don’t 

deserve it. I can’t do anything! . . . And [I was] actually understanding what 

God’s love means and why God loves and that it has not [got] anything to do with 

what I do. 

When I described my view of myself after that happened, I said that more and more 

frequently, “I’m actually living in that place of I’m worthy and God loves me because 

God made me,” and that “I do feel like God is caring for me and God is actually loving 

me and wanting me to become what he made me to be, what he meant for me to be the 

whole time! And it’s a much more individual sort of attention.” Just like for Sarah and 

Rebecca, knowing that I am personally loved by God is a central part of my relationship 

with God.  
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Summary 

When the women with a Pattern Two relationship with God talked about God’s 

love, they spoke of it in direct and unqualified terms (“God loves me”), as well as 

describing God’s attitude toward humans in general (“God loves us”). God’s love was a 

theme that arose much more frequently in their interviews than in the interviews of the 

first group of women. All three of us in this group had an experience that made God’s 

love real for each of us and helped us to see that each of us was personally loved by 

God.38 The frequency with which we talked about this and its centrality to the way we 

related to God indicates that God’s love for the individual person seems to have a bigger 

role in the Pattern Two understanding of how God interacts with people than it does in 

Pattern One. This is important to keep in mind as we move into the next two sections, 

both of which deal ultimately with how what we do, for good or ill, affects God’s love for 

us and our worth. 

5.2. Dealing with Sin and Failure 

Sin and failure, as well as being a person who sins and fails, can cause a person to 

feel guilty, ashamed, and unworthy of God’s love and can be a significant threat to her 

self-image or sense of self-worth. In this section, we will examine how the two groups of 

women talked about coping with sin and failure and the threat this poses to self-worth. 

Again, the women’s responses fell into two groups. The women with a Pattern One 

 
 
38 A more detailed account of these experiences and the role they played in shaping each person’s 
relationship with God will be the subject of Chapter 6. 
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relationship focused on the action itself and emphasized that because of the death of 

Jesus, the guilt and need for punishment were gone. The women with a Pattern Two 

relationship, on the other hand, were concerned with being sinful people, not just with 

individual sinful acts, and the effect of this on their relationship with God, and they 

emphasized how God loved them and was still present with them even in the middle of 

sin. 

5.2.1. Pattern One 

Amy 

I did not specifically ask about dealing with sin in the interviews, so it is 

interesting to note the context in which the topic came up.39 For Amy, the discussion of 

sin came up in response to my asking whether God ever sounded angry as a follow-up to 

a question about what God’s tone of voice was like. She said that God never sounded 

angry and that she thought she was probably harsher with herself than God would be: 

I think I tend to beat myself up more than [God] would for things, and he’s like, 

“I appreciate that you are repentant, but really you don’t need to go there. You 

know I’ve paid for that, right?” I’m like, oh yeah. But I still feel like I need to do 

some sort of penance or something, even though I never grew up in that church 

tradition, but there’s still a feeling, but I gotta do something, right? And he’s like, 

“That’s the point of me!” [I’m] like, “Right! Sorry, okay. Well thanks!” 

Amy describes feeling a need to punish herself or atone for the sin in some way and how 

God addresses this by reminding her of the sufficiency of the atoning death of Jesus, 

which negates the need for any further punishment, whether it comes from God or from 

 
 
39 It did not come up in the interview with Kristi or in the interview my colleague did with me, so that is 
why there is no discussion of the two of us in this section.  
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herself. It seems that Amy’s focus here is the removal of punishment, and perhaps guilt 

as well, that would otherwise be incurred because of sin. She does not talk about dealing 

with herself as a person who sins but rather how God addresses the consequences of the 

action itself. In this quotation, Amy is applying the doctrine of penal substitutionary 

atonement to address her negative feelings about herself in response to wrongdoing. 

However, as we will see as we look at the responses of the other women, sinning and 

being a person who sins raise profound questions, not only about guilt, but also about 

one’s worth as a person. 

Joy 

The topic of sin arose when I asked Joy on what basis God valued her and if there 

had ever been a time when she felt that she was not valuable. She talked about the 

difficulty of separating her own feelings of disappointment with herself from what God 

thought about her. She said this is an area in which she has been making progress, though 

it still is a challenge sometimes to remember that her remembering or forgetting the 

things she has done has no bearing on how God sees them: 

It’s hard to say what was my own disappointment in myself and what was my 

own belief about how God valued me. It’s hard to disentangle those sometimes. 

Cuz a lot of times it’s also very subconscious. It’s like I’m really disappointed in 

myself, but I don’t really necessarily think about or quantify, “Therefore what do 

I think that God thinks of me?” But anyway. I do think there have been seasons, 

especially when I’d be struggling with habitual sin or something or feeling like, 

why can’t I stop this once and for all, [that] sort of thing. [I] used to really believe 

that God was disappointed, and [I would be] like, why didn’t I get this already, I 

should have been better by now, I repented last time, clearly it didn’t take, I must 

not have really repented before because I didn’t change. . . . I think I have made 

progress in [what] I believe about how he feels about me. But I have always had a 

very long, slow process of learning to stop trying to punish myself for a while 

after I fell back into something that I thought I had finished with and really 

repented from when I feel like for a certain amount of time being really down on 
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myself and repenting over and over again or apologizing to God over and over 

again. Even recently I was realizing that partly because of how God’s outside time 

and stuff, no amount of whatever it was fading away in my mind actually makes a 

difference. That’s not what Jesus came to do, [to] make it all just sort of fade 

away, and then once it fades away from my mind then everything’s right between 

me and God. That’s not how that works. Yes, it’s so much deeper than that and so 

much more universally-extending than that. Whether I remember or forget is 

really shallow and fleeting. But, if God has cleansed it away, then it’s permanent 

whether I remember it or not. So I’m making progress in that. 

Like Amy, Joy talks about feeling a need to punish herself for sin and how she is learning 

that she doesn’t need to do that. Again, her focus is mostly on the sin itself and that it is 

forgiven, whether or not she remembers it, rather than on God’s response to her or her 

response to herself as a person who sins. It is noteworthy, however, that this was her 

response to a question about feeling valued by God, which suggests that she senses a 

connection between her worth and sinning, even though this is not made explicit in what 

she says.  

When Amy and Joy talk about dealing with their own sin, they focus mainly on 

the removal of guilt and punishment from a specific action, rather than on God’s 

acceptance and love of the whole person, even one who sins. This is not to say that they 

do not believe this—their responses to other questions show that they do—but this is not 

in focus when they talk about sin. It is clear that they both have in mind the penal 

substitutionary interpretation of the atonement and are applying this to their own 

situations, and because of this, the way they are experiencing forgiveness seems to be 

primarily intellectual. Though the context in which Joy talks about dealing with sin 

indicates that she notices some kind of connection between sin and worth, the worth of 

the self does not seem to play much of a role in Amy’s and Joy’s understanding of sin, 
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the sinful self, repentance, or forgiveness. As we will see next, however, worth is 

explicitly mentioned in this context by Sarah and Rebecca.  

5.2.2. Pattern Two 

Sarah 

The topic of dealing with sin came up several times during Sarah’s interview, but 

it was while Sarah was describing her relationship with God and how it has grown and 

changed over the years that she said the most about it. Sarah observed that many of the 

temptations to sin that she faces come from trying to base her worth on receiving 

approval or approbation from other people rather than on who she is to God. What helps 

her with this is maintaining her awareness of God’s presence: 

[W]hen I get tempted to sin in any way, including feeling under-appreciated or 

things like that, that’s just not having God’s presence clear in my mind. So if I 

really were feeling him in me, all of that stuff would just roll off me, and I know 

that that happens because when I do feel him, that’s what happens. 

When she feels God with her, the things that might otherwise threaten her sense of worth 

and cause her to react badly lose their power. Being aware of God’s presence with her 

reminds her of who she is and how God sees her, and this is what is effective against the 

temptation to sin. 

Sarah also spoke of a deeply moving experience of God’s presence with her in the 

middle of sin: 

And most profoundly probably [that is, the most profound way she has 

experienced the presence of God] is I’ve dealt with some challenges of trying to 

escape my life when it’s too hard, and I can do those in a variety of ways: it can 

be just working way too hard, it can be eating too much, it can be a variety of 

things like that. And finding myself in the middle of those and God saying, “Talk 

to me right now, talk to me while you’re sinning, and I want to show you that I 
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am present with you right then.” And for a few years really not daring doing that, 

and then discovering that when I did, he was there and he still loved me in the 

middle of it, and being frustrated by what he would say to me, because I 

remember one time where I was just so—I was just beside myself and like, “I 

can’t believe I’m doing this. I know this is wrong. This is not okay!” and asking 

the Lord about it, and he literally said, “There is no condemnation for those who 

are in Christ Jesus.” And it freaked me out. It made me so, so angry, really, that 

his love and grace was so big that he was just gonna be like, “Oh yeah, I’m still 

hanging out with you.” I don’t want people I love to watch me this way. I don’t 

want them to be with me right now. I don’t want that. And it just—it eventually 

broke me, of course, in the right way, but that is like the maximum expression of 

love when a holy God has given such covering through Jesus Christ that he is 

willing to be with us while we’re sinning. Because a holy God can’t be with sin, 

right? Like we know that. But he’s covered it, he has literally covered it to such 

an extent that it’s okay. And this is blowing my mind away. 

This experience of God being with her and loving her the middle of sinning seems to 

have had a profound impact on the way she sees God and herself, and we will discuss this 

more thoroughly in Chapter 6. For now, I want to note how Sarah focuses in this account 

on God’s continuing presence with her in the middle of sin and God’s response to her. 

The focus is on her as a person, not on what she is doing, and that God does not condemn 

her. Unlike Amy and Joy, Sarah is less concerned with the sin itself than she is with 

being a sinful person. The important thing for her is that God can still be with her in spite 

of sin, and that God does not condemn her. Like Amy and Joy, Sarah also obviously has 

an atonement theory in mind, but the difference is that she is using it to explain her 

experience rather than using it to remind herself that something is true even though it is 

not what she feels. 

Sarah also talked about the effect sin has on her value as God’s creation and the 

way God sees her: 
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[God] thought of me before the foundation of the world, so he had in his mind 

something that he was crafting, and he is pleased with his work, and he does not 

like what sin has done to it. He doesn’t like what the enemy has done to it. But it’s 

just tainted it, it’s kind of like what should be a beautiful bronze or metal 

sculpture has extra burn marks on it or extra crud on it or it’s oxidized or 

something. And he doesn’t like that part at all, but it doesn’t stop him from—I 

mean, this is his creation and he’s gonna get it back to where it’s supposed to be.  

Sin does not detract from the value of what God has made. Nor does it not stop God from 

loving God’s creation and carrying out God’s plans for creation. Sin is an ugly extra that 

mars the surface of God’s creation; God’s creation is whole and complete without it. 

What this means, then, is that whatever sin we commit cannot change God’s love for us, 

and if God’s love for us is the basis of our value, then our sin, and the fact that we are 

sinful people, does not diminish our value either. This is something that both Sarah and 

Rebecca seem to be applying to themselves when they are dealing with sin, Rebecca even 

more explicitly than Sarah, as we will see next. 

Rebecca 

Dealing with sin and failure came up several times and in many different contexts 

during Rebecca’s interview. Her view of sin is similar to Sarah’s, in that sin is always 

present but that she sins does not change how God sees her or the fact that God is always 

with her. Rebecca said that the metaphor of God as a teacher helped her face her own sin 

and shortcomings: 

[Seeing] God as a teacher has helped me with that when it’s like, okay, God will 

deal with it, but he’s not gonna slap my hand every time I get something wrong. 

There might be times when he’s very stern, especially if it’s something like, “You 

knew better and you chose this and there’s consequences.” . . . But we can have 

that joy and belief that this isn’t about me getting the marks [i.e., grades] and it’s 

not about me. Like, yeah, sin will be there and God will deal with me on it, and 

that’s important, but like my boyfriend would say, you mess up, you fail, and then 

you learn from it, and you move on. 
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Rebecca is confident that God will address sin and that God will do so in a way that is not 

overly harsh or punitive. Seeing God as a good teacher means that she can trust that God 

will not fixate on her mistakes and punish her for them but will address the problem, help 

her understand what went wrong, and then help her move forward with her learning. She 

frequently stressed the importance of learning from mistakes, failures, and sin: these are 

not insurmountable or cause for weeping and gnashing of teeth or self-flagellation. 

Instead, they are opportunities to revisit lessons that one might not have completely 

understood the first time and then to try again.  

Like Sarah, Rebecca noted the connection between feeling insecure about her own 

worth and reacting in sinful ways to what other people say or do. She said that when she 

was having a hard time feeling like she was valuable, it made it much harder for her to 

love and value other people. When she felt like other people were making judgments 

about her or had a perception of her that she didn’t agree with, she would push back 

against them to prove, “No, no, no, I am not that. I am worth something. I am, even 

though it’s different!” She reflected on what that meant for how she treated other people 

and how God worked with her on it: 

I think when people are in self-protective mode, there’s a reason for it, but it does 

not bring out the best of ourselves. And so I think that God used that too to be 

like, “Even when you can’t treat people the way that even your own values tell 

you that you should treat people, I’m not leaving,” like, “It’s fine, we’re gonna 

keep working through this.” But I think as I’ve been able to have some time and 

space to work with God and as God’s worked with me in forgiveness and things, 

there’s more of a sense of my own stability, and if I’m not trying to fight 

somebody else to prove my worth, then it takes a whole component away, and so 

when I can separate myself from them too and say, “Well, you can think what 

you’re thinking and I don’t have to agree”. . . if there’s something in this that I 

need to learn, then God will help me and work with me to learn it. But when I am 

able to be just in myself and carry the value God has given me as a gift that 
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doesn’t need to be—what’s the right word?—doesn’t need to be explained, 

doesn’t need to be fought for, then it makes it much easier to respond in love and 

in kindness to other people. 

God reassured Rebecca that even when she was not treating other people the way she 

knew she should, God was not going to leave. God stayed with her and kept on working 

with her, in spite of sin, and eventually, as she became more sure of who she was in God, 

she learned how to respond graciously to people she didn’t agree with. A central part of 

this was becoming certain of her own worth, and once she had that certainty, she didn’t 

need to fight anyone for it or prove it to anyone. 

Rebecca made an explicit connection between accepting God’s value of her and 

being able to cope with her own sin and failure:  

I think having that [knowledge that God values me], being able to see more of that 

from a perspective of yes, I am going to make a lot of mistakes, and yes I’m going 

to, and that doesn’t affect my worth, it means that I can face those things and I 

move forward without feeling like I’m gonna fall apart if I really look honestly at 

myself. 

She continues this thought later and emphasizes the need to keep God at the center of it 

all, rather than herself and her shortcomings: 

And it’s not fundamentally about me and my sin! It’s about God and what he’s 

done! Oh thank God! . . . [I]f that’s where I start [that is, with herself and her sin], 

it’s a recipe for me to just flounder. But if I start with God, and I start with who 

God is, and I start with all of those things and I’m reminded again about the 

beauty and the character and the love of God, ohhh, okay, and it’s like my world 

can right itself, and now if God brings something up—and this is the other part 

where I think I’m starting to get [to] the point where I’m like, “Oh, what if I let 

God bring up what he wants to bring up instead of me going through my personal 

self-improvement projects of things that I need to do?” Because then if God 

brings it up, then I feel like, oh, then—the irony, right?—oh, then it matches 

Scripture! Where there’s no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, and 

then I can like, “God is faithful and just,” and I can repent of my sins and I can 

move through it, but I’m not doing it myself where I just feel like, “I am a worm, 

a daughter of a dog,” you know, all of these things that you’re just like, “Why 
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does this not feel like I’m getting anywhere?” . . . There was one of the mystics, 

Julian of Norwich, [who said] “Sin is behovely, but”—you know, unavoidable—

“but all will be well and all manner of things will be well.” Like, yeah, it’s there, 

but it’s actually not the most important thing.. . . . [I]f sin isn’t the main thing and 

God is, then it’s less scary to work on, and if we have value then we don’t have to 

worry about it either, like it doesn’t have to be so scary. 

Rebecca points out several times that sin is not ultimately the most important thing—God 

is. Keeping her focus on God makes sin less threatening to deal with. Rebecca has great 

confidence in God’s goodness, kindness, wisdom, and love for her and trusts that God 

will deal with her and her sin according to these character traits. Letting God be the one 

to address the issues frees her from the burden of trying to fix all her sin herself and from 

self-condemnation when she can’t do it. Knowing that her value is secure and remains 

unchanged by any sins or failures makes it possible to look honestly at sin and failure and 

entrust them to God.  

5.2.3. Summary 

As we have seen, there were two patterns of responding to sin and being a sinful 

person among the women I interviewed. The first, demonstrated by Amy and Kristi, the 

women with the Pattern One view of the relationship with God, focused on sinful actions, 

guilt and self-punishment, and the sufficiency of the atoning death of Christ for the 

complete forgiveness of sins. This is consistent with the Pattern One picture of God being 

like a father who makes rules and punishes disobedience and the importance of human 

obedience in the relationship. The second pattern, characteristic of Sarah and Rebecca, 

the women with the Pattern Two relationship, concerned being a person who sins and 

God’s continued presence with, non-condemnation of, and love for sinful people. This is 
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consistent with the Pattern Two view, which emphasizes the reciprocally loving 

relationship between God and people, the ability of humans to learn and grow, and the 

God-given worth of all humans. In fact, the connections between knowing that one is 

valuable, that value comes from God, the ability to resist temptation, and the threat of 

being a sinful person to one’s worth were explicitly noted by the group of women with 

Pattern Two view. This connection was less clear in what the women who have the 

Pattern One view said about sin, though Joy did seem to intuit the worth-threatening 

quality of sin when she responded to a question I asked about feeling not valued by God 

by talking about sin.  

If sin and being a sinful person present a negative challenge to worth, the good 

things a person does can present a positive challenge. By this I mean that while sin can 

potentially diminish a person’s sense of worth, the good work a person does may increase 

it. In either case, when a person’s sense of her value changes based on what she has done 

(whether good or sinful), it may indicate that she is basing her worth, at least partially, on 

her actions. In the next section, we will consider how the women I interviewed spoke 

about where their worth comes from and the implications their beliefs have for the way 

they live and work.  

5.3. Source of Worth and Implications for Work 

When I started out with this project, I expected that the women I interviewed 

would struggle with connecting their sense of worth to the work that they were doing—

that their view of themselves and their value would depend at least partially on how they 

felt they were doing at their work. This did seem to be generally true, but the relationship 
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between worth and work is more complicated than it might appear at first glance. As in 

the other areas I analyzed, the women’s responses to my questions about work fell 

predictably into two patterns. The women with the Pattern One relationship with God 

were much more ambivalent about what made them valuable than were the women with 

the Pattern Two relationship. They said that they, as well as all humans, were valuable 

because God made them, but at the same time, the way they described the connection 

between work and worth showed that they also believed that what they did was an 

important part of what made each of them personally valuable. The women with the 

Pattern Two view did not display that ambivalence. Their statements and their 

descriptions about the relationship between work and worth both demonstrated that they 

believed that they each had great worth because God created and loved them and that 

what they did, for good or ill, could not alter that.  

In this section, I will present what each woman I interviewed said about work and 

worth. My goals here are to demonstrate how each woman’s beliefs about work and 

worth are consistent with the way she views the relationship between God and humans 

and to show one concrete example of how the beliefs a person has about her worth affect 

her daily life. 

5.3.1. Pattern One 

Amy 

We will look first at what Amy said about what makes her valuable. She believes 

that being created by God is what gives all people value, but she also distinguishes 

between this intrinsic value and what she calls “use-value,” that is, value that is 
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connected to having a purpose and being useful. When I asked if she was valuable to 

God, she first responded by asking if I meant “useful or important or both.” I asked her to 

explain what she was thinking, and she told me two stories to describe how she 

understand what makes her valuable. The first concerned something that happened when 

she was about 12 years old and had to do with God creating her in a specific place and 

time. Notice how at the very beginning of this story, she distinguishes between the two 

types of value. 

So in the sense of special and like important like in his heart, then yes [I am 

valuable] . . . . And then as far as useful—I don’t think I ever actually thought 

about it one way or the other until adulthood when I was like, “What am I 

supposed to do with my life?” Though I remember once when I was 12, my youth 

group had a retreat at a ranch somewhere. And there was at some point there—

like it was my turn to sweep up the cabin or whatever and so I was doing that, and 

I just got to thinking like, “Why am I a girl? Why am I born here?”. . . . I just kept 

thinking about that, kept thinking about that, and then—. . . okay, God did this 

somehow, right? But I don’t know how to describe what he did. But then I was 

like seeing time, like I was seeing time as a timeline, just a line with tic marks. 

But at the same time, seeing like, here’s C.S Lewis, here’s whatever, and [God 

was] like, “Okay, you could have been born here, but then you wouldn’t—as a 

girl—but then you wouldn’t have had the rights to do this this and this,” or 

whatever I was aware of at 12. And then, “Or you have been born at this time and 

then dih-dah-dah-dah. You could have been born a boy in this dih-dah-dah. But I 

made you you here, because that’s where I need you to be, because if you were 

there, you wouldn’t be here.” And it wasn’t quite words ever. I was feeling all of 

that, so it’s hard for me to know—cuz God didn’t like say anything, except that, 

“But I need you here.” And then it was a weird existential like, “I am me. What 

am me?” Like, “And what is I?” And anyway, so it was kind of like that, and then 

I was back sweeping. . . . And so I think there was my first of like, “No, you are 

important, you do have value.” 

In this story, Amy’s value and importance are linked to God needing her in a specific 

place and time. 
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The second story, concerning more recent events, also emphasizes God having a 

purpose for her, right here and right now. The context of this story is her “question[ing] 

my value as far as my use for God” after her experience overseas. She said that the things 

that she is doing now in the US are helping her to see herself in a better light, and she 

referred again to God having a purpose for her: 

I’m redeeming myself in my own eyes. And like, oh, I can do things! I am 

actually useful, given the right circumstances, okay. So, and again, I think it’s 

something that I always knew, that, well, of course if I’m here then [God] has a 

purpose. So, I’ve also been in two car accidents. . . and both [were] bad in that the 

cars looked terrible and I got a concussion pretty [badly], like [an] I-don’t-

remember-the-accidents-themselves kind of concussion, but it could have been a 

whole lot worse, and other than my concussion, I was uninjured, and no one else 

was injured. . . . So both of them could have been so much worse and then they 

weren’t, but afterwards it was just like, “Oh, so God still needs to use me for 

something,” is kind of what I got out of them. Like, he’s not done with me yet. 

Like, there’s still something for me to be doing. But even now feeling like “I’ve 

had all of this time, [and] I don’t feel like I’ve actually done anything. Am I 

actually doing things for you?” But [God] reminds me like, “Small things are big 

things”—that’s the first time I worded it that way—but that “Just because it seems 

small to you doesn’t mean that it’s not having an impact and doing things, and 

I’ve called some people to do the big outrageous things and I’ve called other 

people to do the small outrageous things.” And I’m like, “Oh okay, so I’m just a 

small thing doer?” And he’s like, “Well, for now, at least. I can’t tell you, I can’t 

show the whole hand.” And it’s like, “Well, for now, but you need to be content 

even if you are just the small thing doer, and you never do anything big, that’s 

fine”—I mean, “You need to be fine with that because it’s not for your glory, it’s 

for me,” and you know. 

In the two stories Amy told me, the belief that God created her in a specific place and 

time to carry out God’s purposes is central to her understanding of what makes her 

valuable.  

Amy seemed to be figuring out what she thought about the connection between 

doing things and having value: 
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So, value as far as what makes you important or lovable, those non-physical 

tangible things, is just you exist, right? But if you’re thinking more like useful, 

then, I think to be useful you have to do something. And so—why am I equating 

that with value? Like, that’s a valuable tool or that’s—okay, that’s where I’m 

getting it—as opposed to, this is a really valuable vase. It’s like, it just exists and 

it’s expensive, so that’s valuable and like worth-ness. But if you’re like, “This is a 

valuable asset or a valuable tool to the team,” then you’re saying [that] this is a 

very useful person or a useful set of skills to accomplish whatever we’re trying to 

accomplish. So as far as like intrinsic value or worth-ness, just existing is that. 

But as far as—I think what I’ve been struggling with is feeling useful, like am I 

actually useful? Do I contribute anything or am I just here as decoration? And I 

mean, I guess it’s fine to be just decoration, but I kind of want to do more cuz it’s 

kind of boring to just sit here on a display case. And [God] does call us to action, 

right? But it’s a matter of what action is he calling you specifically to do? 

Anyway, which is always a work in progress for everybody. 

For Amy, being useful and feeling useful is very important to her sense of her worth. The 

three quotations I have included here show quite a bit of ambivalence over the 

importance of intrinsic value vis-à-vis use value, or, to put it another way, between 

relational value and instrumental value. Amy said that all people are created by God and 

are children that God wants to adopt—we are all potentially members of God’s family—

and that this means that all people are valuable. She also said that she is valuable to God 

“in the sense of special and important in his heart.” These statements focus on intrinsic, 

relational value. However, the two stories and her response to my question about the 

relationship between doing things and value seem to emphasize the importance of 

instrumental value over the importance of relational value, at least when it comes to 

feeling that one is worthy or valuable. 

The Pattern One themes most evident in what Amy said about her worth are those 

that deal with God’s transcendence and sovereignty and the implications these have for 

human obedience and agency. The picture of God is of a transcendent God who has his 
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own purposes and works them out without necessarily disclosing his intentions to 

humans, though God does respond lovingly and gently to our questions. God’s purposes 

are greater than humans can understand. God determines where and when each person is 

born and knows each one will best serve God’s purposes. Humans are created to glorify 

God, and all our actions should ultimately be for that end. Ultimately, this means that 

trusting and obeying—doing what God says—even when we don’t understand, is what is 

important.  

The emphasis on God’s sovereignty and transcendence and expectation of human 

obedience leaves little room for human agency. Humans have little choice and little 

power in the relationship with God, and in fact, in the way Amy describes it, the 

relationship with God is itself deemphasized in favor of usefulness to God. In the two 

stories she shared with me, she describes God as saying, “I made you you here, because 

that’s where I need you to be,” and her own belief that “God still needs to use me for 

something.” God has a purpose for which God will use her, and this is something that 

makes her valuable. When Amy talks about being valuable in the third excerpt, she 

compares humans to tools and vases.40 Even when she describes an environment of 

working as a team, people are “assets” or “tools,” viewed in terms of what they can do, 

 
 
40 Great care must be taken when using language that compares people to tools to be used by God, 
particularly when speaking with people who have experienced abuse, discrimination, oppression, or other 
types of trauma. As trauma can involve losing the freedom to make choices or being treated as a tool to be 
used rather than a person to be loved and respected, leaning too heavily on this metaphor can reinforce a 
perception of God as the Cosmic Abuser rather than the God who is Love Incarnate.  
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rather than seen as people to be valued for their own sake. Worth here is very much tied 

to what a person can do and to fulfilling the purpose for which God made her. 

Amy does not like the idea of being “just decoration.” Not only is it unsatisfying, 

it is also not what God intends for people to be. People are meant to do things, 

specifically the things that God calls them to do. I suspect that for Amy, God’s purpose 

for her is what gives her a unique identity, which is why she so emphasizes this idea. She 

sees herself as being one of God’s children, but because she is one of many, the intrinsic 

value that comes from this does not give her a distinct identity or sense of self. The next 

obvious place to look is to what she can do, or what God created her to do, to form the 

basis of her own unique identity. From this unique identity she is able to derive to a sense 

of her own worth, though it is a type of worth that is based ultimately on her actions. 

Similar ideas were evident in what Kristi said about the connection between work and 

worth, which is where we turn now.  

Kristi 

Kristi also demonstrates some of the same ambivalence Amy shows between 

knowing that God values her and still needing to be useful or productive, though she 

seems to be more aware of it than Amy is. In response to my question about what makes 

her valuable, she said:  

[T]he good Christian answer would be, I am valuable to God because I am 

valuable—I mean, because of who he is and so therefore I have value. And I don’t 

discount the good Christian answer, like I believe it. Do I live in it every day? No. 

I think probably my more day-to-day living is [that] my value is what I contribute 

to society. 
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She went on to talk about feeling judged by other people for not being as productive as 

they think she could be and how she feels that her life situation makes others think less of 

her. She also discussed how hard work and being a productive member of society were 

emphasized in her childhood and how bad it feels to not be doing things to serve God or 

to feel non-productive. She knows that God loves her and values her and that this is not 

based on what she does, but being able to do things for God is very important for her 

sense of worth.  

When I asked what she thought her life would look like if she didn’t struggle with 

feeling worthy based on what she did, she said she was afraid it would make her lazy in 

things like caring for others and reading the Bible. She alluded to the biblical story of 

Mary and Martha to describe this:41 

It’s like I constantly am in the struggle between Mary and Martha, and I know 

that I am a Martha, I absolutely know that about myself. But there has to be a 

good balance, and I know Mary was praised for just being with Jesus, and that’s 

something that we always need to do is just be with him. But it’s like there has to 

be a balance between being with him and doing the tasks that he has before us, 

but sometimes the task before us is just to be with him, and I wish Jesus would 

have elaborated on how to actually become more of that, [to] have a good 

balance. Cuz at the time, Mary was doing exactly what she was supposed to do. 

Martha, I believe, was doing part of what she was supposed to do cuz something 

had to be done, but yet maybe she should have just spent less time fussing and 

more time being. . . I don’t know. Cuz we are human beings, we’re not human 

doings. But yeah, the Mary-Martha struggle is like, pahhhh, but I do think that if 

that wasn’t a struggle of mine, I think I would be very lazy in my caring for 

people and stuff like that. 

Kristi’s response shows a lot of ambivalence related to “being” vs “doing,” which she 

views as contrasting positions. It sounds as though she fears that spending too much time 

 
 
41 The story of Jesus’ encounter with Mary and Martha is found in Luke 10:38-42. 
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just being with Jesus will lead to neglecting the very real tasks that lie before her, even 

though she recognizes that being with Jesus is necessary. She sees the struggle to get her 

value from doing as something that motivates her to do things that she should do. 

The being/doing dichotomy that Kristi speaks of parallels Amy’s distinction 

between intrinsic value and use value. For both women, all people have worth that comes 

solely from being created by God—intrinsic worth or worth that comes from simply 

being. However, all people are also created by God for a purpose and to do things, and 

both women also feel that worth comes from this as well. This is the use value that Amy 

speaks of and the worth that comes from doing that Kristi refers to as a motivation. Both 

Amy and Kristi seem uneasy with the idea of relying solely on their intrinsic worth as the 

foundation for what makes them valuable, though apparently for different reasons. Kristi 

fears that doing this would cause her to be neglectful and “lazy” in doing what she needs 

to do. Amy, in contrast, seems to fear a loss of identity, losing that which makes her 

unique.42  

There are fewer direct connections with broader Pattern One themes in Kristi’s 

responses than there were in Amy’s. Kristi has a strong work ethic and feels a duty to be 

a productive member of society, and this seems to come from both a secular cultural and 

 
 
42 While these fears were very real to Amy and Kristi, the experiences of the other women suggest that they 
may be unfounded. As we will see in the next section, the women who do rely on their relationship with 
God to give them value are not lazy about what they do, nor do they not know who they are. 
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a Christian ideal of virtuous living.43 Because working hard and being productive are 

such strong cultural values in Kristi’s life, it is hardly surprising that what she does has a 

central role in whether she feels that she is valuable or not. The Pattern One view of the 

relationship between God and humans does little to challenge this. In fact, it 

accommodates this cultural value quite well once it is clear that the reasons for hard work 

are not personal gain or accomplishment but obedience to God, giving glory to God, and 

wise stewardship of the resources God has given.  

It is important to remember, however, that neither Amy nor Kristi, nor any of the 

women I talked with, thinks that work is something that earns God’s favor or makes her 

valuable to God. All the women I talked to, those with a Pattern One relationship and 

those with a Pattern Two relationship, said that they believed that people are valuable 

because God created them. The real question here is more how a person sees herself and 

what she truly believes on a functional level makes her valuable. In both Amy’s and 

Kristi’s responses to my questions about what made them valuable, there is a sense of, 

“Well, yes, I’m valuable to God because God made me, but . . .” Being a productive 

member of society, working hard, fulfilling God’s purposes for one’s life—in other 

words, doing things—are also essential to their sense of what makes them valuable. Kristi 

and Amy both seem quite hesitant to rely solely on their intrinsic worth as being created 

and loved by God as the basis for their self-worth and are a little fearful of what doing so 

 
 
43 A recent study by van Hoorn and Maseland found evidence that the Protestant work ethic does in fact 
exist. Their study showed that people who are Protestant and people who live in Protestant societies 
(whether or not they themselves are Protestant) experience more pain over being unemployed than do non-
Protestants and those living in non-Protestant societies (van Hoorn and Maseland 2013). 



 

 

126 

would mean for their lives. As we will see next, however, Joy sees basing her sense of 

her worth on what she does as a significant limitation to being able to serve God freely. 

We will consider Joy’s thoughts next. 

Joy 

Joy said that basing her sense of self-worth on what she does has been a struggle 

for her for years and has been something that God has been working with her on. She 

described it as a problem with many layers, like an onion, and said that she would feel 

like one layer had been peeled away and that the problem was fixed, when in reality there 

were still many layers to go. When I asked her what she believed made her valuable, she 

said she thought it was currently a combination of intrinsic God-given value and 

performing. She contrasts what she knows in her head to be true (“understanding,” in her 

words) with what she actually does and what she lives out of (“belief”): 

[B]ecause of my identity as [God’s] creature, as his child, as someone that Jesus 

died for, all of those things, I feel like there’s still probably some tug of war 

between believing all of that truth that I know and still thinking I have to do 

everything right. And part of that tug of war probably is because God is making 

us just like Jesus and so he wants us to be right, but our value doesn’t come from 

whether or not we’re doing it right now. But it does matter whether or not we do it 

right now. It’s not okay to just go randomly sinning because—so yes, I think my 

understanding is mostly truth but my belief is a bit of both. 

While in this quotation Joy refers explicitly to sin rather than work, what she says applies 

to both. She knows that ultimately her worth comes from God and not from what she 

does or does not do, but it is a struggle for her to live there. Like the responses of Kristi 

and Amy, Joy’s response also displays ambivalence over intrinsic worth and worth that 

comes from doing things. On the one hand, Joy knows that she is God’s creature and 

child and that this makes her valuable. On the other, she still feels as though her value 
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depends at least somewhat on doing things right. On the one hand, continuing to sin or 

not doing everything right does not change her value. On the other, God wants us to be 

like Jesus and do things right, so doing things right does matter.  

I asked Joy what she thought her life would look like if she was free of the 

tendency to evaluate her worth by what she was doing, and her response was that it 

would be “Very peaceful and restful and I could just be and do what [God] tells me to do 

right now without worrying about anything else.” She explained that,  

I tend to put a lot of tasks and burdens on myself that God’s not giving me, things 

that I think I need to do that God hasn’t actually told me to do. And if I really 

trusted him fully with my value coming from him and not from doing things, I 

think I wouldn’t feel pushed to make up a whole bunch of value-giving things to 

do. And instead I could just do whatever little small things he’s asked me to do 

this very moment, which if I really trust him I know that those are part of some 

ginormous thing that’s gonna be really awesome, but at the moment it looks like 

very small things from a very human perspective. But if I really trusted him, I feel 

like I would be able to be free to be content with simple moment-by-moment 

obedience instead of needing to see the big picture and needing to have this idea 

of this grand scheme of things that I am contributing to. Cuz I think I can trust 

him that there is a grand scheme of things and he is letting his kids contribute to 

it, but he’s doing the real stuff and we don’t have to plan it out, cuz we generally 

plan something else that’s not the right thing anyway. 

To Joy, if she didn’t need to do things to make herself feel valuable, she could be content 

with doing only what God has asked of her, even if what God asks her to do is a very 

small thing. She connects this to being better able to trust God and God’s plans because 

she would not need to understand exactly what part her actions play in the grand scheme 

of things to feel good about herself and like she is contributing.  

Notice how what Joy says about doing small things compares to what Amy said 

about it. Amy verbalized a dialogue between herself and God in which God says, “Just 

because it seems small to you doesn’t mean that it’s not having an impact and doing 
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things,” and “You need to be fine with [being a small thing doer] because it’s not for your 

glory, it’s for me.” In Amy’s account, God gently admonishes her to remember that she 

does not see the whole picture and that what she does is for God’s glory, not her own. Joy 

says that trusting that her value comes from God and not from what she does would free 

her to do small things and be content with not knowing the larger outcome. Both women 

are dealing with the same issue of feeling less worthy when they are not doing big tasks 

for God, but they approach it in very different ways. Amy seems to see it as a matter of 

reframing incorrect thinking, but for Joy, it is a gut-level conflict over whether she really 

trusts God to be the source of her value.  

Joy continued by connecting relying on God for her worth to what she has been 

learning lately about humility and the willingness to be unacknowledged for what one 

does: 

God’s been teaching me some cool things lately about real humility and how 

powerful that is and how basic it is to everything else and being willing to like 

Jesus go into the really low places and do the seemingly nothing sorts of tasks and 

not be seen or looked at by anybody, not be acknowledged or—and not even 

doing anything I could acknowledge myself for, that sort of thing. But being 

content with that if that’s what he’s asking me to do, like being obedient in those 

tiny little things that seem insignificant. And even delighting, enjoying going out 

into those places of lowliness and like—part of this he impressed on my mind 

while somebody was talking about Jesus’ humility and Jesus dying and going to 

the grave and going into the lowest possible place he could go, but that’s where 

the victory happened, that’s where the resurrection happened. It’s from the lowest 

possible place, not from some high mighty powerful place, not during the 

triumphal entry or anything like that. It was at the point when he’s already dead 

and buried, that’s when the great victory happened. Whoa. That’s awesome. So 

it’s okay for us to joyfully follow him down into those lower and lower places 

[that are] less noticed, less acknowledged by people, less glamorous. Cuz the 

really powerful stuff happens down there, not out in full view of everybody. 
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When I commented that it seemed to me that the key to being able to be humble in that 

way was knowing that one’s value was secure, Joy agreed that those might well be 

connected. She then described how identity is key to humility: 

So like Philippians, like Jesus, “being in very nature God,” first, that’s very rooted 

in identity. “Who didn’t consider equality with God something to be” like “[held] 

on[to] with white-knuckled grip”—Joy’s translation.44 And so yeah, identity is 

hugely important and even foundational in being able to strip yourself of all of 

those self things, like [to] be free from all the self things, which basically the root 

of what happened in the Garden of Eden was very much self-focused. If we’re 

gonna be actually free to be totally truly human and totally who God wants us to 

be, we have to know his identity and not make up our own identity, like always-

trying-to-prove-something-to-yourself sort of things, trying to [be] like, “I’m a 

linguist and I can prove it because I wrote this cool paper and it was really 

ground-breaking and everybody’s citing it.” As opposed to I am cleaning toilets in 

the back bathroom of the church or something. That has no relation whatsoever to 

my value. 

For Joy, having an identity that comes from God is what allows people to let go of their 

preoccupations with themselves and be “totally truly human and totally who God wants 

us to be.” Having this identity also frees people from constantly having to create and 

defend other identities in which their value is tied to what they do and from getting 

recognition from other people.  

When I asked Joy what she thought the connection was between identity and 

value, she said that she thought value came from identity. She explained it like this: 

 

 
 
44 The passage she is referring to here is Philippians 2:5-8: “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ 
Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be 
exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found 
in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross.” 
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My identity before God is not even who I am [now] with all my current flaws. My 

identity is who he made me to be, and that’s just like Jesus, but a unique specific 

part. None of us are like infinite like him, but we all have some really cool unique 

part of who God is, God’s character, to show out. And so I’ll be exactly like 

Jesus, but like this particular part, not like all of the parts, but this one! And so my 

value comes from being that facet of God’s—being an embodiment of that facet 

of God’s nature. And if I recognize that, even though I haven’t lived up to it even 

remotely yet—cuz the Holy Spirit’s still working on the sanctification process 

stuff—if I realize that, then I know I have value.  

Her true identity is more than being one piece of God’s creation: it is being who God 

created her to be, specifically, one unique part of God’s character. Her value comes from 

having this identity, and when she is able to remember this and hold on to who she truly 

is, that is when she knows for certain that she has value. As she said earlier, the challenge 

is trusting that this identity and the value that comes from it is enough. 

When Joy mentioned this idea (all people embodying one facet of God’s 

character), though, it was in the context of how her identity is who she will be once God 

has finished perfecting her (which is how God sees her even now), not who she currently 

is with all her flaws. This view, however, which is by no means unique to Joy, is based 

on the premise that self and actions can be separated, that what I do is not an integral part 

of who I am, and it raises a host of difficult questions with great implications for how we 

understand the worth of the self. For example, does God love me as I am now, including 

all my flaws and failures, or does God love what I will become, that is, my self without 

those flaws and failures? In other words, does God love my whole self, or only the 

perfected part? Do sins and flaws make me unlovable or unworthy of love? If God loves 

only the part of me that is without sin, or the me that is/will be perfect, the answer would 

seem to be yes. If God does not love my whole self (including my flaws), and if those 
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flaws do in fact prevent God from loving my whole self, what does that tell me about 

what my attitude toward myself should be, especially toward myself when I sin?45  

In summary, Joy said that she has struggled for a long time with basing her sense 

of worth on what she does, and that this is something that God has been working with her 

to help her overcome. She said that trusting that her value came from God rather than 

what she did would enable her to be content and even joyful in doing whatever small, 

invisible acts of service God asked of her because she would not need to prove her value 

to herself or anyone else by doing things that the world would consider important. The 

thought of being this free and this secure in her own worth made her quite emotional, and 

it was evident that she longed for this happen. This is different from how Kristi and Amy 

reacted to the thought of relying only on the worth that comes from God as the 

foundation of their sense of worth: both Kristi and Amy were more hesitant about the 

idea, fearing that it would lead to laziness or loss of unique identity.  

The Pattern One themes that appear in what Joy says are found mainly in her 

description of God having a plan that God is working out. The analogy is of God as a 

wise father who, appropriately, makes all the decisions but lets us, the children, 

contribute to the project. She again uses humor to indicate that humans don’t have the 

 
 
45 One common answer that I have heard to this problem is that when God looks at me, God sees me 
through the righteousness of Jesus. This response, however, still does not answer the question of how I 
ought to relate to myself as a person who sins. Furthermore, this view has always made me uneasy and 
insecure because it makes me wonder, if God sees me through Jesus, does God really see me? Is this the 
only way God can bear to look at me? My own gut-level response is that if God only sees me through 
Jesus, then it is not really me that God is seeing. And if God does not really see me (including all the 
things, including sin and flaws, that make me who I am), how can God really love me? On the other hand, 
if it is only the sinful part of me that God sees through Jesus, then that brings up the same questions I raised 
above.  
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wisdom to do the planning when she says “[God] is letting his kids contribute to [the 

plan], but he’s doing the real stuff and we don’t have to plan it out, cuz we generally plan 

something else that’s not the right thing anyway.” She also stresses the importance of 

listening to God and obeying, even when she doesn’t understand God’s plan or her part in 

it. This is much like what Amy said. The ambivalence that characterized Kristi’s and 

Amy’s thoughts about where their worth came from was also evident in what Joy said 

about knowing that her value came from God but still feeling that she had to do things 

right.  

5.3.2. Pattern Two 

Me 

I will begin this section by looking briefly at what I said about what makes me 

valuable and then move on to examining what the other two women with a Pattern Two 

relationship with God said. While I spoke less about the connection between work and 

worth than the other women did, I did insist that worth came from being created and 

loved by God, not from what I do. When the colleague who interviewed me asked me 

how valuable I felt like I was to God, I made the point that I as an individual person was 

valuable to God: 

I do feel like God values me as an individual and wants the best for me. Which I 

still feel slightly heretical saying because there’s been so much emphasis [in the 

theology I learned] on “God wants what’s best for God.” And it’s all about God’s 

glory and we’re just little pawns, again. And so I’ve definitely noticed a shift in 

that because I think until fairly recently I would have said, “Well yes, God values 

me because of what I do for God and because—” I mean, I would have said, yes 

[God values me] because God made me and Jesus redeemed me and all of that 

stuff, but feeling deep down that I was actually expendable, that’s not being 

valued. And I’m still working on this and there’s days when I do feel like God 
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doesn’t actually care about me, but more often I do feel like God is caring for me 

and God is actually loving me and wanting me to become what he made me to be, 

what he meant for me to be the whole time! And it’s a much more individual sort 

of attention. 

The concern I brought up earlier when I talked about metaphors for God about being used 

by God surfaces again in this response. To me, if God loved me because of what I would 

do for God, or if God had created and redeemed me to do things for God (including the 

idea of bringing God glory), this was not real love but exploitation, which meant that God 

did not value me as a person but saw me as a thing to be used and discarded when I had 

served my purpose. That is what lies behind the contrast I set up in this response between 

being expendable and being valued. Having a real relationship with God, where God 

loves and values me, individually and personally, and wants what is best for me without 

calculating what God can get out of the relationship, is a central concern for me. In this 

excerpt, as in many places in my interview, I connected being valuable with being loved. 

In the way I understand it, being loved is what makes me valuable, not the other way 

around: being loved because I am valuable is exploitative and not real love. 

The connection between being loved and being valuable also appeared when my 

colleague asked me what I believed made me valuable. In response, I told a story that 

illustrated how real love doesn’t seem to require reasons: 

I’m remembering sitting down at Christmas dinner with my family. And I was 

telling my mom that story about being—or no, not just my mom, all of us—I was 

talking about being in the counsellor’s office and “Why does God love me?” and 

she got all teary-eyed when I was saying that, and I think it might be because 

she’s my mom and so she understands there’s no reason. I just love you. I just do! 

And that’s what I’m thinking about with that question. Like, there’s no reason but 

love is still there. And it’s cuz you just, you exist and—I don’t know! Yeah, cuz 

she’s my mom. And that’s it. And she loves me. Period. 
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The point I was making in this story was that God loved me in the same way that I felt 

that my mom did, in a way that goes beyond reason and has little to do with rational 

thought, and that this was the basis for my value. This kind of love is not based on God 

needing something from me, wanting to manipulate or coerce me, or indeed, my having 

anything to offer at all. God loves me because God loves me, and this is what makes me 

valuable.  

I also said that while I didn’t feel like I was able to live in that belief in my value 

all the time, I did feel like I was making progress: 

And there’s still days when I get overwhelmed by feeling inadequate and “I’m not 

doing enough” or all of those sorts of things or “I should be better at this” or 

“What are they going to think of me?”—those sorts of things. But those have 

gotten to be so much fewer, those days, than when I’m actually living in that 

place of “I’m worthy and God loves me because God made me.” So it’s still not 

like a hundred percent, but it’s so much better than even a few months ago. 

The difficulty of transferring what a person knows intellectually to be true to being a 

belief that she lives out every day is something that the other women mentioned as well.  

In the things I said about where my value comes from, the character of my 

relationship with God was significant, as was knowing that my worth came from being 

created and loved by God. Believing that I, as an individual person, am valuable and 

worthy was also very important to me. These are central themes of the Pattern Two view 

of the relationship with God, and we will see them repeated in what Rebecca and Sarah 

said about the source of their worth. 
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Rebecca 

Rebecca has a very firm belief in her own value, as well as the value of every 

person, and that what she does or does not do cannot change it. She talked about going 

through periods of struggling to believe this, but from what she said, it is evident that this 

core belief in the unchanging value of every person, including herself, shapes the way she 

sees herself and everything she does: 

I’ve always had a very strong belief in the value of each individual person, ever 

since I was young, and I think in a lot of ways that’s part of the appeal of the 

whole missionary thing is that I believe that every person is valuable, and working 

with the youth [overseas], I wanted them to be seen and to know that they are so 

important to God, and yet sometimes it’s harder in your own life to remember 

those things. But looking at what God values and knowing, okay, he created us 

and he values us, but as he approaches us, these are things that God values. He 

values faith, he values mercy and compassion and humility and these things that 

are so counter our culture, and understanding that that will take some time to live 

with that, to continue to let that seep in enough that that changes both how I think 

about it but also how I respond at a gut level to things.  

For Rebecca, keeping her focus on the things that God values and how God sees people 

(as God’s valuable creation) is an important component of being a Christian and learning 

to be the way God intends people to be. Her focus is not obedience per se but being 

changed at the gut level by continuous exposure to God’s values so that she is able to 

instinctively respond to things in the way God would. At the heart of this is seeing herself 

and others as infinitely valuable and responding accordingly. 

When I asked Rebecca where her belief in the value of each person had come 

from, she responded that she thinks it came from her family but that she doesn’t 

remember a time when she did not believe it. She went on to talk about how knowing that 

she is valuable affects the way she treats others: 
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I remember my mother would tell me something my grandmother would say, 

which was that the people who act the most unlovely are the ones most in need of 

love. And so there was always a sense that people are important. . . . and with that 

came a sense that has continued to grow that everybody brings something 

significant to the world, and that may not always fit into things, but I think in 

some ways it’s allowed me to be with a broader range of people and appreciate 

them, whether it’s a subsistence farmer in Africa or somebody I bump into here. 

But I think the interesting thing, though, is when I was struggling the most—and 

during that time of struggling, [I] was struggling the most with myself, and 

components of worth were definitely part of that—I had a much harder time 

feeling like I could live that out, like that I was valuing others well. And so I think 

in some ways, accepting my value, relying on God’s value for me, allows me to 

value other people well in a way where I don’t undercut myself and what I have to 

give or do things that are just like, like no, Rebecca, you don’t save anybody. So 

you can offer what God gives you to offer, and even the small things, if it’s [just] 

people coming by for tea, God is good and he will use those things. 

Rebecca’s belief that every person is both valuable and significant enables her to enjoy 

being with them and appreciate them. Knowing that she is valuable enables her to value 

others well and treat them with kindness, and resting in God’s value of her allows her to 

serve others freely. When she relies on God’s valuing of her to give her a sense of self-

worth, she doesn’t minimize what she can offer people or try to make it bigger than it is 

because her worth is not connected to what she is able to do. She can do what she is able 

to do and leave the results in God’s hands.  

Notice how this compares to what Amy and Joy said about doing small things for 

God. Rebecca seems to have what Joy longs for: the freedom to do small things for God 

with no concern over how they fit into God’s larger plan or how they affect her value. 

Rebecca’s framework for understanding the role of her actions seems quite different from 

Amy’s. Rebecca sees herself as simply “offer[ing] what God gives [her] to offer,” while 

Amy is concerned about what she herself is able to do for God, whether it matters (which 

has implications for Amy’s sense of worth), and whether she does it to make herself look 
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good or to make God look good. The paradox here is that being convinced that one has 

value, as Rebecca is, allows one to act without concern for one’s value; whereas being 

ambivalent about one’s value seems to demand constant attention to the effect one’s 

actions may have on one’s value. 

Rebecca also said that knowing her worth lies in God makes it easier for her to 

continue loving people even when they are critical of her and also helps her not be as 

reactive when faced with judgment or criticism: 

But when I am able to be just myself and carry the value God has given me as a 

gift that doesn’t need to be explained, doesn’t need to be fought for, then it makes 

it much easier to respond in love and in kindness to other people who might be 

saying something that isn’t helpful [that is, being judgmental or critical]. . . . 

[W]ith that grounding, it makes it easier to interact with people who have a 

different idea of what they think you should do. It takes the power away from 

their judgments, I think. 

Having a secure basis for worth makes her less vulnerable to shame because she knows 

that other people’s judgments or what other people think of her doesn’t affect her value. 

When I asked Rebecca if she was valuable and what made her valuable, she 

returned to her belief that all people are valuable and significant: 

Yes, yes I am [valuable]. What makes me valuable I think is, well, God doesn’t 

make things that aren’t valuable, and especially if he has entrusted me with a 

piece of himself, of his image, has redeemed me through Jesus, that Jesus 

believed that each of us—that I was valuable enough to go to all the lengths. You 

know, God gave what was most precious to him. Jesus did it willingly. And then 

that, in resurrection he [inaudible] into us [and] it’s like, “Yes! This is great!” And 

that through that, we’re—to be a daughter of God is beautiful and that makes such 

a huge difference. And that God has put into me, like every person, gifts and 

talents and passions and things to be developed that are gifts from him that 

nobody else can bring, and that’s the joy of getting to be brothers and sisters 

together is that each one of us brings something and that we get to, if we’re 

willing to see it, we can get to marvel at this God behind it all who is not at all 

stingy and gives such amazing gifts. Yeah. Absolutely. And I’m thankful that I’m 

able to remember that more often. 
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The joy she feels in knowing that she is valuable and that God values her is evident, as is 

her awe at how God has given each person a unique set of “gifts and talents and passions 

and things to be developed” that no one else has.  

Rebecca also talked about what it means to be united to Christ and wondered if 

dwelling on our sinfulness, lowliness, and unworthiness might be a rejection of all that 

God has done for us:  

There was something I was reading in a morning devotional thing earlier this 

week. . . . about Colossians, and it talked about all the fullness of God, and the 

author was saying that we are connected, united to God, married to God in a 

sense, so he kind of used that as a metaphor of like, so if a poor woman marries a 

rich man, she is no longer poor, that idea. And so when Christ is marrying the 

church, everything that is his is ours. [The author] was [saying that] we shouldn’t 

be praying, “Oh Lord, I am so low; Lord, I am so pitiful; Lord, I am so all these 

things.”. . . But we should be saying, “Oh thank you, God, that I am full! Thank 

you, God, that I have been given all of your riches!” and it was like, “Oh yeah. 

How does that change how I think about that?” But am I recognizing [that] yes, I 

can’t do this on my own, but also recognizing that the Holy Spirit has been given 

to us, like we are fully brought into this, and all of the riches of Christ are given to 

us—the fullness of Christ. Is there a place for saying—is it kind of like throwing 

it back in Christ’s face to be like, “No! I am terrible!”? Like, “Hey! Like, no, I 

redeemed you, so.” And so I thought that made a lot of sense. . . . I thought, “How 

often do we pray those kind of prayers, like ‘Oh Lord, I’m so pitiful, oh Lord—’ 

instead of like, ‘Wow, I have been given everything! I am so rich!’?” It’s like, I 

like that. So I think that’s one of the things I want to incorporate [into my life]. 

This is a way of looking at our human situation that emphasizes the worth we have 

because we are united to Christ and praises God for it. In this, as in almost everything 

Rebecca said, it was evident that she finds it much more productive and life-giving to 

look at herself as having value. To her, having a secure sense of her own value is what 

enables her to serve God without worrying about whether she is doing enough. It also 

enables her to respond appropriately to criticism and judgment from other people, not 

allowing this to cause her excessive amounts of shame and self-doubt or reacting in 
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anger. Knowing at a gut level that her worth comes from who she is to God means that 

there is no ambivalence over whether her actions determine her worth. 

The worth of all people, including herself, is a central component of Rebecca’s 

understanding of the relationship between God and humans. Other Pattern Two themes 

that run through what she says about work and worth include the importance of the 

relationship with God itself, God’s love for her as an individual person, open 

communication with God, and seeing God as a teacher and model rather than as the rule-

giver. What is clear when looking at what Rebecca said about the connection between 

what she does and her worth is that it is her worth and the worth of all people that 

motivates her actions—it is not the other way around. This is crucial. For her, human 

worth is a given, and this is what compels her to act in certain ways toward other people. 

This means that what she does has little relevance to her worth as a human, and she is 

aware of the implications of this. As we will discover next, Sarah has a similar 

framework for understanding human worth and the connection to actions. 

Sarah 

Sarah has also faced significant challenges related to deriving her worth from 

what she does, as well as from meeting other people’s expectations about what she does. 

She described how, from her childhood through her early 20s, she was driven relentlessly 

by the need for love and approval until medical issues meant that she no longer had the 

energy. She said that until recently, “I was basically living for people’s approval, and if 

people weren’t okay with me, then I couldn’t feel loved, or I couldn’t feel worth 

anything.” She described how God has been at work in her life to help her understand 
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that God’s love and approval is what matters, but she says she stills struggles at times 

with feeling as though her value is connected to other people’s approval and meeting 

their expectations, even though she knows this is not true. What helps her deal with this is 

knowing that God designed her in a specific way:  

[W]hat’s really changed in the last year for me. . . is I know [now] that my value 

is not tied to [other people’s approval], and now it’s just sort of this fearful spot 

of, “But how’s God gonna get me out of this because I’m stuck, and I know I’m 

valuable, I know there’s a way that I’ve been made and I can serve really well in 

that way, and I don’t know how it’s gonna line up with the actual world.” So I 

think that my conflict of faith right now is, “Okay God, I trust there’s this original 

design you intended for me, you’re walking me into that, you’re helping me 

understand how I work.” 

Knowing that she has been created and designed by God to work in a specific way is how 

she resists tying her value to what she does. Her struggle here is not over what makes her 

valuable but over how the way God designed her will fit into the way jobs and work 

responsibilities are typically structured in American culture. 

When I asked Sarah how valuable or not valuable she felt like she was to God, 

she talked about how she has been coming to understand how much God values her. She 

is also very aware of the difference between knowing that something is true intellectually 

and knowing it on an emotional or gut level, and her response to my question highlighted 

the ways she still struggles with this: 

This [question is] interesting because [God is] showing me the endpoint at this 

point in my life, meaning that I’m extremely valuable, and he’s still bridging the 

gap between knowing that and feeling that. But I’m really thankful for his grace 

and even showing me with my head because for years that hasn’t even been there. 

So how valuable do I feel right now? . . . I was talking about the bridegroom 

thing. I do feel cherished by [God]. I think that’s also sinking down into my heart 

still, but I have tangible evidence of it being possible to be cherished by someone, 

like truly cherished, not just, “Oh, you’re going to give me something and 

therefore I love you,” but truly treasured and considered precious. So I think that 
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is opening up this category for me that, “Oh, if a person can do that, a person can 

only be doing that by the grace of God because that’s not what people do. So 

there must be this category out there where I am treasured just because I’m 

treasured.” 

God has given me a couple things along the way—so I remember being really 

sick and it felt like my body had betrayed me. . . . And God gave me this picture 

in my mind of different tents . . . and [mine] was tattered and torn, but because it 

was tattered and torn, I could see what was inside, and what was inside was . . . 

this pure gold thing. And God saying, “This is what you actually are worth to me, 

and it doesn’t matter what your tent looks like. I care about the gold in the 

middle.” Again, that’s a head thing, it’s not something I can walk out every 

moment of every day. . . . But so, yeah, how valuable do I actually feel to him? I 

think I’m still confused on how being cherished and being valuable at that level is 

supposed to play out in my day-to-day [life], because when I’m in a situation 

where things seem overwhelming, when I feel really tired and I feel overstretched, 

I think I wonder, “Am I not hearing him correctly and doing too much? Does he 

intend this and if so, why does it hurt so much? If I really mean so much to him, 

then should I be feeling this way, or should I feel overwhelmed, or should it be so 

hard?” And these are enormous questions about suffering or evil and those sorts 

of things. And so at the end of the day, I trust him that he’s gonna get me through, 

but I don’t think that has transferred yet. 

In what she said above, Sarah demonstrates that she knows herself to be enormously 

valuable, and that her value is assured regardless of what her body looks like or what she 

does. Her questions are less about where her worth comes from than about what her 

worth means for her day-to-day life, especially when life is painful. More than the other 

women I interviewed, Sarah is grappling with questions about how God’s love and 

suffering can coexist. She talked with me openly about how hard it is to walk in the 

knowledge that one is valuable when life is hard, painful, and confusing. However, the 

way she engages with the questions rather than trying to resolve them with Christian 

truisms speaks to the depth of her relationship with God and demonstrates that she has 

great trust in God’s love for her. This is what enables her to be honest with herself and 

God about what she is feeling.  
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When I asked Sarah on what basis God cherishes her, she was quite clear that 

God’s love for her is entirely based on God and not on anything she does or is: 

[God] thought of me before the foundation of the world, so he had in his mind 

something that he was crafting, and he is pleased with his work and he does not 

like what sin has done to it. He doesn’t like what the enemy has done to it. But it’s 

just tainted it, it’s just—it’s kind of like what should be a beautiful bronze or 

metal sculpture has extra burn marks on it or extra crud on it or it’s oxidized or 

something. And he doesn’t like that part at all, but it doesn’t stop him from—I 

mean, this is his creation and he’s gonna get it back to where it’s supposed to be. 

And he absolutely—this is a big shift, actually—I think I’ve always longed for 

him to like something about me, which actually means that I want credit again, 

right? And I want to be—and so grace is really hard to accept. It’s really hard for 

me to let my boyfriend love me when I’m a mess. And when I’m a mess for the 

fourth day in a row. I don’t want that. I don’t want to need that. I don’t want to 

have to accept that, but in reality, his perseverance in doing it is bringing me to 

this point where actually I do believe that he loves me just because he loves me 

and I don’t have to be beautiful, I don’t have to be a certain thing, I don’t have to 

perform a certain way, and God’s the same way. But God’s so much better 

because God actually like wanted me in the first place. He doesn’t have to work 

up some kind of, “Ohh, I’m gonna have to love this one too,” you know? He’s 

been loving me for the whole time. It’s like amazing. 

For Sarah, that God thought of her before the foundation of the world and brought her 

into being shows the depths of God’s love for her and underscores that this had nothing to 

do with her deservingness and everything to do with God’s love. This is a liberating 

belief because it frees her from the need to perform or measure up. What she has to do is 

accept that God loves her and allow herself to be loved just because God loves her, 

something that is very hard to do. This is what she means when she talks about 

“want[ing] credit:” people, including Sarah herself, almost always want to do something 

or be something so that they can deserve to be loved. They want to be loved for 

something that comes from them. Instead, God loves and values people for God’s own 
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sake. God loves us because God created us and we belong to God, not because of 

anything inherent in us that deserves love. Sarah explains that this is what grace is: 

[W]e want so badly to have some reason for [God] to love us. And there just 

aren’t reasons. I mean, not out of ourselves. He loves us because we’re his. . . . 

It’s actually kind of cool that he does still love us despite the fact that he created 

us a certain way and then we screwed it all up. Seriously. Like, why does he still 

love us? That doesn’t really make sense either. And that’s grace. 

The fact that we can’t do anything to deserve it is precisely what makes grace grace, and 

this grace is the foundation of all God’s dealings with humans. Furthermore, God’s love 

and grace, not what humans do, are the basis for the way God sees humans, and nothing, 

not even sin, can stop God from loving God’s creation.  

This belief precludes getting our value from what we do, which frees us to serve 

God wholeheartedly. Another aspect of Sarah’s understanding of grace appears in this 

context. In her view, anything that people do for God must be powered by the “engine” of 

the Holy Spirit. God prompts us to do things, but God (the Holy Spirit in us) is also the 

one who gives us the energy and power to do what God wants. Sarah sees resistance to 

this idea as people again wanting to get credit for what they do or wanting to have some 

reason in themselves for God to love them:  

[W]e really need to start with God and not with the doing for God in this 

perspective. I don’t know if a lot of people just don’t understand that or if they 

don’t dare talk about it. We humans like to get credit for things, and . . . if you 

want credit or you want your identity to be wrapped up in your salvation or your 

kingdom work, then you’re not gonna like hearing that the engine is the Spirit and 

he’s the one doing everything. He’s actually the one. So I can see why as humans 

we buck against that, but when we’re able to surrender to that, it actually gives us 

freedom to live our lives. 
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To Sarah, it is God who acts in and through us from start to finish, and if it is God doing 

everything, what we do can have very little relevance to our worth. When we understand 

that our worth is not based on what we do, it allows us to serve God freely because the 

service itself is not what makes us valuable. For Sarah, there is also great freedom in 

knowing that God has already planned good works for us to do and, because God the 

Holy Spirit lives inside us, God will empower us to do the things that God wants. We 

don’t have to worry obsessively about obeying God; we just have to listen to the Holy 

Spirit.  

The primacy of the relationship with God and God’s love for Sarah as an 

individual person, as well as for all humans, are Pattern Two themes that show through in 

what Sarah says about what makes her valuable. Being with God and having open 

communication with God—both talking and listening to God—are also themes that came 

up when we talked about the topic of worth. For Sarah, all people are valuable because 

God made them, loves them, and wants to have a relationship with them. What a person 

does has nothing to do with what makes her valuable.  

Both Sarah and Rebecca made the connection between having a secure sense of 

self-worth based in God’s love of his creation and being free to serve God. The paradox I 

noted in Rebecca’s section—that being convinced that one has value allows one to act 

without concern for one’s value—applies to Sarah as well. Both of these women appear 

to believe on the deepest level that their worth does not depend on what they do or what 

other people think, and this enables them to serve God without overemphasizing or 

minimizing their contributions, to love others in spite of judgment or criticism, and to 
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look honestly at themselves with all their still-present imperfections and trust God to 

continue working on them. 

5.4. Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, we examined how the women I interviewed talked about God’s 

love, how they deal with sin and failure and seeing themselves as sinful people, and 

where they ultimately believe their worth comes from. The differences in how the women 

with each of the two patterns of relating to God talked about these things showed how the 

way in which a person understands the relationship between God and people makes a 

significant difference in how she interprets her experiences.  

As noted earlier, there is no inherent connection between human worth and the 

Pattern One relationship with God, and this makes the pattern largely ineffective for 

challenging cultural beliefs that evaluate a person’s worth by what she does. We have 

seen how Amy, Kristi, and Joy, the three women who relate to God in this way, are 

ambivalent about where their worth comes from: they believe that they have worth 

because they are created by God, but what they do matters a great deal to how they see 

themselves. This is quite different from how the women who have a Pattern Two 

relationship with God think about their worth and its connection to what they do. 

For Sarah, Rebecca, and me, the women with a Pattern Two relationship with 

God, our worth comes from being loved by God and is unchangeable. The connection 

between being worthy because of God’s love, which is freely given and not based on 

anything we have to offer, and being able to serve God freely was something that was 

clear to us. There was little ambivalence in our responses to what made us worthy. God’s 
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love, God’s grace, and the immeasurable and unchangeable worth of all humans are at the 

heart of the Pattern Two relationship with God, and these same themes permeate the way 

the women with this type of relationship view their work. In this pattern, there is a strong 

negation of the idea that we are valuable because of what we can do for God. Instead, 

God values the relationship with humans and God loves each of us in a way that goes 

beyond reason, and this is what fuels the work that we do, which is ultimately an 

outpouring of what God created us to be. 

One of the most significant differences we saw in this chapter was in the 

connection between work and worth. The women with a Pattern One relationship with 

God had a great deal of ambivalence about where their worth ultimately came from, 

while the women with the Pattern Two relationship did not. The first group of women 

seemed hesitant to rely on the intrinsic, relational value that comes from being loved and 

created by God as the source of their worth, while the second group embraced this. My 

theory is that because Pattern One lacks a coherent and integral view of human worth, it 

is not strong enough to counteract the cultural tendency to evaluate worth by what one 

does and in fact perversely supports this tendency by overemphasizing the role of 

obedience and sin(s) in the lives of Christians. In contrast, because the unchangeable and 

immeasurable worth of human beings is central to the functioning of the Pattern Two 

relationship, this pattern can and does effectively counter this cultural tendency.  
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 At this point, it will be helpful to provide a summary of what we have seen so far 

about how the two different patterns of relating to God are at play in the lives of the 

women I interviewed. When Kristi, Amy, and Joy, the women with a Pattern One 

relationship with God, described their relationship with God, they tended to do so in ways 

that emphasized God’s wisdom, power, and authority and their own smallness and 

inability. The metaphors they used for God’s character emphasized God’s roles as 

protector, provider, and wise and benevolent father. This met with corresponding roles 

for humans—we are to trust God and obey God. When they talked about God’s love, they 

spoke of it in a general sense as something that applied to all people or as being similar to 

the love of fathers for their children. They did not tend to talk about God’s love for them 

individually. When they talked about dealing with sin and failure, they focused on the 

sufficiency of Jesus’ death which means that there is no need for further punishment, 

whether from God or from themselves. The guilt from the sin is gone, whether or not they 

remember it. They did not talk about connections between forgiveness and the worth or 

what it means to be a person who sins. They displayed a great deal of ambivalence 

regarding the connection between worth and doing. They know that worth comes from 

God, but being useful and able to do things and contribute and be productive was also 

very important to their sense of worth. Joy saw a connection between worth based on 

God’s love and being able to serve God freely and longed for the freedom she believed it 

would give her, though Kristi and Amy did not mention such a connection. 

In contrast, when Rebecca, Sarah, and I, the women with a Pattern Two 

relationship with God, described what different metaphors for God meant to us, we 
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emphasized relational qualities like acceptance, belonging, intimacy, and nurture. These 

women tended to relate to God in a less hierarchical fashion and included the metaphor of 

God as Lover or Bridegroom as one that was important to them. When they talked about 

dealing with sin and failure, their emphasis was on God’s continued presence with them 

and the fact that sin, failures, and mistakes did not change their worth or how God saw 

them. They could recognize where they did not measure up, acknowledge it, talk about 

the causes with God, work on the growth process with God, and move on. They also 

connected basing their self-worth on God’s love for them and not on what they do to 

being able to serve God freely and to being able to become who God wants them to be. 

They also connected it to being able to resist shame that comes from being evaluated 

negatively by other people because finding their worth in God’s love, which does not 

change, takes the power away from these judgments. This way of relating to God and to 

themselves emphasizes God’s love and their own worthiness based on that love and 

God’s acceptance of and presence with them. 

Now, the question remains: why, within such a homogenous sample, do two such 

distinct patterns of relationship with God exist? As I stated earlier, they do not appear to 

be caused or predicted by the level of Christian education, age, church denomination, 

time overseas, regular church attendance, or the amount of prayer and Bible study of the 

women. Based on what the women with the Pattern Two relationship with God told me 

and my own experience, the answer may lie in our having had an encounter with God’s 

love which convinced us at the deepest level that God loved each of us individually and 
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personally and that this love was unconditional and totally unaffected by anything we 

could do. This encounter is the subject of the next chapter. 
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6. RESULTS III: PERSONAL EXPERIENCE OF GOD’S LOVE 

In Chapter 4, we looked at the two different patterns the women I interviewed had 

for relating to God, and in Chapter 5 we saw a few examples of how using these the 

different patterns affected the way these women understood their experiences in life. In 

this chapter, we will look at one possible reason for why some of the women have 

adopted a relational pattern (Pattern Two) that emphasizes God’s love for them and the 

relationship with God itself. In what follows, I will discuss how Sarah, Rebecca, and I all 

had a certain type of encounter with God’s love, one that made it clear to each one of us 

that God loved us immensely and unchangeably and that this love had nothing to do with 

anything we could do or be. Then I will explain why I believe this encounter is what 

brought each of us to adopt the Pattern Two understanding of the relationship between 

God and people.  

6.1. My Story 

I will begin by explaining how my own beliefs about God changed. This process 

centered around my concerns about God’s character. I knew all the correct answers about 

who God was from growing up in church, but I had not had to wrestle with them until I 

was living and working overseas as a missionary between 2012 and 2017. During that 

time, I saw violence, oppression, abuse, poverty, and all kinds of human misery all 

around me, day after day after day. I experienced the sexist and misogynistic treatment 



 

 

151 

that is the lot of a female in an oppressively patriarchal society. I remember very clearly 

having the sense that because I was female, I was irredeemably polluted, I would 

contaminate anyone I came near, I deserved to be shut away from human company and 

treated as subhuman, and I did not deserve to be happy. I went through several traumatic 

experiences and learned what it was like to have no say in what happened to me, to be 

subject to the whims of another person, to feel that I was less than human, to feel utterly 

powerless and helpless, and to feel deep, abiding shame because of those experiences, in 

addition to the shame I felt over being female. 

During the same period, likely because of the things I had experienced, I began to 

see how many of the individual components of my embedded theology were leading me 

to the profoundly disturbing conclusion that God was not actually good and loving. 

Foremost among these were hell as the place of eternal conscious torment for the lost, a 

popular understanding of penal substitutionary atonement which appears to pit Jesus’ 

compassion against God the Father’s wrath, that being female means that one cannot be a 

leader and must submit to male authority, that all humans are born deserving hell because 

of the guilt and sin nature we inherited from Adam, and that God’s sovereignty meant 

that God either ordains or permits everything that occurs as a way to manifest God’s 

glory. The most important question for me was what each of these propositions said 

about the kind of person who would design this system. When I filled in the gaps based 

on experience and intuition, as all people do, the picture that emerged was not of a good 
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and loving Father, but of a capricious god who was narcissistic, controlling, vindictive, 

sadistic, and abusive.46  

Things came to a head one day in January 2017 when I was leading a time of 

worship for my colleagues during our weekly meeting. We were singing a worship song 

which included the line, “You the perfect Holy One crushed Your Son, who drank the 

bitter cup reserved for me,” followed by a chorus that said, “Your blood has washed 

away my sin; Jesus, thank you. The Father’s wrath completely satisfied; Jesus, thank 

you.” The song had never bothered me before, but what I heard in it that day was, first, 

that God the Father had killed—not just killed, but “crushed”—God’s own Son, which 

struck me as a horrific example of abuse, which we were praising; second, that there was 

a specific amount of punishment that God had been saving specially for me but had 

poured out on an innocent victim instead; and third, that we were praising Jesus for 

saving us from God, and yet, Jesus and this wrathful, vindictive Father were one, which 

did not make sense. It became shatteringly clear to me that if what I was understanding 

about God from that song and from my theological system was true, then I could not 

believe in God, let alone love God. I could no longer ignore the dissonance between my 

theology and my own experience and intuition of God. I had to choose one or the other. 

 
 
46 I write this not to blame anyone but to point out that the conservative evangelical interpretation of the 
Gospel can easily be understood in a way that utterly distorts the character of God, especially by highly 
sensitive, empathic, thoughtful types and those who have experienced trauma or abuse. Christian leaders 
would do well to take this into account when they are teaching. 
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In the end, there was really no contest, though it was terrifying to let go of my entire 

framework for understanding God and the world.   

In January 2018, about eight months after I had left that overseas assignment, I 

was on medical leave to deal with the various kinds of trauma I had experienced. At the 

time, I felt like an utter failure. I felt like I had wasted five years of my life, and I was 

terribly frustrated over not being able to do anything except go to counseling, wrestle 

with my own grief and anger, and wait for it to get better. It was in that context that I 

encountered God’s love for me—when I felt utterly worthless and broken beyond repair 

and had nothing to offer. I didn’t even know what to believe about God anymore. This is 

how I described that encounter in my interview: 

I think the turning point was one day I was talking to my counselor and I was 

feeling so frustrated because I was in the middle of like not doing anything but 

going to counseling and journaling and watching the British Baking Show on 

Netflix. And it just kind of like burst out of me, “Why does God love me? I can’t 

do anything!” And it just, it shocked me because that came out of somewhere 

really deep. And then I just thought and went, “That’s the point. Oh my goodness, 

that’s the point of the Gospel!” And it made me furious, honestly. Cuz I was like, 

“God should not love me.” And like, “Stop it, God! Stop!” Because I don’t 

deserve it. I can’t do anything! And it just, it really made me think, and it didn’t 

all get better right after that, but it was, I think, a turning point. And actually 

understanding what God’s love means and why God loves and that it has not [got] 

anything to do with what I do! 

In spite of all the theological distortions and misrepresentations of God, that one truth had 

stuck with me: God loves me. I am convinced that it was the Holy Spirit who brought that 

to my mind right then because it never occurred to me to doubt that it was true. I knew 

beyond question that God loved me, and it made me furious. I did not deserve to be loved 

by God. It was beneath God. I was yucky and dirty and deserved to be tossed into a hole 

and forgotten, not loved. It offended my sense of what was right and appropriate. I didn’t 
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ask God to love me, I didn’t want it, and God did it anyway. It was humiliating to be 

loved so deeply when I didn’t deserve it and didn’t want it. God’s love was so much 

bigger and more powerful than I was that it made me feel small and helpless, and I hated 

feeling that way.  

That was the first time I can remember truly understanding at a gut level what it 

meant that God loved me. And even though it made me so angry at first, it also gave me 

hope that there was nothing I could do to chase God away. It meant I could tell God how 

angry I was with God and how betrayed I felt without worrying that God would be 

displeased with me for saying what I really thought. When I learned I could talk with 

God about even the “forbidden” emotions of anger and fear, I was able to deal with them 

constructively, without minimizing or suppressing them, which had been my go-to tactics 

for years. Honest communication with God allowed me to process all the painful things 

and be able to heal from them, and it was knowing that God loved me that made that 

possible.  

Even then, things didn’t turn around overnight. It took months before I was 

willing to totally accept God’s love for me, longer to identify and reject the last vestiges 

of the abusive version of God that I had lived with for so long, and longer still to begin to 

truly trust God. One of the most astonishing things to me is how God helped me with this 

process by showing me that I was capable of causing God pain through what I believed 

about God. One of the most vivid examples of this happened one day while I was reading 

the account of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane in Matthew. I suddenly had an image 

in my mind of God pressing one hand to the back of Jesus’ head and holding a cup to 
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Jesus’ lips with the other, forcing him to drink the contents while Jesus tried to pull away. 

It was a horrific image. I recoiled in shock and horror, and God asked me, “Is this how 

you see me?” In God’s tone was hurt and sadness that I would believe such a thing about 

God.  

God didn’t show me that to manipulate me or make me feel bad so that I would 

repent of incorrect beliefs (though I certainly did do that when confronted with that awful 

image). Rather, by doing this, God made himself vulnerable and showed me that he had 

given me the power to cause him pain. That, more than anything else, might have been 

what finally convinced me that it was safe to love God because it proved to me that God 

wasn’t going to abuse or manipulate me. It was as though God put his heart in my hands 

and said, “Here. You have the power to do what you want with this. Now do you believe 

me when I say I love you and don’t want to control you?” What kind of God does that? 

What kind of God relinquishes his power to control his creation so that they will truly 

come to love and trust him? What kind of God lets himself be hurt, lets himself be killed, 

by his creation to show them how much he loves them?47 The implications of what 

Christians believe about God, as revealed in Jesus, are astonishing. 

God’s way of helping me overcome my fear of God was unlike anything I ever 

would have expected. And it worked. After seeing how God loved me enough to make 

himself vulnerable and how God did not want an unequal, coercive relationship where 

 
 
47 Obviously, this is only one aspect of the atonement, and I don’t intend to ignore or minimize other 
interpretations. However, this is one important part of the atonement that I find particularly amazing and 
which I think does not receive enough attention in evangelical treatments of the atonement. 
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God held all the power and I had none, I found I really could trust God enough to give 

him my heart. It felt like I had fallen in love with God, and I knew that I was safe with 

God. Knowing that God loved me helped me come to believe that I was a person of 

immeasurable worth, even though it took a while for me to develop that belief. Even now, 

I find that the more time I spend with God, the more I become convinced of God’s love 

for me and my own worth. 

When I reflect on my own story, I see that when beliefs about God’s absolute 

control of everyone and everything, original sin and total depravity, the necessity of 

punishment for sin, and penal substitution as the only sufficient interpretation of the 

atonement are allowed to drown out everything else the Bible says about God’s goodness, 

kindness, and love, this can have devastating consequences for a person’s sense of self-

worth. It is very hard to believe that God, or anyone else, could truly love you if you do 

not think you are worthy of love. However, the witness of the Bible, particularly the life 

of Jesus, is that all human beings are incredibly valuable because God created them and 

loves them. This is an emphasis that elevates human worth by showing that God deems 

us, the part of God’s creation God called “very good,” valuable enough to treat us with 

kindness and love, in spite of our sin. This has been deeply reassuring and healing for me 

throughout the process of dealing with trauma.  

I also see in my own story how dangerous it is to ignore personal experience, both 

experience of God and life experience. While experience is not everything, it must not be 

ignored. I had learned that I could not trust my own emotions or feelings to tell me what 

God is like—that only conservative evangelical theology and its interpretation of the 
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Bible were accurate and truthful. And yet, it was my personal experience with God that 

ended up saving my faith when the theology failed and I didn’t know how to read the 

Bible anymore. If I had not had experiences of God interacting with me personally and 

had not known how God spoke to me with love and gentleness, I might have given up 

belief in God entirely. As it was, my experience with God gave me hope that God existed 

and that God was good when my embedded theology and the evil and suffering I had 

seen were causing me to doubt this. 

When I look at my story analytically, I see that questions of power, agency, 

gender, personhood, and worth are of great importance to me. I understand why I would 

relate to God in a way that emphasizes God’s refusal to use God’s power to manipulate, 

coerce, and control humans and chooses instead to make himself vulnerable and grant 

humans the ability to reject him. Looking outward, I see similarities between my story 

and the stories of Sarah and Rebecca. It seems that in reconstructing how we see God, all 

three of us emphasize qualities that are the opposite of what we used to believe about 

God. I had an image of a God who was extremely controlling and saw humans mainly as 

tools or as the means to an end, rather than as worthy and loved persons. Now, my view 

of God emphasizes God’s decision not to override human freedom or personality, God’s 

love for humans, and the worth of every person. While these themes are also present in 

what Sarah and Rebecca said about God, they appear much more strongly in my account. 

These themes of the worth of all humans and God’s desire to have a relationship of love 

with humans, not to control or use them are part of the Pattern Two relationship with 

God. 
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Now, the question is, is this just me? Is this just trauma speaking? Have my own 

wounds and biases colored my perception to the point that what I think is so vastly 

different from the majority of evangelical Christian women? I do not believe this is the 

case. In many ways, the harmful things I have identified in the theology I grew up with 

are echoes of the critiques that feminist, Black, and womanist theologians have been 

making for decades and which conservative evangelicals need to address.48 However, so 

as not to move too far afield from the purpose of this study, we will focus narrowly on 

the experiences of the two other women I interviewed whose way of relating to God was 

similar to mine. We will look at Sarah’s story next. 

6.2. Sarah’s Story 

When I asked Sarah what she had learned about God’s character from growing up 

in the church, she described God as distant and unemotional and salvation as a purely 

judicial transaction:  

So God is distant and he is angry, meaning [that] there is no way I can come near 

him, and he doesn’t actually want me to come near him. And that was—now that 

I say that out loud—that was really confusing for me. Why do we talk about Jesus 

and salvation when God doesn’t really want me near him? God doesn’t have 

emotions, so he doesn’t—I mean he’s angry, but even that is not really an 

emotion. It’s just sort of this thing. It’s just a fact that he can’t put up with sin and 

so therefore he just can’t put up with it. So he doesn’t really have emotions, he 

doesn’t hurt, he doesn’t suffer, Jesus did those things. At the time I wasn’t sure if 

 
 
48 I became aware that my uneasiness was not unique or new while reading Baker and Green’s critique of 
the over-reliance on the penal substitution view of the atonement within American evangelicalism in 
Recovering the Scandal of the Cross (Baker and Green 2011, particularly pages 24-45, 104-111, and 193-
204). More of this vein of critique, which focuses on how certain views of the atonement and the character 
of God can be used to justify, and indeed may lead to, violence, abuse, and oppression of minorities, 
particularly women and people of color, can be found in Brock and Parker (2001), Brown and Bohn (1989), 
and Weaver (2011), among others. O’Donnell and Cross (2020) explore the relationship between trauma, 
abuse, theology, and the church. 
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he really had emotions either cuz I wasn’t sure if people had emotions. But, yeah, 

so it was this sort of dispassionate situation, a very legal transaction. Like you’ve 

got this problem and it needs to be fixed. . . . 

. . . . we would go to church and it felt like the pastor would talk about this 

beautiful thing [that is, salvation] and it was like this big bouquet of flowers on 

the pulpit but nobody could have it. It was like it was this special thing, but you 

couldn’t get to it, and it was always very far away that way. . . . They didn’t even 

talk about relationship with God, they talked about salvation. Like, you need to be 

saved. Cuz you’re a sinner, you need to be saved, you need to be made right with 

God. So the whole idea of relationship with God [was] completely nonexistent. 

Completely! We didn’t read anything from other churches that talked about love 

of God or—like that was not okay. No emotions involved, it’s a transaction, it’s a 

judicial transaction. 

The picture Sarah had of God from church was of a distant, unreachable, angry God who 

cannot tolerate sin and does not want to have anything to do with humans. Other than 

anger, which seems to be an attribute rather than an emotion, God does not have 

emotions, does not suffer, and cannot be hurt.49 In this description, God appears 

unconcerned and unmoved by human suffering. The only important issue is that the legal 

transaction of salvation be taken care of.  

Obedience to God and to God’s laws were emphasized during Sarah’s childhood. 

She recalled that the Ten Commandments were read out loud every Sunday in church, 

which she saw as elevating the importance of law. In church, as well as in her family, she 

had learned that loving God or loving one’s parents means obeying them—that obedience 

is the primary way to show that we love God or our parents. While there is some truth to 

 
 
49 I remember as a thirteen-year-old in confirmation class memorizing a list of the attributes of God, 
including the attributes of impassibility and wrath. When Sarah says that God was angry and that God had 
no emotions and did not suffer, this sounds to me like a reference to these two attributes of God. 
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that, Sarah was concerned about the effect of overemphasizing the importance of 

obedience on people’s understanding of their relationship with God: 

So loving God was very much tied to obedience, and it’s tricky because in the 

Bible, there are things very clearly about doing the will of the Father. In fact, in 

Matthew 7 where it talks about [Jesus] say[ing], “I never knew you,” he said, “the 

people who I know are the ones who do the will of my Father.”50 And so it looks 

very much like—if you don’t know about the engine of the Spirit behind all of 

that—it looks very much like, “Oh, I have to do what God wants in order to be 

okay with God.” And so that’s something I’m still learning about: how can we 

talk about this so that people don’t get that feeling? Because I know that that’s not 

right anymore, but it’s still hard to find words to explain all of that.  

Sarah recognizes the importance of obeying God, but she views obeying as something 

separate from the relationship with God itself. Obeying is not what makes a person right 

with God or what causes God to love that person. God still loves God’s children even 

when they disobey; the relationship is not contingent on obedience. We will discuss the 

tension between obedience and relationship further in the next section, as it also appears 

in what Rebecca says about her experience with God. Overall, in the church Sarah grew 

up in, “the whole idea of relationship with God [was] completely nonexistent.” The 

emphasis was on obeying the law given by a dispassionate Judge who was concerned 

with legal requirements rather than individual people.  

 

 
 
50 This is most likely a reference to Matthew 7:21-23, where Jesus says, “Not everyone who says to me, 
‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven. 
On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in 
your name, and do many deeds of power in your name?’ Then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; go 
away from me, you evildoers.’” 
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As we saw earlier, this is not at all how Sarah sees God now. In Chapter 4, we 

saw that the metaphors Sarah used for God were those that highlighted God’s presence 

with her, God’s love for her, and the intimate relationship God wants to have with her. 

She disliked metaphors that made God appear distant and emotionally detached, the way 

her early church experience had taught her to see God. So then, what caused her to reject 

that way of understanding God? 

The short answer is, her own experience with God. Sarah told me many stories of 

times in her life when God had spoken to her, how God had drawn her into a relationship 

with God, and how God had shown her what God was really like. One story, however, 

seemed especially significant in shaping how Sarah understands God’s love for her and 

what this means. It involved a confrontation with God’s love and grace at a time when 

Sarah knew she did not deserve either:51 

I’ve dealt with some challenges of trying to escape my life when it’s too hard, and 

I can do those in a variety of ways. It can be just working way too hard, it can be 

eating too much, it can be a variety of things like that, and [I was] finding myself 

in the middle of those and God [was] just saying, “Talk to me right now, talk to 

me while you’re sinning, and I want to show you that I am present with you right 

then.” And for a few years really not daring doing that and then discovering that 

when I did, he was there and he still loved me in the middle of it, and being 

frustrated by what he would say to me because I remember one time where I was 

just beside myself and like, “I can’t believe I’m doing this. I know this is wrong. 

This is not okay!” and asking the Lord about it, and he literally said, “There is no 

condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” And it freaked me out, it made 

me so, so angry, really, that his love and grace were so big that he was just gonna 

be like, “Oh yeah, I’m still hanging out with you.” I don’t want people I love to 

watch me this way. I don’t want them to be with me right now. I don’t want that. 

And it just, it eventually broke me, of course, in the right way, but that is like the 

maximum expression of love when a holy God has given such covering through 

 
 
51 I quoted part of this story earlier in the discussion of dealing with sin in Chapter 5, but because it seems 
to have played a special role in helping Sarah understand how God sees her, I am including it here as well. 
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Jesus Christ that he is willing to be with us while we’re sinning. Because a holy 

God can’t be with sin, right? Like we know that. But he’s covered it, like he has 

literally covered it to such an extent that it’s okay. And this is blowing my mind 

away! 

Sarah discovered that God was right there with her, loving her and wanting to talk with 

her, while she was sinning. Being confronted with God’s love and grace in this way made 

her frustrated and angry. Her reason, that, “I don’t want people I love to watch me this 

way. I don’t want them to be with me right now,” suggests that she was also feeling 

shame, an emotion which causes people to want to withdraw and hide to protect 

themselves. In our encounters with God’s love, both Sarah and I also felt shame (I for 

being female and for having failed at the work I was supposed to be doing, and Sarah for 

sinning), and we both reacted with anger when confronted with God’s love for us while 

we were in that shameful state. The relationships between anger, shame, fear, and desire 

for control are complicated and outside the scope of this research,52 but I suspect that for 

Sarah and me, these emotions arose from our desire to control the way other people 

perceived us and God not allowing us to do that with God. God saw the things we didn’t 

want anyone to see and insisted on loving us anyway, which meant that we were unable 

to control God’s love for us by being deserving or undeserving.  

 
 
52 The connection between anger and shame has long been noted by psychologists. For example, Tangney 
and Dearing’s classic treatment of the differences between shame and guilt includes a highly informative 
chapter on the relationship between shame and anger (2002, 90–111). Martha Nussbaum, a philosopher 
whose work often deals with emotions, explores the relationships between fear, anger, and the desire for 
control in her fascinating book Monarchy of Fear (2018). There are other treatments of these topics, but 
these are quite accessible and are the ones I am most familiar with. 
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Sarah, in fact, spoke about the difficulty humans seem to have with this: we want 

very badly to deserve God’s love in some way, and yet the very definition of grace 

(among Christians, at least) is that it is undeserved. This is how she describes the struggle 

to receive grace and love in her own life: 

I think I’ve always longed for [God] to like something about me, which actually 

means that I want credit again, right? And I want to be—and so grace is really 

hard to accept. It’s really hard for me to let my boyfriend love me when I’m a 

mess. And when I’m a mess for the fourth day in a row. I don’t want that. I don’t 

want to need that, I don’t want to have to accept that, but in reality, his 

perseverance in doing it is bringing me to this point where actually I do believe 

that he loves me just because he loves me . . . and God’s the same way.  

In both Sarah’s story and mine, the feeling of shame arising from being seen when we 

were “a mess” and from someone persisting in offering love to us when we felt that we 

didn’t deserve it was a great impediment to being able to accept love, whether from God 

or from a boyfriend, and to coming to believe that we were valuable. For both of us, it 

was the persistence of the one offering the love and the assurance that what we did could 

not change that love that eventually won us over. 

In summary, Sarah had many experiences of God speaking to her and showing her 

that she was immensely valuable to God and that God loved her and wanted a 

relationship with her. These experiences changed how she understood God and herself. In 

one particularly profound experience, Sarah found that God was with her even while she 

was in the middle of sin. God spoke to her, God did not condemn her, God loved her, and 

she knew she did not deserve any of it. Like it did to me, encountering God’s love made 

Sarah frustrated, angry, and even frightened, and yet this persistent love, which had 

nothing to do with her actions, “eventually broke [her]” and helped her to understand 
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God’s love and grace in an entirely new way. Her experiences with this good and loving 

God shaped her view of God as a God who is constantly present with us, who is 

emotionally close and intimately involved in our loves, and who loves us and values us 

more than we can even imagine. All these qualities of God are central to the Pattern Two 

relationship with God. 

6.3. Rebecca’s Story 

Rebecca’s story, the final story we will look at, differs slightly from Sarah’s and 

mine. While Rebecca did have some things to learn about God as she grew up, her 

concept of God didn’t seem to have been in need of such drastic repair as Sarah’s and 

mine. Rebecca talked about hearing Bible stories as a child and learning from them that 

“God is good, God died for us, following God is very important, God tells us ways to 

live, things like that,” but she said that understanding that God wanted a relationship with 

her, rather than just obedience, was something that took a while to develop:  

There was definitely a sense of, God asks us to live a certain way. I think the 

sense of God’s goodness was always there. I don’t know that the sense of 

relationship was always there. I remember in high school talking to my mom and 

being like, “Wouldn’t it just be easier if God just said, ‘These are the things you 

need to do,’ and then you do it?” And I remember my mom pausing and going, 

“Well, that wouldn’t be much of a relationship, would it?” And at the time it was 

like, “Well, yeah, I mean, sort of, you know, whatever.”. . . I think there were 

definitely times—and I don’t know that I was taught this directly about God, but I 

think [that] because I got taught this in other areas, there was that screen of, “But 

if these are things God said to do, then you do them,” but not necessarily in a 

relational way. And I don’t know if that’s also partially [that] you’re still a kid 

and so it’s like, well, when your parents tell you to do something, you’re 

supposed to do it, you know, when you’re younger especially. 

Like Sarah, Rebecca noticed a tension between obedience and relationship in how a 

person interacts with God. Both Sarah and Rebecca prioritized the relationship with God 
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itself and were concerned about the possibility that obedience might take the place of 

relationship. Both women do believe that it is important to do what God says, but they 

both seemed to see excessive focus on obedience as something that hinders relationship 

and a characteristic of how they used to think and relate to God, not how they currently 

do. 

Rebecca associates the concept of obedience with being a young child who is 

supposed to obey her parents, but she doubts that this is the way she is supposed to relate 

to God as an adult. To her, a relationship that is based primarily on human obedience to 

God’s commands is not a real relationship and not the type of relationship God wants to 

have with God’s children. This is a marked contrast to how Amy, Kristi, and Joy seem to 

view the connection between obedience and relationship. For them, obedience to God is a 

central part of the relationship with God, not a potential obstacle to it. As we saw in 

Chapter 4, these three women seem to understand themselves mainly as young children 

who are supposed to obey God, their heavenly Father, because of God’s infinitely 

superior wisdom and authority. With this view of God and themselves, the emphasis on 

obedience within the relationship makes sense. Sarah and Rebecca, though, who see 

themselves as children of God but not as children, do not seem to have resolved the 

tension between obedience and relationship to their own satisfaction. It is illuminating 

that neither Sarah, Rebecca, nor I referred to ourselves as children during the interview, 

while Amy and Joy talked about themselves as children of God and as children fairly 
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frequently.53 Rebecca called herself a daughter of God several times, and for her, being a 

daughter of God was a special identity that indicated belonging, acceptance, and 

permanence of relationship. Being a daughter of God had little to do with obedience but 

was the foundation of the relationship between God and herself. 

Rebecca described a change in her relationship with God that happened during her 

20s, when she moved away from focusing on obedience to focusing on the relationship 

itself and talking honestly with God about her thoughts and feelings: 

I think in my twenties—not that there wasn’t a relationship there before, but I 

think it became much more relational, and that was helpful. So I think there was a 

moving away from the, “this is what it should look like” or “this is what I should 

do or” to “well, this is what I’m actually feeling, whether it’s a good thing or not, 

and this is what I’m thinking. And [I] don’t know what you think about that, God, 

but you know, like, we could talk about it.” 

This openness and honesty with God and her desire for discussion with God about what 

is happening in her life were distinctive qualities of Rebecca’s relationship with God. Part 

of what helped her to develop this way of relating God may have been a conversation 

with her pastor after she returned from her first trip overseas: 

I was like, “Well, I trust God, but I don’t trust me,” and [the pastor] was like, 

“Well, that’s part of trusting God.” And I was like, “Huh. [I’ll have to] think 

about that.” But one of the things he said that I think was really helpful for me at 

the time as a nineteen-year-old was, “Well, don’t let your questions about God 

 
 
53 The difficulty might be in part that the gender inclusive words “child” and “children” frequently have the 
connotation of immaturity, while the non-inclusive words “son” and “daughter” do not. In our efforts to 
make sure that every person understands that he or she is a son or daughter of God, regardless of gender, 
and is therefore in a permanent family-type relationship with God, Christians may have inadvertently 
implied through the use of “child” language that every person is also permanently immature and childish 
before God. This is an unfortunate development, but further speculation on this topic, however, is beyond 
the scope of this research.  
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keep you from experiencing God or interacting with God.” And it was kind of 

like, oh, okay, yeah, I guess that makes sense. 

What she took from that conversation was that she didn’t have to have everything 

reasoned out to trust it, and that her feelings and experiences, not just logic and empirical 

facts, were valid ways to understand reality. It was okay for her to trust her own 

experiences. Not understanding something was no reason to avoid God, and in fact, she 

could talk to God about her confusion and doubt. What the pastor said gave her 

permission to own her feelings and thoughts and express them to God, and this advice 

seems to have stuck with her.  

Rebecca’s understanding of the kind of relationship God wants to have with 

humans evolved from being about following the rules and doing the right things to 

focusing more on talking with God and being with God, in large part because of her 

personal experiences with God. I will not take the time to describe all these experiences 

here, but just as Sarah and I did, Rebecca also had one particularly memorable encounter 

with God’s love for her that seems to have had a profound impact on the way she 

understands her relationship with God. This happened when she was a college student. 

She said it felt like God was weaving many things together to help her understand God’s 

love for her, but one of the main pieces was attending two chapel services on the love of 

God. This is how she summarized what happened: 

I felt like in college when I was an undergrad, I really got a whole new sense of 

God’s love, and that made a huge difference too because it was like, “Oh, you 

love us! You love us!” And knowing that—and I sort of like fell in love with God, 

and I think that opened lots of things like the joy in a way of, “I’m loved! God 

loves me! And God loves all of us, and even though I don’t understand all of 

these pieces that are happening and the hard things in the world, he loves us!” . . . 

I think that helped a lot in the relational aspect with God of like, “People should 
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know this!” This is a whole different way of relating [to God] when there’s that 

much depth and security that I’m loved. And I don’t know that I’ve always been 

able to keep that, but I do have the memory of that, like “Ohhhh, this is amazing!” 

So I was coming from that in college and feeling like, “Ohhh, that’s so important! 

If people understood how loved they are, that could make a difference.” 

This experience seems to have convinced her that the most important thing is that people 

know how much God loves them—that knowing God’s love is what will truly make a 

difference in people’s lives. She contrasted this with her experience at a church she was 

attending shortly after she finished college where she felt like the focus was always on 

her and her sin, week after week, which she found unhelpful and unmotivating. As we 

saw in Chapter 5, what Rebecca found helped her to deal with sin was focusing on God 

and God’s love rather than herself and her sin and failure. For Rebecca, people need to 

know how loved they are because that is what will change their lives. This is in line with 

what she said earlier when she recalled her grandmother’s maxim that “the people who 

act the most unlovely are the ones most in need of love.”  

This experience during her early twenties of discovering that God loved her 

personally seems to have helped her later, particularly during a difficult period in her late 

twenties. During this time, she was confronted with her failure to live up to her own 

expectations for herself, relationships that were falling apart (something that was 

particularly hard for her), realizing just how much it shook her world when relationships 

didn’t work the way she expected, and in general, seeing herself as a finite, fallible 

human being with many weaknesses and shortcomings. These experiences greatly 

affected her sense of worth and made her feel like she wasn’t enough, would never be 

enough, and that she just caused problems. Rebecca recounted her own anger during that 
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time and her struggles to understand why God would love and value people at all, least of 

all her: 

I definitely remember there was a season in there where I—the whole idea of like, 

“God, you like value us? Like, why?” And I remember being like, “God, you’re 

stupid if you think you should value me. Like, that’s dumb.” And thankfully I was 

at the point in time with God where I felt like I could say that, and he was very 

gracious, like, “Mmm.” I don’t know, sometimes I feel like God’s like, “Yeah, 

I’ve heard it all before, ah yeah, continue. Anyway.”  

Even amid the inescapable reality of her own failure, inability, and weakness, Rebecca 

still knew that God loved her and valued her. And like it did for Sarah and me, this seems 

to have made Rebecca angry, angry enough to tell God that God was stupid for valuing 

her. The interesting thing, though, is that even when Rebecca was saying that, she knew 

that her relationship with God was strong enough to handle it. I suspect that this 

confidence came from her already having been convinced that God truly did love her 

before she went through the difficult time.54 Knowing that God loved her deeply allowed 

her to tell God what she was truly feeling, even in her frustration and anger, and this 

pattern has continued to characterize Rebecca’s relationship with God.  

Rebecca explained that this experience of being loved by God even when she 

could see no reason for it deepened her conviction that she had value and helped her see 

that mistakes or failures on her part did not affect her worth. Going through the difficult 

things had continued to make her relationship with God “more interactional and honest” 

 
 
54 This is a different order than how Sarah and I experienced this. Sarah and I were faced with our failure 
and limitations first, and it was in the middle of dealing with this that the encounter that convinced us of 
God’s love occurred. For Rebecca, the order was reversed. The order in which these two things occurred 
does not seem to have made a difference in the effect this experience had on our relationships with God, 
though. 
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and solidified her belief that “God is still with me regardless of if I do everything that I’m 

supposed to, and sometimes I see maybe more of God’s grace and more of God’s 

character in the times when it’s not working as well as I would like.” God’s continued 

presence with her through thick and thin, desire for honest communication, and love for 

her in spite of her failures and shortcomings were evidence to her of how greatly God 

values her and how valuable she is. Rebecca’s experiences with God, including the two 

profound moments of grasping that God loved her and that God loved her in spite of her 

own failures and shortcomings, shaped her views of God as well. When she talked about 

her relationship with God, she emphasized communicating with God, God’s presence 

with her, how a relationship with God is much more than obedience, and how God’s love 

for her means that she has great worth, all important components of the Pattern Two 

relationship with God. 

6.4. Common Threads 

As we have seen in these three stories, each of these women has experienced a 

change in her beliefs about God and moved toward a view of the relationship between 

God and people in which God’s love and her worth are central components. Each of us 

spoke about God’s desire to have a real relationship of love and trust with each of us, and 

each of us understands this to be the basis of our worth. Each one of us had a memorable 

experience of God loving her unconditionally, particularly during a time when she was at 

her worst and knew that she didn’t deserve God’s love. This greatly affected her view of 

God and of herself.  
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In this section, I want to highlight a few more ways in which these three stories of 

these three women are similar and the progression of events that led to the adoption of the 

second pattern of relating to God. We will look at the similarities in each woman’s 

account of the way her relationship with God changed, first in the story as a whole, then 

specifically in the encounter with God’s love, and finally by examining how all three of 

us have been working out the implications of this encounter. This will give us a 

theoretical progression that accounts for why these three women adopted a Pattern Two 

view of the relationship with God and demonstrate how worth is intricately connected to 

this process.  

6.4.1. The Whole Story  

There are several common threads in these three stories that I would like to note. 

First, as I pointed out in the description of the participants in this study, all the women I 

interviewed, including these three, come from a Christian background and take their faith 

very seriously. They are not people who regard church doctrine and tradition lightly and 

would be considered mature Christians by most measures. Second, all three of us 

encountered conflict between what we had learned growing up in church and our own 

experiences in the world and with God. Third, this led us into a process of reassessing our 

beliefs about God and rejecting some old beliefs. The three of us could state very clearly 

what had changed in our beliefs. There was a sense of “I used to believe this, but now I 

believe this” in much of what we said about our relationships with God. Fourth, one 

belief in particular that received a great deal of scrutiny was how obedience to God and 

relationship with God were connected. All three of us have wrestled with that in a way 
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that the other three women I talked with, those with the Pattern One relationship, have 

not.  

Fifth, for each of us, personal, experiential knowledge was necessary for knowing 

who God is, understanding God’s love for each of us, being able to trust and love God in 

response, and developing a real relationship with God. While this was a theme that was 

strongly present in each of our stories, Sarah, as a facilitator of healing prayer sessions, 

has repeatedly seen how experiencing God’s love for oneself is critical . She explains it 

this way: 

The only thing that’s truly going to give us significance is knowing that we are 

loved, right? Because knowing that we are loved means that we’re valuable 

enough to be loved. But then you’ve still got that little clincher of, are you willing 

to be loved and valued because someone else loves and values you, not because 

you [are] so great shakes? And the only way that can be broken through to is, yes, 

when God breaks through the barriers, when he breaks through the lies, when he 

breaks through all the other stuff, and when we experience him. 

Sarah has observed that the only thing powerful enough to break through all the lies 

about what makes a person worthy of love is direct experience of God. She said that 

during healing prayer sessions, people who believed lies about themselves like “God 

doesn’t love me, he can’t love me, I’m not valuable” would hear from God, sometimes 

for the first time, and “by hearing his voice, the lies would be broken.” She added that 

throughout the many hours she has spent in prayer sessions, “I hear God speaking to 

people about their value [and] that’s when their lives turn around and that’s where the 
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freedom comes.”55 Sarah’s experience indicates that for many people, hearing from God 

that God loves them and that they are valuable is life-changing. What is particularly 

relevant here is that the participants in these prayer sessions are hearing this message 

from God, not from Sarah or the other prayer ministers. It is the personal experience of 

hearing God speak to them that brings change into their lives. 

The sixth common thread in these stories is that these three women have learned 

from experience that having a relationship with God is not just about learning about God, 

engaging in worship activities, or obeying God. We have learned that to have a real 

relationship with God, a person must also learn to listen to God, acknowledge and 

express her true feelings and thoughts to God, and allow God’s love to work its way into 

every corner of her being. There is a strong experiential element to having a relationship 

with anyone, and God is no exception. In short, to truly know God, a person must also 

cultivate a real, honest, trusting, loving relationship with God. Doing this requires some 

of the same things that developing healthy human relationships does: spending time 

together, listening to each other, communicating honestly, and trusting each other, while 

each person still maintains his or her individual identity. This is in fact characteristic of 

how these three women relate to God now, which they indicated is different from how the 

relationship used to be.  

 
 
55 I was a participant in two healing prayer sessions, and what Sarah says here reflects my experience as the 
one being ministered to. The lies she quotes are things that I also believed, and I really did hear what God 
had to say about them, as did the other three people in the room at the time. It was a profoundly freeing and 
healing experience for me, not to mention a startling experience of the Holy Spirit at work. 
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6.4.2. The Encounter with God’s Love 

If we look in more detail at the encounter with God’s love that each of these three 

women had, there are also several common themes. First, this was an encounter with 

God’s love on an individual, personal level; each of us was confronted with the fact that 

God loves me, not just that God loves people in general and that therefore God loves me 

as well. Second, each of us came face to face with our own inability, failure, and sin and 

had to own it as an inescapable part of who we were. Third, knowing ourselves to be 

sinful, flawed, and weak caused each of us to feel some combination of anger, confusion, 

fear, and shame over being loved by God. Fourth, being confronted with these two 

indisputable facts—that God loves me and that I am so obviously unworthy of God’s 

love—led each of us to the bone-deep conviction that being loved by God has nothing to 

do with anything I do or am and everything to do with who God is. Finally, this 

eventually led each of us to fall in love with this God who loves us so immensely and 

unconstrainedly, and this became the center of our relationship with God. 

6.4.3. Working Out the Implications 

Following this encounter, each of us had to work out the implications of this 

newfound conviction for our lives and our relationship with God. For each of us, this led 

to the development of an identity as a distinct self who is loved by God, which means that 

I, personally, am a being of incredible worth. This is a step beyond simply agreeing with 

God about my worth, which is how Amy talked about it, or bringing my thoughts about 

myself into alignment with God’s, which is how Kristi and Joy seem to see it. Rather, it is 

taking that knowledge of how God sees me and building my own identity on it. I do not 



 

 

175 

just agree with God: I independently know and trust that I am a worthy self because God 

created me and loves me. Sarah, Rebecca, and I all seem to have this established identity 

as a worthy self built on the foundation of being loved unconditionally by God and not on 

what we do or are. 

For the three of us, this understanding of our own worth also deepened the 

conviction that every person was also a being of incredible worth.56 The value of every 

person was a theme in each of our stories and was what drew each of us into mission 

work. While Rebecca had made this connection earlier, for Sarah and me, the initial call 

into mission work had more to do with obeying God than with the value of people. While 

all three of us still do see what we do as obeying God, the focus has shifted from being 

primarily about obedience to God’s command to being about how every person is worthy 

and loved by God, needs to know that, and needs to come into a relationship with God.  

Knowing ourselves to be unconditionally and unchangeably loved by God and 

being able to construct an identity based on this also gave each of us a solid foundation 

from which to act and assess our actions. Because identity is not based on action, we are 

able to evaluate what we do, both good and bad, without this dramatically affecting how 

we view our worth. I explored the effects of this in Chapter 5, when I discussed how both 

groups of women deal with sin and failure and how they see the relationship between 

 
 
56 For me, this has developed into a full-fledged system of ethics based on the principle that because human 
life is sacred and incalculably valuable, all people should be treated with respect and dignity at all times. It 
is very disheartening to me that I did not learn this ethic in the church, and that in today’s world, my beliefs 
about how this ethic ought to be lived out seem to frequently put me at odds with many white evangelical 
Christians of my acquaintance. 
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work and worth. I noted then that the women with the Pattern One relationship with God 

were much more ambivalent about the effect of what they did on their value, while the 

women with the Pattern Two relationship knew that their actions did not affect their 

worth. 

In summary, working out the implications of God’s unconditional, undeserved 

love involved coming to understand ourselves as worthy selves, building an identity on 

the fact that we were loved by God, becoming even more convinced of the worth of all 

people, and being able to separate our worth from what we did. The importance of God’s 

love for each of us, the worth that God’s love confers on us, and our identity as worthy 

selves for our self-understanding also necessitated the adoption of a corresponding 

pattern of relating to God, one that put these three related concepts at the very center. 

This is the Pattern Two relationship with God that I described in Chapter 4. In the next 

section I will explain why I believe the theoretical progression I have just described is in 

fact what happened in the lives of these women. 

6.5. Evidence for the Progression 

I have four main reasons for believing that the progression I described—(1) 

encountering both God’s love and my own undeservingness, leading to (2) the conviction 

that God’s love for me is based on God and not anything I do, followed by (3) the 

development of an identity as a worthy self based on God’s love for me—is what 

happened for each of these three women. First, as I explained earlier, at the beginning of 

Chapter 4, I did not see any other factors that could easily explain the major differences 

in how these women related to God and how they viewed their own worth. This does not 
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mean that none exist—it is possible that I have overlooked something or that other factors 

would become apparent in a larger sample—but a similar deeply-moving experience 

shared by the three women who have a similar way of relating to God, which was not 

shared by the three women who related to God in a different way, seems unlikely to be 

merely coincidence.  

The second reason is that, as far as I can tell, this is how it happened for me. I do 

not believe that I am simply interpreting other people’s experiences according to my own. 

Because there are so many similarities between my story and the stories of Sarah and 

Rebecca and because I am as much a member of the community I am studying as they 

are, I suspected that what was true for me might also be true for them. And as I compared 

all three stories, they did seem to follow the same pattern, which I noted in the previous 

section.  

Third, this experience seemed to occupy an important place in the narratives of 

the other two women as marking a change in beliefs. I called it a “turning point” in my 

relationship with God. Sarah said that it “eventually broke [her].” Rebecca remembered 

how jarring it was for her to be in a church that seemed to be overly focused on sin when 

she was caught up in how much God loved her, and she recalled how God’s gracious 

response to her when she felt valueless had helped her face her own shortcomings in a 

way that she had been unable to before. All three of us could describe how our beliefs 

changed after the encounter with God’s love and our own undeservingness. The way each 

woman structured her narrative indicates that each was aware on some level that this 
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encounter was significant in her understanding of how her relationship with God 

developed. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, this pattern of having one way of relating 

to God and the self, undergoing a “crisis” wherein one is confronted with both God’s love 

and one’s own sin, and the development of a new way to relate to God and the self 

corresponds to other patterns of spiritual development. The two I will highlight here are 

the pattern of Saint Teresa of Avila as developed by Thomas Ashbrook (Ashbrook 2009), 

and the pattern described by Hagberg and Guelich (2005).  

In her work The Interior Castle, St. Teresa described the spiritual life as a castle 

containing seven “mansions” or rooms, each representing a distinct stage of the spiritual 

life. Thomas Ashbrook’s Mansions of the Heart (2009) is a modernization of St. Teresa’s 

work and is the version of this model I am most familiar with. In this model, the first 

mansion is the beginning of the Christian life, in which a person first enters into a 

relationship with God, and the seventh mansion is spiritual union with God, the most 

intimate relationship one can have with God while on earth. Throughout his or her life, 

the Christian progresses through the mansions, making a home in one at a time, though 

perhaps visiting others for a short time. Few progress as far as the seventh mansion, but 

having a close and loving relationship with God is possible no matter which mansion one 

inhabits. Ashbrook notes that most churches do well with providing spiritual guidance up 

to the third mansion but have few resources beyond that. Perhaps as a consequence, many 

Christians reach this third mansion, which Ashbrook calls “Following Jesus,” but never 

move beyond it (2009, 98). This mansion is characterized by enthusiastic participation in 
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Christian activities, discovering and using one’s spiritual gifts to serve others, a sincere 

desire to live a holy life, and spending much time in prayer. 

Hagberg and Guelich’s model of spiritual development, laid out in their book The 

Critical Journey, is similar to that of St. Teresa and Ashbrook but contains only six 

stages. Hagberg and Guelich also observe that the church is best equipped to guide 

people in stages 1 through 3 but does not know how to help those in the later stages, 

particularly stage 4 (2005, 172). In this model, stage 3 is called “The Productive Life” 

and, as the title suggests, is characterized by using one’s talents and skills to serve God, 

often in a leadership role. 

As the place where many Christians spend their lives and the stage that the church 

is designed to lead people to, Stage 3/Mansion 3 is of particular interest. What I have 

described as the Pattern One relationship with God in this thesis strongly resembles the 

type of relationship with God found among those inhabiting this stage of spiritual 

development, in both the Teresa/Ashbrook model and the Hagberg and Guelich model. 

Serving God, obeying God, trusting God, doing for God, engaging in devotional activities 

to deepen one’s relationship with God—these are all central to both Stage 3 and my 

Pattern One. 

Following Stage 3, both models also describe times in which Christians are 

assailed by doubts and questions that unsettle them and can make them doubt that their 

faith is real. The Christian experiences a great deal of anger and fear during a time when 

things he or she thought were true no longer feel true and faith “doesn’t work” anymore. 

The old, reliable methods for connecting with God no longer seem to work and the 



 

 

180 

Christian may feel that God has abandoned him or her. In Hagberg and Guelich’s model, 

this is Stage 4, “The Journey Inward.” In Teresa/Ashbrook’s model, these times of 

questioning are parts of the fourth and fifth mansions. Both models also describe a type 

of crisis experience in which a person is confronted by her own sin, frailty, willfulness, 

and unlovability in the face of God’s holiness, power, and love. Hagberg and Guelich 

refer to this as “The Wall” and view it as the culmination of the internal turmoil of Stage 

4. Ashbrook describes it as a “long dark corridor” located between the fifth and sixth or 

sixth and seventh mansions.57 

In Hagberg and Guelich’s model, going through Stage 4 and The Wall results in 

the healing of many wounds, including of wrong concepts or images of God. Greater 

wholeness and self-acceptance lie on the other side of The Wall, though the healing 

process is still not complete. In this model’s Stage 5, which follows The Wall, the focus 

is on being in communion with God and living out one’s truest identity as the beloved of 

God. Those who have gone through The Wall and entered Stage 5, called “The Journey 

Outward,” know on the deepest level that they are loved by God. They therefore have a 

deep sense of peace and calm, are able to accept themselves as fallible and fragile, and 

can laugh gently at their own mistakes and foolishness. They again begin to serve others 

and live out the call God has placed on their lives, something that may have been 

 
 
57 From this point forward, I will focus more on Hagberg and Guelich’s model. This model is based on 
conversations the authors had with numerous people about their spiritual lives, while the Teresa/Ashbrook 
model seems more theoretical. The stages in the Teresa/Ashbrook model are less well-defined than they are 
in Hagberg and Guelich’s, which makes it harder for me to place myself and the women I interviewed. The 
experiences of women I talked with also seem to fit better into Hagberg and Guelich’s pattern. 
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abandoned during Stage 4, but now they do this out of the hard-won conviction that God 

loves and accepts them unconditionally. 

Among the women I interviewed, those with a Pattern Two relationship with God 

seemed to have had the kinds of experience described by Stage 4 and The Wall, while 

those with a Pattern One relationship had not. What the second group of women said 

about the way their faith has grown and changed and how they have had to think through 

their beliefs indicates to me that they have faced this stage of loss of certainty about their 

beliefs, questions about identity, awareness of frailty and sin, and coming face to face 

with the God who loves unconditionally. They appeared to have undergone a lengthy 

process of reflection on their beliefs and now believed things because they knew from 

experience that they were true, not just because they had been told that they were.  

Not only did they show evidence of having passed through Stage 4 and The Wall, 

the women with a Pattern Two relationship with God also exhibited the characteristics 

that Hagberg and Guelich describe as typical of someone whose “home stage” is Stage 5. 

These women seemed to have the ability to look honestly at themselves with all their 

flaws and shortcomings and still accept themselves and know without a doubt that they 

are loved by God. They were able to serve God with whatever was available to them 

because they knew that God loved them and that this was what made them valuable. The 

gentle laughter at their own foolish behavior and their wonder and excitement about 

God’s love were very much in evidence as I talked with them. 
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For these reasons—the lack of other explanations, my own experience, the way 

each woman understands the confrontation with God’s love to have been a defining 

moment in her relationship with God, and the correspondence with at least two other 

patterns of spiritual growth—I believe that the theoretical progression I laid out in the 

previous section is what happened in the lives of the three of us who have a Pattern Two 

relationship with God. The existence of the two different patterns of relating to God may 

be evidence of the two groups’ being at different stages of spiritual development. I must 

stress, however, that this does not mean that one group is “better” than the other or that 

one group’s faith is stronger than that of the other group. As I have said, and both 

Ashbrook and Hagberg and Guelich have emphasized, one can have a strong, intimate 

relationship with God and be empowered and inspired to serve God at any stage. 

Christians at all stages of spiritual development are also still being sanctified and still 

have flaws and sinful tendencies that must be worked out. 

6.6. Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I have given abbreviated accounts of the journey that Sarah, 

Rebecca, and I have made in coming to understand God and ourselves. The part of that 

journey that I focused most on was an encounter each of us had with God’s unconditional 

love for us during a time when we were face to face with our own sin and failure. This 

encounter had a profound effect on the way each of us understood who God was and how 

God saw us and eventually led each of us to adopt a different pattern (Pattern Two) of 

relating to God, a pattern in which God’s love for us and our own fundamental 

worthiness are central components. I have also argued that this experience of being loved 
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by God while we were confronted with our own undeservingness led us to the conviction 

that our worth had nothing to do with what we did or were, which then led us to construct 

an identity as a worthy self on the basis on God’s love for us. This identity as a worthy 

self, regardless of one’s actions, is what then provides these three women with the ability 

to honestly evaluate their own actions, good and bad, without dramatic fluctuations in 

their sense of worth. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

7.1. Summary 

As I stated in the Introduction, the impetus for this study was my personal 

experience and observation of lack of self-worth among young women who were or were 

planning to become missionaries. I set out to discover what was blocking the 

development of a healthy, resilient sense of self-worth in these young women when the 

Christian tradition provides strong resources for such a view of human worth. I therefore 

designed an interview-based study to investigate what a small number of single female 

missionaries believed about where their worth came from. As I conducted interviews, it 

became obvious that the relationship with God was the most important factor in these 

women’s understanding of their worth.  

In the literature review in Chapter Two, I presented evidence that a person’s 

relationship with God and what she perceives God to be like have a significant impact on 

her mental health. The research in this area also suggested that men and women tend to 

view God differently, that the perception of God has a greater effect on women’s mental 

health than on men’s, that whether God is viewed as controlling may be particularly 

important for women, and finally, that changing one’s perception of God to a more 

supportive and accepting God appears to have a positive effect on mental health, 

including one’s beliefs about one’s worth. 



 

 

185 

After describing the study I designed and my philosophy of research in Chapter 

Three, I devoted three chapters to discussing what each woman I interviewed said about 

her relationship with God and view of herself. In the first of these chapters, Chapter Four, 

I described how the similarities and dissimilarities in the women’s responses led me to 

hypothesize the existence of two distinct patterns of relating to God. The first pattern, 

Pattern One, emphasizes God’s wisdom and authority. God is the Father of all and alone 

has the authority and power to make the rules and determine the consequences for 

disobedience. In this view, humans are children and are defined by their limitations, 

particularly in wisdom and ability. Because of this, the role of humans is to trust their 

Heavenly Father and obey what he says.  

The second pattern, Pattern Two, emphasizes God’s constant presence and desire 

to be known by humans. God is still the Father, but this means primarily that humans are 

connected to God by an unbreakable relational bond and that God wants to have a close, 

intimate, trusting relationship with each person. In addition to being seen as Father, God 

is also a Teacher and a Lover. These additional metaphors emphasize God’s interest in 

and concern for human growth and development, as well as God’s desire for intimate 

relationship with humans. In this pattern, humans are defined more by their capacity for 

learning and growth, becoming like God in character as they spend time with God. The 

role of humans, then, is to pursue a relationship with God in the context of which they are 

enabled to become who God designed them to be.  

In Chapter Five, we looked at the relationship between each pattern of relating to 

God and how it affected each woman’s attitude toward her actions. I argued that the 
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understanding the self that was part of Pattern Two provides a more stable way of 

interpreting one’s actions, as actions, for good or ill, are no longer the basis of one’s 

identity. That enables a person to freely engage in acts of service without anxiety over 

how these affect her identity or worth. The women who had a Pattern One relationship 

with God believed intellectually that all people were valuable but showed a great deal of 

ambivalence about the source of their worth on a functional level. They wanted very 

badly to be useful and to have a purpose, and even though they believed that their identity 

was in being a child of God, they still seemed to believe deep down that their identity did 

depend at least somewhat on what they did. Some seemed to fear that if they didn’t have 

a specific purpose or task to accomplish, they would lose their unique identity. That did 

not seem to be an issue for the women with a Pattern Two relationship with God. 

In Chapter Six I explained what I believe is the reason some of the women 

developed a Pattern Two relationship with God. I argued that each of the women with a 

Pattern Two relationship with God had a personal transformative experience of being 

loved by God regardless of anything she did. This experience eventually resulted in a 

new view of the self as worthy, based on the conviction that one is loved unconditionally 

by God, and the adoption of a new way of relating to God in which God’s love and 

acceptance of the self are central. The women with the first pattern of relating to God had 

not had the same type of experience. 

It is very important to note that all six of the women in this study had a warm and 

caring relationship with God, regardless of which pattern it took. The issue is not that one 

pattern enables a strong relationship with God while the other does not. Rather, the 
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crucial point is that being solidly convinced that one, personally and individually, is of 

immense worth appears to be a central component of Pattern Two while it is largely 

irrelevant to Pattern One.  

7.2. Revisiting Self-Worth and Evangelical Culture 

In the research I read and the interviews I conducted, there seemed to be four 

tendencies within conservative evangelicalism which, when overemphasized, can lead to 

devaluing and failing to develop the self, namely: (1) fixating on human sinfulness, 

ignorance, and inability, and the requirement that human wickedness to be punished, (2) 

describing God primarily in terms of judging, punishing, law-giving, and controlling 

human activity, (3) overemphasizing logical, intellectual aspects of Christian faith, 

coupled with suspicion of emotion and personal experience as a way of truly knowing 

God, and (4) focusing heavily on obedience and service as the proper human response to 

God.  

The first pattern of relating to God that I have described in this thesis is what I 

believe to be the logical outcome of immersion in this type of conservative evangelical 

culture. The worth of each human being is irrelevant to the functioning of the pattern, 

which focuses ultimately on the human’s duty to trust and obey God. One need not see 

oneself as inherently worthy to fulfill one’s role and obligations as a human. At best, 

belief in God’s love and the worth of the self are add-ons which make it easier to trust 

and obey God. That many people who use this pattern to structure their relationship with 

God, including the three women I interviewed, do have close, affectionate, and emotional 
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relationships with God, I believe, points more to God’s determination to have a 

meaningful relationship with humans rather than to the truth of the theological system. 

In contrast, the contemplative tradition of Christianity provides resources for 

those who want to develop a closer, more intimate relationship with God. The focus 

within this tradition on the belovedness and worth of each person as a deliberate creation 

of God helps to balance some of the potential lopsidedness of conservative evangelical 

theology. Reclaiming one’s identity as the Beloved of God and emphasizing the 

nurturing, relational, emotional aspects of God’s character may be of great benefit to 

Christians. These aspects of God’s character are the ones typically associated with 

femininity (women are often believed to be more nurturing, relational, and emotional 

than men), and being able to relate to God in this way may be especially helpful for 

women (see Aldredge-Clanton 2001). 

The second pattern found among the women I interviewed is, I believe, more akin 

to the way of relating to God found in the contemplative tradition of Christianity. It is 

something of an anomaly within evangelical culture, as it stresses different aspects of 

Christian theology than those typically emphasized in conservative evangelicalism. This 

pattern highlights God’s presence with and desire to be known by humans and requires 

belief that one is dearly loved by God and immensely valuable. It would be extremely 

difficult, if not impossible, to participate in this relationship of mutual knowing, trusting, 

and loving without the conviction that one is loved and worthy. This belief in the self as 

worthy also seems to lead to a stronger sense that each of us is a responsible moral agent 

who participates in God’s work in the world and in her own life without always having 
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explicit directions from God. As I noted in discussing my own story, a mature 

relationship that is based on love and trust involves respecting a person’s right to make 

her own choices. If we are not perpetual children (in the sense of being young and 

immature) in God’s eyes, then we have both the freedom and the responsibility to make 

our own choices. Each of the three women with this pattern demonstrated a stronger 

belief in her own agency and ability to carry out God’s mission in the world. With its 

insistence on the God-given, unchangeable worth of the self, I believe that this pattern 

provides a more stable and coherent basis for self-worth and the development of an 

identity as a worthy self apart from one’s actions. 

7.3. Limitations and Areas for Further Research  

One of the greatest limitations in this study was the small sample size. Before any 

of the findings are generalized, more research on a larger population needs to be 

conducted. There could well be other patterns of relating to God that did not appear 

among the six participants in this study. 

The sample in this study was also homogenous in race/ethnicity, gender, age, and 

socioeconomic status. While sample homogeneity was an intentional part of the design of 

this study, it does limit the generalizability of this research. Investigating the relationships 

with God of a more diverse sample would yield useful information. The sample in this 

study was composed only of those who had grown up within the conservative evangelical 

movement and had Christian parents. People from other religious or non-religious 

backgrounds who came into conservative evangelicalism as teens or young adults may 

have different experiences. In addition, diversity of denominational background will also 
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be important in the type of pattern of relating to God, particularly regarding charismatic 

or Pentecostal traditions, as people in these traditions seem to be already more at home 

with the importance of emotion and experience in Christian spirituality. 

I strongly suspect that the first pattern of relating to God is what one might expect 

most evangelical Christians to develop, given the emphases within conservative 

evangelical culture on God’s power, authority, and knowledge vis-à-vis human 

sinfulness, willfulness, and ignorance and on the necessity of surrendering one’s desires 

and volition to God. However, research on the patterns of spirituality that develop among 

young Christians who have grown up in this culture is quite sparse. This is an area that 

should be investigated further.  

The effect of temperament on one’s way of relating to God also needs further 

investigation. In this study, all three women with the second pattern of relationship were 

Myers-Briggs type NF (intuitive feeling), a type which is known for being attuned to 

emotions. While I do not believe temperament alone can explain the differences in 

patterns, it could be that being of this temperament means that one is more easily 

dissatisfied with the view of God presented in the church and likely to go looking for 

something else. This group may be especially sensitive to the implications of certain 

propositions for the character of God. More research is needed in this area. 

The use of contemplative practices within the second pattern of relating to God 

also needs to be researched further. Because my project was focused initially on worth in 

general and not on relating to God, this was not an area I pursued in the interviews I did. 

Personally, I have found meditative reading, lectio divina, and contemplative prayer to be 
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very helpful in deepening my own relationship with God, as did the subjects in Sattgast’s 

research (see Sattgast 2015); however, the role of these practices in developing a more 

collaborative, pattern two-type relationship with God is unknown. 

The effects of trauma and life-altering experiences on a person’s relationship with 

God and self-worth also should be investigated further. The three women with a pattern-

two relationship with God seemed to have undergone some type of crisis in their faith or 

life situation before developing this type of relationship. The role that crisis plays in faith 

development is under-researched. 

Whether a pattern-two relationship with God leads to greater longevity, resilience, 

ministry satisfaction, and overall well-being for young missionaries should also be 

investigated. Based on the research I have done, I believe that it should, but this is 

unproven. A study of this nature could yield very helpful information for mission 

organizations on how best to prepare younger missionaries for service and how to support 

them once they are on the field. 

7.4. Recommendations 

In the Introduction, I asked why the foundational Christian beliefs in the worth of 

all humans and God’s love of all humans were not translating into personal convictions 

about one’s worth and God’s love for each person as an individual. The research I 

conducted suggested that how a person views and relates to God is likely a major factor 

in this process. A personal experience of God’s love seemed to be one of the strongest 

components of developing a view of God as unconditionally loving, as well as viewing 

oneself as worthy and loved. I suspect that the emphasis in conservative evangelical 
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circles, particularly the reformed-leaning ones, on knowledge and correct beliefs and the 

exclusion of personal experience as a valid source of truth may contribute to the problem. 

The women in this study who had been exposed to more charismatic expressions of 

Christianity were more comfortable with the idea that people can hear from God and that 

personal experience of God was necessary for growth. Evangelical culture also tends to 

heavily emphasize obeying and serving God, putting a great deal of weight on what a 

person does for God. This does not help Christians to resist the broader cultural belief 

that worth and identity come from what one does. 

Among the women I interviewed, a personal experience of God’s love seemed to 

be the most important factor in changing one’s relationship with God and seeing oneself 

as inherently worthy. As this work has shown, simply telling a person God loves her does 

not necessarily translate into the bone-deep belief that she is loved and valuable; this 

must be experienced, and experience cannot be coerced. This does not, however, mean 

that there is nothing that can be done to help a person come to see herself in this way. 

While my recommendations are mainly for those who care for the spiritual well-being of 

others (for example, pastors, Christian counselors, leaders and member care personnel of 

mission organizations, and Christian university or seminary professors), they may also be 

helpful for anyone who wishes to develop an intimate relationship with God. My three 

suggestions are practicing contemplative forms of prayer, developing self-compassion, 

and evaluating one’s perception of God.  



 

 

193 

7.4.1. Contemplative Prayer 

My first recommendation is for Christian leaders to become familiar with 

contemplative prayer and other contemplative disciplines and to practice them themselves 

so that they will be able to recommend these practices to others. This is because 

contemplative prayer seems to promote a close and loving relationship with God. Studies 

on prayer and perception of God have found attachment to God as well as the type of 

prayer are both correlated with psychological well-being. Ellison et al. (2014) found that, 

among people who were securely attached to God, prayer was associated with fewer 

symptoms of anxiety disorders. For those who had insecure or avoidant attachment to 

God, however, prayer was positively related to anxiety symptoms. In addition, 

Whittington and Scher (2010) found that three types of prayer—prayers of adoration, 

thanksgiving, and reception58—were consistently positively related self-esteem, 

optimism, a sense of meaning in life, and satisfaction in life, while three other types of 

prayer—confession, supplication, and obligatory prayer—were consistently either 

negatively related or unrelated to these measures of well-being. The authors hypothesized 

that this was because prayers of adoration, thanksgiving, and reception were less focused 

on the self and more on the goodness and love of God, while confession, supplication, 

and obligatory prayer focused the pray-er’s attention on herself and her shortcomings and 

needs.  

 
 
58 That is, prayer in which one waits quietly and expectantly for God to speak or to make God’s loving 
presence known and felt. Contemplative prayer, centering prayer, listening prayer, meditative prayer, the 
prayer of silence, and the prayer of inner quiet are all terms that describe similar types of prayer.  
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A few other studies have investigated the relationship between contemplative 

prayer and mental health. Ferguson, Willemsen, and Castañeto (2010) found that the 

regular practice of contemplative prayer in a group of Catholic participants resulted in 

reduced stress levels and a greater collaborative relationship with God. Monroe and 

Jankowski (2016) found that Sozo prayer, a Pentecostal/charismatic form of receptive 

prayer, resulted in a reduction of avoidant attachment to God among participants. 

Participants reported feeling closer to God as well as feeling better in general and 

experiencing less psychological distress after participating in a prayer intervention using 

this form of prayer. 

Sattgast’s doctoral work, which focused on the “doing to being” transition 

commonly experienced by full-time ministry leaders in middle life, also promoted the use 

of contemplative practices as being especially helpful for navigating this transition 

(Sattgast 2015). The people he interviewed found contemplative prayer and other 

practices, especially the work of Henri Nouwen, to be particularly helpful in this process. 

Since practicing contemplative prayer seems to have such benefits and helps 

people develop a more intimate relationship with God in which emotions are not 

downplayed, it will be helpful for Christian leaders to help those under their care become 

familiar with these practices. Many evangelical Christians are unfamiliar with or 

suspicious of contemplative practices such as lectio divina or receptive prayer (Greenman 

2010, 29). They need not be. Exploring and demystifying these practices, which have 

historically been at the center of Catholic spiritual formation, may help Christians be 
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ready to develop a relationship with God that includes the heart-level belief that one is 

worthy and loved unconditionally by God. 

7.4.2. Self-compassion 

My second recommendation is that Christian leaders practice and help their 

constituents develop self-compassion. Self-compassion is the ability to view oneself as a 

being worthy of receiving compassion and kindness because one is human. According to 

Kristin Neff, the psychologist who developed the concept, self-compassion has three 

components: being kind and understanding toward the self rather than harsh or critical, 

viewing failure as part of being human, and being aware of mistakes and painful feelings 

without over-identifying with them or minimizing them (Neff 2003, 89). While not a 

specifically Christian concept, this mindset seems to help people come to terms with their 

own failures and sins without either minimizing or obsessing over them.  

One of the most striking differences in the interviews I conducted was the way 

that the two groups of women responded to themselves when they did something they 

knew was not right. The women with a Pattern One relationship with God talked about 

punishing themselves—usually through the way they talked to themselves or thought 

about themselves, not by physically hurting themselves—and how there was no need for 

that because of Jesus’ atoning death. They were frustrated with themselves for still 

sinning and seemed to view the part of themselves that sinned as a deformed thing that 

they could not wait to be rid of and longed for the day when God would remove it. The 

second group of women, though, seemed to view sin and failure as a part of being human 

and did not berate themselves over it. Instead, they talked the issue over with God and 
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viewed it as an opportunity for God to show them an area in which they needed to grow 

or an insecurity that they, with God’s help, needed to address. They did not ignore that 

what they had done was wrong, but neither did they get hung up on it in the way that the 

first group of women seemed to. In short, the second group of women seemed to respond 

much more compassionately to themselves when they sinned than did the first group. For 

this group, self-compassion was a learned response. They used to respond to themselves 

in ways like that of the first group, but they are different now.  

While it is difficult to determine the order (whether the self-compassion or the 

changed relationship came first), self-compassion itself is a desirable trait, as several 

studies have shown. For example, Neff and Pommier (2013) found that higher levels of 

self-compassion were linked with being able to understand the perspective of others, 

undergoing less personal distress, being able to forgive others as well as oneself, having 

compassion and empathy for others, and being altruistic. Barnard and Curry (2012) found 

that clergy with higher levels of self-compassion are less likely to experience burnout and 

are more satisfied with their lives in ministry than those with low levels of self-

compassion. Brodar, Crosskey, and Thompson (2015) investigated the effects of self-

compassion on self-identified Christian undergraduates who were involved in a campus 

ministry and found that low levels of self-compassion were associated with more 

perfectionistic self-presentation, less perceived forgiveness, and less perceived support 

from the campus ministry, compared with those who had higher levels of self-

compassion. Even more importantly, deliberately working with people to help them 
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increase self-compassion did increase self-compassion, as well as optimism and self-

efficacy (Smeets et al. 2014). 

There may be a link between self-compassion and contemplative practices. Neff 

and Pommier (2013) found that adults who meditated regularly were those who tended to 

have the highest levels of self-compassion. Given that contemplative practices like lectio 

divina and contemplative prayer can be thought of as Christian forms of meditation, it 

does not seem unlikely that self-compassion and contemplative practices may work in 

tandem to foster a view of the self as worthy and loved, though I have not yet seen proof 

of this connection. In any case, both self-compassion and contemplative practices seem to 

have beneficial effects on how a person views herself and may help a person to develop a 

concept of herself as a being who is worthy and loved by God. If Christian leaders can 

model self-compassion and a healthy view of their own worth and belovedness, it may go 

a long way to helping others do the same. 

7.4.3. Evaluating Perceptions of God 

Finally, possibly the most basic, and perhaps the most crucial, application of the 

research I have presented in this work is for each person to take stock of his or her own 

perception of God. This is especially important for Christian leaders, as their view of God 

is likely to influence the views of others. Here are a few questions that one might ask to 

get started: How do I view God? How does God want me to view God? What does God 

want to tell me about God? What does God want to tell me about myself? What emotions 

do I have toward God? What emotions do I have toward myself? Do I feel safe 

expressing those emotions to God? Why or why not? Talking with a trusted friend, 
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counselor, or spiritual director may be helpful in working through any issues that arise 

while thinking about this topic. This sort of reflection, especially when paired with 

practicing self-compassion and contemplative prayer, may help a person come to see 

herself as deeply loved by God and infinitely valuable. 

It will also be highly worthwhile for Christian leaders to evaluate the way they 

speak about God when they are preaching or teaching. Some questions to ask may 

include: what impression would someone get about God’s character from what I have 

said? What aspects of God’s character do I tend to emphasize? Which might I be 

excluding? Could what I have said be interpreted in a way that is harmful? How can I 

speak about God in a way that helps others understand God’s love for them? 

When Christian leaders are called on to counsel others, it may be worthwhile for 

them to explore the perceptions of God and self held by the person being counseled. If 

the person has a perception of God that has hindered him or her from knowing and loving 

God (or from knowing and loving him or herself), recognizing this is the first step toward 

healing. It would be beneficial for Christian leaders to have a fully developed theology of 

human worth, particularly if they are called on to counsel people who struggle with issues 

such as body image, eating disorders, depression, or substance abuse, or those who have 

gone through abuse or trauma. All these issues can have a profound impact on how a 

person views himself, and the counselor needs to be able to help the sufferer view himself 

or herself with compassion, acceptance, and gentleness and regain a sense of self-worth. 

If the one doing the counseling does not have a robust belief in human worth, it will be 
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hard for her to minister authentically and effectively to those who struggle with issues of 

self-worth. 

Finally, it is not enough to only consider one’s personal relationship with God, 

though I believe that we must start there. We also need to consider what our church 

culture tells us and others about God. Here are some questions to consider as a group: 

How does our religious community (local church, small group, family, etc.) view God? 

Does my community’s perception of God match my own? What characteristics of God do 

we talk about most in our community? If someone who knew nothing about God came to 

one of our meetings, what picture would she get about who God is? What emotions do 

we feel about this God? How did we come to view God this way? What does God want to 

tell us about the way we are presenting God to others? Does this way of viewing God 

help us love and trust God more? Does this way of viewing God help us love and serve 

others? Could our view of God be harmful to some of those in our community? Could our 

view of God be harmful to some of those outside our community? If our perception of 

God may be causing harm, what can we do to change this? 

These are difficult questions, but I believe that it is critical for Christians, 

individually and collectively, to ponder such things deeply, answer truthfully, and make 

changes as needed if we are to be the bearers of Good News to all people. As we have 

seen throughout this thesis, perception of God and oneself matters immensely to one’s 

psychological health, personal growth, and spiritual formation. As the Church, the body 

of Christ, we must be attentive to the ways our perception of God affects us and the 
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people around us. As leaders in this body, we have the power and the responsibility to 

address things that are causing harm. 

The motivation for both mission work and Christian spiritual formation is that all 

people would come to know God, to know themselves, and to live in the way God 

intended humans to live. In other words, the goal is that all people would become fully 

human, following the example set by Jesus of living in conversation with God, knowing 

God’s will, acting according to God’s character, and loving God with every fiber of our 

being. It is my belief that this will not come about unless heart-level belief in God’s love 

for human beings and their incalculable God-given worth are central components of a 

person’s Christian faith. May God bring this about in the hearts of God’s people. 
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APPENDIX A 

Interview Guide 

 

1. Demographic Information: Age, mission organization, job title, assignment location, 

amount of time spent on the field, Myers-Briggs type 

 

2. On a scale of 1-10, how content you are with life? Why? 

 

3. Tell me more about your assignment. What do you do? (Follow up: What do you 

like/not like about it? Do you feel like you’re good at what you do?) How much do 

you feel like your value is wrapped up in what you do? 

 

4. How are your relationships with your teammates and organization? Do you feel 

valued by your team and organization? On what basis? What kinds of sticking points 

(or friction) do you feel in those relationships? 

 

5. What made you want to be a missionary? Has your motivation changed? 

 

6. Tell me about how you relate to God. How does God speak to you (through music, 

nature, reading the Bible)? What’s God’s “tone of voice” when he speaks to you? 

What metaphor or way of picturing God is most meaningful to you? Are there any 

metaphors that you don’t like or that make you uncomfortable? 

 

7. What’s the first thing you were taught about God that made a strong impression on 

you? Did you learn that you should be afraid of God? 

 

8. How valuable or not valuable do you feel like you are to God? On what basis? Why 

do you feel that way? Have you always believed that God loves you? What does it 

mean that God loves you? 

 

9. What kind of church did you grow up in? What impression have you gotten from 

churches about your value? Do you have any specific memories related to that topic? 

What did you learn about what God was like and what people were like? 

 

10. What did you learn from churches about your value as a woman? How did you learn 

it (taught from the pulpit, from what you observed)? How about as an unmarried 

woman?  

 

11. How has being single affected your view of yourself? 
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12. What did you learn about your value from your family when you were growing up? 

Do you have any specific memories that taught you something about what made you 

valuable? 

 

13. Have you gone through any kind of crisis (related to faith, health, events on the field, 

emotions, family, etc.)? How has that affected your view of your value? 

 

14. What do you think makes you valuable?  

 

15. How much does your heart believe what you just said? To what extent do you live 

day to day out of your belief of your value? Why do you feel that way? 

 

16. Is there anything else you’d like to talk about? 
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APPENDIX B 

Consent for Participation in Research 

 

 Thank you for your interest in participating in this research project. The goal of 

this project is to investigate how single female missionaries understand their own value. 

Your input is valuable, and I thank you for taking the time to talk with me. 

 I will be asking questions about your work as a missionary, your relationships 

with your teammates and organization, how you relate to God, your experiences in 

church(es), your family background, and your thoughts about what makes you valuable. 

It is possible that some of the questions may trigger painful memories for you, and you 

may want to arrange to have a friend or counselor available to talk with after we finish 

our interview. 

 The interview will last between 90 and 120 minutes. I may also contact you about 

participating in a follow-up interview or focus group discussion. Below is a form that 

describes your rights as a participant and what you are agreeing to by consenting to take 

part in this research. Please sign and date it and return it to me. If you have any questions, 

please feel free to ask. 

 

 Jessica Kusler 

 jessica_kusler@diu.edu 

 701-535-0500 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Consent for Participation in Research 

 

By signing this form, I agree to the following statements: 

• I am participating voluntarily in this research and have the right to withdraw from 

the study at any time. 

• I give my permission for the interview to be audio recorded. 

• I have the right to decline to answer any question I do not wish to answer. 

• I may ask for the recorder to be turned off during any portion of the interview. 

• I may review the transcript of the interview to ensure its accuracy. 

• I may have access to the researcher’s conclusions. 

• My identity will be kept confidential, and my name and any details about myself 

will be anonymized in any publication, thesis or dissertation, or conference 

presentation, so that I cannot be identified. 

• The information I have provided, including this consent form and the audio 

recording and transcript of the interview, will be treated confidentially and stored 

in a secure location. 
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• The information I have given in this interview may be used as part of the 

researcher’s thesis or dissertation, other publications, and/or conference 

presentations.  

• I understand the information that has been presented to me and have had my 

questions answered to my satisfaction. 

 

 

 

Participant’s Signature  Date 

   

   

Participant’s Name (Printed)   

   

   

Researcher’s Signature  Date 
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