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The Mayberry Bible Study began in 1998, and was very 

popular in churches, particularly in the south.  Originally, it was 

called “Finding The Way Back to Mayberry.”  Today you can find it 

online and it’s based on podcasts.i  In this Bible study participants 

watch episodes of old The Andy Griffith Show in order to learn 

about God, to learn lessons in good Christian moral values, and 

to find their way back to God again.  Apparently, the writers of 

the Andy Griffith series purposefully wove moral themes into their 

stories, and people find the messages clear and satisfying.ii 

Many of us find that we live today in confusing and 

contradictory times.  The way is not always clear and we long for 

simpler days, the days of My Three Sons, Leave It To Beaver, 

and, of course, Father Knows Best.  Truth be known the times 

were never simpler.  It was never the way it is depicted in these 

old TV shows.  Even still, the world of today is more challenging 

than the one in which I grew up.  Today our children deal with 

situations we never had to deal with, and we who are parents 

experience challenges with our children and with the society in 

which they live, which were foreign to an earlier time.  It is 

difficult to find role models to follow.  It is difficult to find 

examples of positive living that work in the modern day.  We are 
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pulled in so many directions.  As a man and a father, I think I 

could say that men are really trying to find a place in the world, 

in the workplace and in their homes and families that is different, 

and I think more satisfying, than in the past.  The role of provider 

and our identity as provider are no longer sufficient nor accurate.  

More is required.  Indeed, more has always been required, but I 

would say that in the last several decades men have been much 

more purposeful in trying to find a new place, a more fulfilling 

place, a more human place, with closer relationships and more 

expressed emotion than before. 

That Bible study class looking at Mayberry is not, of course, 

seeking assistance and guidance from an early time but rather 

looking for timeless messages, looking for the direction of God, 

seeking to discover what God means by living a good, moral 

Christian life. 

When we turn to Scripture there are not very many good 

examples for men, people who have led spotless and exemplary 

lives.  Many of the men in Scripture we don’t really know that 

much about, at least not that much about their personal, family 

and married lives.  Those we do are all too human to serve as 

good role models. 

Although we haven’t read many of them, throughout the 

season of Pentecost the Old Testament lessons so far have been 

from the stories of Abraham and Sarah.  Abraham’s name means 

“exalted father”, and one might think that he would be a good 
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role model.  Paul in his letter to the Romans uses him as an 

example of faith,iii as does the letter to the Hebrews,iv but 

Abraham isn’t really a very good role model of what it means to 

be a father. 

The story we heard today in Genesis is a rather horrible 

example of how to treat your son.v  Another gruesome story will 

be told in the next chapter, the story of Isaac and Abraham on 

the mountaintop,vi but for today this story has sufficient 

discomfort. 

Abraham, with the encouragement of Sarah, sought to assist 

God in providing an heir by going to his wife’s servant, an 

Egyptian girl by the name of Hagar, and having a son by her, his 

first born son, who goes by the name Ishmael, which means “God 

hears.”vii  When finally a child is born to Sarah, the child Isaac, 

Sarah grows jealous of Hagar’s son.  Indeed in this story she 

doesn’t even use his name merely referring to him as “the son of 

this slave woman”, a thinly veiled insult.  Sarah tells Abraham to 

get rid of this boy.  He is after all a rightful heir, even if his 

mother is a slave, and this will interfere with Isaac’s rights and 

the promise made to him by God.  Now Abraham to his credit is 

not pleased with this idea but God speaks to him and tells him 

not to worry about it.  God will fulfill God’s promise to Abraham 

and Sarah through Isaac to make them parents of a great nation, 

but God will also look after Abraham’s other son.  Of him too God 

will make a great nation.  Abraham is off the hook.  You can 
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almost hear him breathe a sigh of relief.  God can take the 

blame.  He sends Hagar and her son, his firstborn, off into the 

wilderness.  Abraham may be an example of a person of strong 

faith, but an example of a good father he is not. 

This story though really isn’t about Abraham.  It is about 

God.  It is about God’s response to us and our situation, and it is 

about our response to God, our relationship with God. 

Hagar and Ishmael are wandering in the wilderness.  Hot, 

thirsty, dying.  Hagar can’t bear to see her son die so she leaves 

him under a tree and goes off to weep.  Then God intervenes 

without being asked.  God hears and answers the cries not of 

Hagar but of Ishmael.  God answers with the gift of water, and 

through the water the gift of new life and the promise that 

through Ishmael will also come a new people.  “Offer your hand 

to the child,” God says to Hagar.  “Lift him up and hold him fast 

with your hand.”  God of the chosen Isaac is also God of the 

outcast. 

In many ways Jesus teaches a similar message about God in 

his parable of the prodigal son.viii  This story too is not really 

about the son, or even the two sons.  It is about God; it is about 

the father, a prodigal father who recklessly and wantonly spends 

his love. 

His youngest son has wished his father dead.  He wants his 

share of the inheritance.  So his father granted his wish.  Off the 

son went and when he had squandered it all, he came back 
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calculating how he might get back into his father’s household if 

only to get a square meal and a roof over his head. 

The father’s response is unexpected.  Before his son gets 

there the father, prodigal in love, runs out.  Before a word of 

confession is spoken he takes his hands and lifts him up.  He 

embraces him and kisses him and orders a celebration in his 

honour.  There was no heart-to-heart talk with the father.  No 

extra chores.  No go-to-your-room-for-a-week-and-think-about-

what-you-have-done, just a clean robe on his back, a fine ring 

upon his finger and pair of new sandals on his feet, and a 

celebration!  No strings!  Unconditional love! 

The eldest son, of course, doesn’t like it one bit that the 

outcast has been welcomed so.  That isn’t to say that the eldest 

son isn’t happy to have his brother home, but surely there should 

have been some hardship, some punishment, at least confession, 

repentance, contrition, at least. 

But the father loves the children, both of them, as they are, 

not for what they have done, but for who they are.  His love for 

one child does not preclude his love for the other.  And so he 

invites the eldest son to the party.  “We had to celebrate and 

rejoice,” the father said.  “We had too.  Your brother” – note my 

son but your brother – “was dead and has come to life; was lost 

but now is found.”  Unconditional love.  That’s what God is like. 

When Jesus taught us about God he dared to call God, 

“Abba.”  We translate that as Father, but it really means 
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something much warmer and closer.  Something like Daddy, or 

Dad, or Pop, would be closer.  Can you imagine that?  Praying to 

God our Dad? 

That’s what God is like, Jesus says.  And that’s the kind of 

father, the kind of parent, the kind of person, God wants each of 

us to be.  God wants each of us to love unconditionally without 

calculation or forethought but freely and extravagantly.  God 

invites us to love the outcast, to love those who do wrong, to love 

regardless without cause.  God invites us to offer our hand, to lift 

the children up, to hold them fast with our hands, to offer them 

water and life, and God will make them a great people.  God will 

be with them and they will grow up. 

At thanksgiving a school teacher asked her class of first-

graders to draw a picture of something they were thankful for.  

These children came from poor neighbourhoods and had little.  

Most would draw turkeys and tables with food.  One boy, 

however, Douglas, handed in a simple childishly drawn hand. 

Whose hand was it? 

“I think it’s God’s hand who brings us food,” one child said. 

“A farmer,” answered another, “because farmers grow 

turkeys.” 

When the others were at work, the teacher bent over 

Douglas’ desk and asked whose hand it was.  Whose hand do you 

think it was? 
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“It’s your hand,” he mumbled.  Then she recalled that 

frequently at recess she would take this scrubby, forlorn, outcast 

child by the hand.  She did this with many children but it meant 

so much to Douglas.  What he was thankful for was an offered 

hand, a hand in his hand. 

That’s the kind of person, parent, father and mother, God 

wants us to be, someone who loves unconditionally and 

extravagantly, and offers a hand to others.ix 
                                            
i https://imayberry.com/podcasts/category/mayberry-bible-study/  There are links on this 
page to other Mayberry-related resources. 
ii “The Gospel according to Andy Griffith,” The Toronto Star, Saturday, June 19, 1999. 
iii Romans 4: 1-8. 
iv Hebrews 11: 8-19. 
v Genesis 21: 8-21. 
vi Genesis 22: 1-19 
vii Genesis 16: 1-16. 
viii Luke 15: 11-32. 
ix Jack Canfield, Mark Victor Hansen & Patty Hansen, editors, “The Hand,” Condensed 
Chicken Soup for the Soul, 1996. 


