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Her Name Was Maria
Schmidt and She Was a
Hundred Years Old

There was a letter with her renewal order, and it started this way:

“My mother subscribed to your publication for quite some time. Ilived
near her and we read the Bible together every moming, and almost always she
had your publication in hand to tell me about something exciting or challenging
that she had read. Her name was Maria Schmidt and she was a hundred years
old.”

Maria died nine days after a car accident last November: “On the day the
accident happened, our pastor was reading Martin Luther’s comments on Psalm
118:5 (Out of my distress I called on the LORD, the Lord answered me and set
me in a broad place) and gave me a copy. I read it over and over to myself,
twice to my mother and also to anyone who would listen, and God has carried
me through. I asked my sister if I could have mother’s Currents when they
come, and I just received one and it is like meat to the soul. . . . I wanted to
write right away to subscribe for two years and to let you know why Mother
will not be getting it anymore.”

For twenty-six years I have been writing these editorials, and it has never
seemed so important as now.

Edward H. Schroeder asks the missionary’s question: Why Jesus at all?
St. Paul concluded that the Unheil (the condition of anyone outside salvation)
was more drastic than either Judaism or Hellenism admitted. As good as the
law of Moses is, it could not justify sinners. This led to what Luther called the
joyful exchange: God made Christ who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in
him we might become the righteousness of God. Christians claim that Jesus is
necessary for healing our relationship to God and they know of no other
kerygma that even makes that offer. The primal fracture in divine-human
relationships necessitated a crucified and risen Messiah Jesus. Bonhoeffer is
right. Itis “teuere Gnade,” costly grace.

Jay C. Rochelle introduces us to the wonders of Orthodoxy. God has
condescended to be known in human form and in the church so that we might



experience salvation and sanctification. “Apophaticism” means that definitions
fail to grasp God. We can receive God only by the path of humility of intellect,
relinquishment of concepts, and silence before the divine Presence. Other terms
too get defined and applied: hesychasm, theoria, theosis, icons, iconostasis. No
church takes the wholeness of the faith more seriously than Orthodoxy. The

church is the great sacrament of salvation that Christ has instituted in the world.

Steven L. Churchill wants to alert us to the mystical nature texts of Luther
and reflect with us about the panentheistic presence of God in all things. We
can see God in creatures, but we have no direct cognizance of the godhead. In
Christ we are only beginning to recover knowledge of all creatures. This side
of the grave and this side of the fall, we always live lives of beginning. Luther
showed no interest in any kind of experiences in which a person is merged into
one being with God-in-nature. Christ’s work frees us to know and see and love
God in all creatures and thereby to cease trampling earth underfoot and to use
nature’s gifts with thanksgiving.

Paul J. Nuechterlein introduces René Girard and his hermeneutical
theories. Girard believes that human desire is mimetic, imitative, leading to
rivalry and conflict. Mimetic rivalry results in mimetic violence that threatens
complete self destruction within a community. This violence founds or gener-
ates all human culture. Christ’s love breaks the cycle of vengeance and murder,
and establishes a beachhead of mimetic obedience in the midst of the continu-
ing mimetic rivalry. The story in Luke 9:51-62 deals not with rejection of
Jesus by the Samaritans, but rather with Jesus’ rejection of the kind of deep-
seated prejudice expressed by his disciples against the Samaritans. Jesus came
to mess up our insider/outsider games of scapegoating by identifying with the
outsiders of the world. Jesus initiated a culture in which everyone is invited to
take part but only through solidarity with the victims of this world’s insider/
outsider games.

Lois Malcolm reviews a new collection of essays on ethics by Lutheran
authors who write from widely differing perspectives, compares it to one
compiled half a century ago, and urges its authors to continue to explore their
positions even more boldly and thoroughly than they do in these essays.

And finally, from Judith, the grieving daughter: “Although my church. ..
is LCMS, I find that we have the important things in common.

“P. S. ‘The Lord is my strength and my song and is become my salvation.’
Psalm 118:14.”

Mine, too.

Ralph W. Klein
Editor



Pluralism’s
Question to
Christian
Missions: Why

Jesus at All?
|
Edward H. Schroeder

Saint Louis, Missouri

In Spring of 1997 the Mormons
dedicated anew temple in St. Louis,
Missouri, and the Bahai community
opened their place of worship. Al-
ready “at home” before that in St.
Louis were Hindu and Buddhist
temples and several mosques, plus
some twenty additional religious
communities alongside those called
Christian. And St. Louis is heartland

U.S.A. When I was a seminarian here in
the fifties it was Lake Wobegon. You
were eithev Lutheran or Catholic. Well,
there were some of the other mainliners,
but St. Louis was a Catholic and Lutheran
town. Not so any more. Religious plural-
ism is here in the heartland.
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So the missionary question has come
home to roost. Why Jesus? Why is Jesus
necessary—for anyone?

It is a truism to say that the person of
Jesus, what he did and said—and what was
done to him and said about him—is at the
center of what Christians bring to the mis-
sion field, whether it is in St. Louis or in
Singapore, in Chicagoorin Calcutta. When
Christians do that, the question inevitably
arises in some form or other from the re-
ceivers: “Why Jesus? What do you wit-
nesses for your Lord offer with this Jesus
that is not already present in our current
state of affairs without Jesus?”

The most succinct answer to that ques-
tion—already from New Testament times—
was the one Greek word euaggelion. Ren-
dered in English that is Good News. These
two four-lettered English words are at the
core of the answer to “Why Jesus?” With
Jesus comes something Good and some-
thing New.

An amateur’s overview

For twenty years I’ve been roaming as an
amateur—maybe even as an alien, since
I’'m supposed to be a systematic theolo-
gian—within the American Society of Mis-
siology, and its international counterpart,
the International Association of Mission
Studies. I’ve leammed that answering the
“Why Jesus?” question nowadays inevita-
bly pushes you to take a position about
Jesusinrelation tootherreligions in today’s
marketplace. Today’s missiologists, the
folks who do mission study as their daily
work, talk about three options: exclusivism,
inclusivism, and pluralism.

Exclusivism says: Jesus is the only
savior. No other savior, no other religion,
savesatall. There is only one way to the top
of the mountain of salvation.

Inclusivism says: Jesus is the salvation
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in all its fullness; the salvation offered in
other religions is not contrary but included
in what Jesus brings. All the roads up the
mountain are in some basic sense Jesus-
ways. The way that calls him by name
illuminates best what the other ways are all
about.

Pluralism says: Jesus isone way up the
mountain; there are many other ways going
up there, and they get you to the top, too.

Recently missiology studies are chal-
lenging this “establishment” threefold set
of options. One example is S. Mark Heim’s
1996 book Salvations. Note the plural “‘s.”
Heim says not all religions are climbing the
same mountain. There are many different
mountains of salvation. Jesus is the way to
the top of the Christian mountain. But
Buddhists are climbing a different moun-
tain. Nirvana is not the kingdom of God.
That said, Heim does not dispute that
Buddhism is the way for achieving Nir-
vana. Hinduism has its mountain, and so
forth. But these are different mountains,
different salvations.

A fundamental axiom in missiology today.
Setting Heim aside for the moment, it scems
to me that the dominant paradigm in the
threefold set of the earlier “-isms” is rooted
in the scholastic tradition of Western Chris-
tian theology. Even with such roots in a
distinctively Roman Catholic theological
tradition, itis widely accepted acrosstoday’s
ecumenical spectrum. I suggest that the
axiom underlying all three options in the
triad is the formula: gratianon tollitnaturam,
sed perfecit. Literally: grace does not re-
move or abolish nature, but perfects it. For
us that says: What God’s grace (including
the Good News about Jesus) offers is not a
replacement for what is naturally present
but a fulfilling of what is already there.
God’s grace latches on to something al-
ready good, though not as good as it could
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very ideol-

ogy, every
-ism, every religion
offers to help people
move from a bad situa-
“tion to a better one.

be, and by appropriating what is already
there God’s grace brings it to completeness,
to 100% full-goodness.

All three of the going *“-isms” build on
this nature-grace premise. Exclusivism uses
itto say: What’s new in Jesus is that only in
him is saving grace present to bring lost
human nature to the perfection God intends
for it. Inclusivists, starting from the same
premise, see the grace present in Jesus also
present in other religions, and in all cases
grace is bringing nature to perfection. What
is “good” in Jesus and distinctly new is that
he is grace in absolute fullness, the perfect
fullness of God’s grace. Pluralists see grace
present in all religions, perfecting human-
kind and the world in a plurality of ways.
There is nothing so distinctively new or
good inJesus thatis notavailable elsewhere
as well.

This grace/nature axiom is regularly
linked in today’s mission theology to a
revelationist framework for all of theology.
God’s self-revelation is understood to be
what all religious searchers are seeking. If
religions were to be rated, the one offering
more of God’s revelation would be pre-
ferred. But it present that very point is
what’s disputed. Yes, even the exclusivist
will grant God’s self-revelation in some
other religions, but will deny that it is suffi-
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cient for salvation. The inclusivist and
pluralist find more of God’s self-revelation
in other religions, even granting—as plu-
ralists do by definition—that it is sufficient
for salvation. When revelationist-minded
Christians are asked “Why Jesus?” they
respond: “In him we Christians have expe-
rienced God’s gracious self-revelation in
all its fullness. Thus we call Jesus Lord.”

The reformers’ alternative. Sixteenth-cen-
tury Reformation theology did not directly
dispute the nature-grace axiom, as far as I
know, but in its Lutheran confessional writ-
ings—and in Luther too—it basically re-
placed it. One reason for the replacement
was that there was no biblical term that fit
what Greek philosophy called “nature.” A
second was that a “grace” which perfected
such “nature” was not what the New Testa-
ment called the “grace of our Lord Jesus
Christ,” a.k.a. “the power of God for salva-
tion to those who trust it.”

Inits place (for relating what was good
and new in Jesus to what God was already
doing throughout human history) Lutheran
theology offered its own axiom of the dis-
tinction between God’s work designated
“law” and God’s work designated “gos-
pel.” In the earlier Lutheran confessions of
1530 and 1531 the paired terms are law and
promise, St. Paul’s favored set of opposites.
This alternate Reformation axiom has
scarcely been exploited, even by Lutheran
missiologists, for its mission theology po-
tential. What follows is an attempt to get
started on the project.

Every ideology, every -ism, every reli-
gion offers to help people move from a bad
situation to a better one, from perceived
“an-heil” (not-healed) to desired “heil”
(healing). All claim to have “good news”
forhumankind. Implicitin such offersisthe
conviction thatpeople need help, thatthey’ve
got a problem, a serious one.
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Using the alternative with St. Paul as part-
ner. From the earliest times disciples of
Jesus used the word ““gospel” (=good news)
as the label for what they had received in
their own encounter with Jesus and what
they had to offer. Their good news was
good and new for other people as well.
They too had to answer—and had an an-
swer—when asked: What was *“‘good” about
Jesus, and what was “new” about him?

The question in New Testament times
came from two different directions: the
Jewish faith community and Hellenistic re-
ligions. Christians in those days had to
show how their good news measured up to
these long-time favorites. To give some
initial content to these two options I shall
use St. Paul’s own designations in 1 Corin-
thians. Judaism sought “signs” (signals for
fulfilling God’s law, ethical power) while
Hellenism looked for “wisdom” (insight
into the world we live in; how things really
‘are, with an ethic appropriate to such wis-
dom). And each of these two offered their
own good news for how to achieve what
was sought.

People already practicing (and trust-
ing?) these two options were not easily
persuaded that the Christian good news was
either good or new. St. Paul in the N.T.
documents promoted the Christian gospel
to both groups. He did not always succeed.
Look at his track record in the book of Acts,
or in his epistles. He was not an obvious
winner either in Jewish synagogues or in
Greek forums around the Mediterranean
basin.

Inthe epistles from his hand we see him
working out theological support for the
goodness and the newness of the Christian
gospel vis-a-vis these two major competi-
tors. These epistles are not verbatim reports
of his missionary witness to people com-
mitted to these two basic alternatives. Rather
they are addressed to audiences who al-
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ready claim to be Christian, but who in
Paul’s diagnosis of them are often moving
back (have already moved back) into the
Judaism or Hellenism where once they were
at home. Doubtless he had given a clear
answer to the question, “Why Jesus? What
is good and new in Jesus?” in his original
missionary preaching to these audiences.
Yet it apparently didn’t stick, so he is con-
strained to do it again. In many instances
from his epistles we see that his mission
congregations ostensibly see nothing sonew
or so good in Jesus that it cannot be merged
with the good news they enjoyed in their
previous Judaism or Hellenism.

In Paul’s theology throughout his
epistles, even when we grant the important
differences of their various contexts, he
claims at least two “new” elements in the
message he preached. Of these two only
one is actually “good news,” and the other
is basically “bad.” Yet you don’t enjoy the
goodness of the good news unless you come
to terms with the badness of the bad news.
It’s like a wonder drug for some rare dis-
ease. If you are afflicted with that rare
disease, you won’t see how good the won-
der drug really is unless and until you come
to terms with how bad the disease is that
afflicts you. And it may even be that only
after being healed will you say: “I now see
how sick I really was.”

One new element within Paul’s
preached theology is a deeper diagnosis.
Paul sets the gauge on his theological X-ray
machine to get a picture de profundis, out of
the depths, at the deepest level of human
need for salvation. That X-ray exposes “‘un-
heil” to be more drastic than either the
Judaism of his own earlier years had ac-
knowledged or the Hellenism of the world
he traveled in had discovered. That deeper
diagnosis was itself new, though hardly
good. Butit was of a piece with, a corollary
to, the more profound good news he pro-
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posed alongside it. That was, of course, the
gospel of Jesus, the good news about Jesus,
for Jews and for Greeks, something both
good and new. This Jesus was “good

ou don’t

enjoy the
goodness of the good
news unless you come
to terms with the bad-
ness of the bad news.

enough,” he claimed, to meet and treat the
diagnosis de profundis that finally God’s
own X-ray brings to light.

It might be argued that in Paul’s own
life he first encountered the goodness of the
Good News in his Damascus encounter
with the risen Christ, and then extrapolated
how bad the bad news must be. But we do
not have enough clear signals in Paul’sown
writings to reconstruct how that all hap-
pened. Atone place he does *fess up to the
fact that he “didn’t know what sin really
was,” until he bumped into the “Thou shalt
notcovet” commandment (Rom 7:7). Paul
surely had learned that commandment on
his way to being “a Hebrew of Hebrews”
(Phil 3:5). Perhaps both came at once:
Christ gifting Paul with faith-righteousness
at the same time as the scales fell from his
eyes to see his own original sin, a life of
coveting the law’s righteousness.

In Luke’s report of Paul’s sermon to a
Jewish audience (Acts 13:39)—even if not
Paul’s verba ipsissima—we have in one
sentence a summary of the good and the
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new about Jesus that does recur throughout
Paul’s epistles: “Through him [Jesus] ev-
eryone who believesis justified from every-
thing you could not be justified from by the
law of Moses.” This could well have been
Paul’slinchpin for answering the Why Jesus
question to Jewish audiences.

As good as the Law of Moses is—and
Paul never denigrates it—there is one thing
it was incapable of doing: justifying sin-
ners. That good and new thing comes with
Jesus.

Some help from Westermann. Without get-
ting into an extensive excursus on the full
meaning of “justifying sinners,” we are
helped by recalling Claus Westermann’s
insight into Hebrew anthropology so evi-
dent in the Psalms (and articulated in Wes-
termann’s commentary on them). Humans
are created for living in three primordial
relationships:

Relationship #1: to others (relation-
ships to the outside) [R-1];

Relationship #2: to self (relationship
to the inside) [R-2];

Relationship #3: to their creator (rela-
tionship to God) [R-3].

Primal among these primordial rela-
tionships, of course, is R-3. Sin’s funda-
mental fracture is at R-3. The fractures at
R-2 and R-1 result from it. To be healed or
not-healed at R-3 constitutes the root of
being healed or not-healed in the other
two—inside and outside—relationships.
And conversely, sickness or health at R-1
and R-2 is symptomatic of the health/
unhealth at the root, the God-side. It is the
X-ray of the God-side of our human selves
that goes beyond, goes deeper than, what
Paul had come to see in the Judaism of his
upbringing.

God’s promissory words and actions
culminating in the Good News about Jesus
are the actual healing. A classic articulation
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thereof is Paul’s claim in 2 Cor 5:19 using
the language of commerce: “God was in
Christ balancing the world’s account with
himself, notreckoning people’ssinsagainst
them.” The mechanics of the transaction
were also economic (v. 21): “God made
Christ who had no sin [on his account] to be
sin for us, so that in him we might become
the righteousness of God.” Luther recog-
nized the fundamental economic picture
here when he designated this “der fréhlicher
Wechsel,” the joyful exchange.

Consequences for missiology

So “Why Jesus?” Only in him is God not
reckoning sins to sinners’ accounts, as God
otherwise regularly does. InJesusthe Christ,
God offers sinners a joyful exchange: the
sin of sinners is assumed by Christ, Christ’s
righteousness becomes the sinner’s posses-
sion. Christians claim that Jesus is neces-
sary for R-3 healing, and they know of no
other kerygma that even makes that offer.
The Christian gospel claims that healing of
this primal fracture is a very costly transac-
tion. It necessitated a crucified and risen
Messiah Jesus.  Bonhoeffer is right. It is
“teuere Gnade,” costly grace.

With that healing comes an entirely
new prognosis, a new future, for the for-
merly sick one. And therewith comes an-
other aspect of the “newness” of the gospel
of Jesus. Especially vis-a-vis the alterna-
tive of Jewish religion, Paul hyped free-
dom. First, the grace in Jesus was a free gift
with no prerequisites. Second, the life it
engendered, the ethics of life in grace, had
no post-requisites, either, no ex-post-facto
“you gotta’s.” In ethics that too is good and
new.

In dialogue with other healing propos-
als of our day, whether secular ones from
our Western culture or the gospels of other
worldreligions, Christian conversation part-
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ners should push the discussion to the R-3
agenda. Thisis not to be pessimistic, but to
hear how any alternate gospel diagnoses
this primal malady—if at all—and how it
offers healing.

Secular gospels do not address the R-3
malady at all, for they doubt that it exists in
reality. If people do claim some “God-
problem,” secular gospels regularly relo-
cate it to the level of R-2 and diagnose it as
illusion or neurosis. Before one can answer
“Why Jesus?” here, Christians will push
dialogue partners to greater depth in their
own diagnosis of the human malady. Oth-
erwise Jesus is indeed unnecessary.

There is a parallel here with classical
Buddhism, I believe. Buddhism balks at
seeing any genuine R-3 “bad news” atall in
human historical terms. That is true, say
Buddhists, because the human “self” is the
problem, and any God-figure is but another
Self to whom my self is related. Sorry to
say, all thatis illusion. Buddhism’s diagno-
sis of humankind’s problem goes only to
the point of R-2 desires and R-1 suffering
arising from that libidinous root. Here too
the Good News of the crucified and risen
Jesus is unnecessary. But, of course, the
Christian claim is that the diagnosis is too
shallow.

Inconversation during my guest-teach-
ing stint in Ethiopia (1995) with seminary
students coming originally from African
Traditional Religions—where the R-3
agenda (God-problems) is daily-life expe-
rience—I learned that the sacrificial sys-
tems for “‘justifying sinners” in their home
culture never liberated them from the sys-
tem itself. Sin always recurred, and the
system of required sacrifice never stopped.
With no coaxing, their answer to “Why
Jesus?” was like the apostle’s words in Acts
13: “Sins are never forgiven in transactions
with the spirits; they are paid for. The good
and the new about Jesus is sins forgiven,
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and with him comes freedom from the pay-
back system itself.”

Later that year in a seminar in the USA
a man was describing how greatly he had
been helped in his own healing by “therapy”
from psychological and psychiatric profes-
sionals. I expected him to conclude from
the way he was talking that he had no need
for Jesus. But I asked him anyhow: “So
what’s your answer, John, to the ‘Why
Jesus’ question?” His response (with no
prompting): “To get my sins forgiven.
Therapy doesn’t do that, can’t do that.”

Some initial conclusions

Back to St. Paul’s words about God’s new
economy, namely, God’s balancing ac-
counts with sinners not by counting their
trespasses but by accounting sin to the cru-
cified Jesus in the “joyful exchange” and
then vindicating Jesus at Easter. This
economy is not really a “fuller” revelation
of God than is encountered in God’s other
trespass-counting economy, including
God’s economy operating in other world
religions. Isn’t it rather something qualita-
tively new and different from what even
Christians experience in their encounter
with God’s other economy in daily life?
Does the joyful exchange have any genuine
parallel in the goodness that is admittedly
present in God’s first economy, and also in
what God’s economy is doing in other reli-
gions?

Isn’t it fundamental to the Christian
gospel that it is genuinely “new wine”? If
so, might that not lead to triumphalism in
just a different way? Not necessarily. The
Christian gospel’s claim to having “better”
good news is not that “we’ve got something
better than you.” No, Christian good news
is linked to a realism about a “worse” diag-
nosis of the human bad news. Sin is more
than R-1 loveless behavior, more also than
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R-2 wickedness in the human heart. Sin’s
primal reality is the sinner’s God-problem
[R-3], the chronic malady of not fearing,
loving, or trusting God, and substituting
self-fear, love, and trust in its place. The
Christian claim is: “R-3 healing is needed.
R-3 healing is possible. We have a story
about how it happens.”

That story tells of the crucified and
risen Jesus, that suffices to forgive, to jus-
tify, sinners with their God-problem. Other
religions—secular, new, classical, or even
Christian permutations—thatignore or deny
the R-3 diagnosis have no real need for the
gospel’s Jesus. If there are any proposals in
today’sreligious marketplace, proposals that
diagnose the human malady toits R-3 depths,
they need to be listened to. Andif areligion
doing suchdepth diagnosis should alsoclaim
to have sufficient good news to fix that
malady apart from the Jesus of the New
Testament, that gospel would be a genuine
challenge to the Christian Good News.

If alternate religions with their alter-
nate gospels are not coping with the R-3
reality, they are scaling a different moun-
tain. Heim just might be right—different
religions, different mountains. The Good
News about Jesus makes no bones about
how bad the bad news is. It does not make
a mole hill out of the mountain called sin.
Butit is not pessimism that animates Chris-
tian diagnosis about the deadly mountain
that needs scaling. Itis finally the Christian
good news that urges such adiagnosis. Itis
the good news that on a particular mount
outside a city set on Mount Zion, this diag-
nostic mountain was scaled by the crucified
and risen Jesus. That’s not just to say,
“Good for Jesus! He made it to the top!”
It’s also good for sinners trusting Jesus.
Such sinners are now home free, free to
scale this mountain into the presence of
God—finally free to climb every mountain.



Majesty, Mystery, and
Mercy: An Introduction to
Eastern Orthodoxy

Jay C. Rochelle

St. Timothy’ s Lutheran Church
Allentown, Pennsylvania

Whatis the underlying center, the heartbeat
that resounds in the icons, the smells, the
vestments, the smoke, the little and great
entrances in Orthodoxy? The opulence and
richness of vestments and icons can over-
power you so that you become disoriented
rather than aware and awake to the truth
conveyed through ritual. What comes
through is, indeed, the mystery of the faith
which addresses you through your sensi-
tivities, but youmay not be able to articulate
it verbally.

The center of faith and its
ramifications

At the center of Orthodox Christian faith is
a double and paradoxical conviction. On
one hand, God is incomprehensible and
unknowable by virtue of any human power,
whether that be logical reasoning, mystical
insight, or psychic intuition; nothing that
we can do will win either the knowledge of
God or the grace God provides. On the
other hand, God has condescended to be
known in human form and in the church to
the end that we experience salvation and
sanctification. This is the miracle of faith,
not that we believe doctrines and dogmas,

but that the impossible has become possi-
bility: God has entered human form through
the door of humiliation. God has become
available to us.

This truth of Incarnation is at the heart
of the world, and this truth is better known
by participation than by analysis. Fr. Alex-
ander Schmemann insisted that people
should “come and see,” that doctrine should
only be discussed after one has been at
liturgy for six to nine months. For Ortho-
doxy, the proper use of reason is to contem-
plate God to the end that we participate in
divinization and in the Truth (below).

Orthodoxy makes the crucial distinc-
tion between the ousia (essence) and the
energeiai (energies, or works) of God; we
can know the energies of God but never the
essence of God. This concept, used already
by St. Athanasius, was more amply formu-
lated by the eighth-century theologian John
of Damascus. The locus classicusis 2 Peter
1:3-4, which says, “His divine power has
given you everything... so that you... may
become participants in the divine nature,”
by which the Orthodox understand partici-
pation in the energies of God.

We are united to God through Christ
and in the power of the Spirit, but God
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remains forever mystery, beyond our time
and space, beyond human language, be-
yond our ability to comprehend. Ortho-
doxy, perhaps better than any other Chris-
tian theology, supports the miraculous na-
ture of the Incarnation and never lapses into
sentimental concepts of God’s presence
based upon human emotion or reason. That
is, just because you “feel” or “think” the
Presence of God, that is no reason to con-
clude that your thought or feeling is accu-
rate, since God comes among us only in
condescending grace. God can never be
grasped, only received.

This sense of God’s incomprehensibil-
ity brings a quality of humility to Ortho-
doxy, a humility that manifests itself in the
spiritual tradition known as apophaticism
and in the concept of prayer known as
hesychasm. These two things require ex-
planation, and we will return to them later.
Godisindeed incomprehensible in the sense
that we cannot grasp God, but we are not
without the revelation of God’s will and
purpose. God’s revelation in Christ is sal-
vation, and hence has to do with overcom-
ing the effects of ancestral (propatorikon)
sin (called original sin in the West), which
are corruption and death. The Orthodox
never believed in inherited sin or guilt, as is
true in some Western hamartiologies. If we
inherit anything, it would be mortality and
the propensity to sin; the Orthodox tend to
see sin as individual failure and separation
from God. “Original sin means that the
origin of sin lies in oneself,” says John
Breck.! Thisisimportant for understanding
the theology of the Orthodox communion.

According to one Greek Orthodox Cat-
echism, the image of God consists in six
things: ability to triumph over nature, the
gift of reason, free choice, desire for knowl-
edge, thirst for happiness, and eagerness for
immortality.? The image of God is not lost
but has become tarnished through sin. “The
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fall was heavy butnot mortal. The God-like
image in man became blurred, but did not
altogether disappear.” We are inauthentic
beings. The image of God is, however, not
lost as was taught by the scholastic theolo-
gians in the West. Orthodoxy makes a
distinction, found in the early Fathers, be-
tween the image and the likeness of God:
the image is roughly analogousto being, the
likeness to becoming. We are called to
become God-like, once we are freed and
restored as image of God; hence the role of
progressive sanctification, which is very
much a part of Orthodox thinking.

Inand through “putting on Christ” (Gal
3:27), we receive the gift of theosis, which
is the restoration of the original order of
creation in the lives of the faithful. Luther-
ans have been uneasy with the teaching of
theosis, because it seems to smack of works-
righteousness, a cardinal sin for Lutherans.
But the Orthodox use the term to refer to
participation in God, which is the result of
the Incarnation. We also must learn that the
Orthodox think of Incarnation as the whole
act of God in Christ, not merely his birth.
Death and resurrection are included in the
understanding of Incarnation, so that the

! John Breck, “Divine Initiative:
Salvation in Orthodox Theology,” in Salvation
in Christ, ed. Robert Tobias and John Meyen-
dorff (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1993),
110.

2 Constantine Callinicos, The Greek
Orthodox Catechism (New York: Greek
Archdiocese of America, 1960), 22.

3 Callinicos, The Greek Orthodox
Catechism, 23. For a full treatment, see
Vladimir Lossky, In the Image and Likeness of
God (Crestwood, NY: SVS Press, 1958). The
distinction between image and likeness was
first made by Irenaeus, adversus Haereses,
book V. For Origen, de Principiis, book IV,
chapter 3, and Clement of Alexandria,
Stromateis book VI, the image is given us at
creation, the likeness is attained through
growth toward holiness.
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totality of human existence is caught up in
the incarnational parabola. Theosis refers
to God’s act of catching us up in the Incar-
nation. In part, the teaching as first formu-
lated by St. Irenaeus underscores the truth
that we cease to be fully human when our
relationship to God in the Spirit is lost.* In
part, the teaching assumes the divine origin
and nature of humanity: we are restored
through redemption, we are brought to origi-
nal grace. Remember, as we pointed out
earlier, theosis means participation in the
energies but not the essence of God; we are
unable to participate in God’s essence.

Incarnation and redemption belong to
the one ongoing creative act of God; they
are not to be separated from the whole
process as individual self-standing acts of
God. Out of love God enters the created
order through the Incamnation to save hu-
manity and rescue us from sin. The Greek
fathers, to quote theologian John Meyen-
dorff,

never develop the idea [of justification]
in the direction of an Anselmian theory
of “satisfaction.” The voluntary as-
sumption of human mortality by the
Logos was an actof God’s “condescen-
sion” by which He united to Himself the
whole of humanity; for, as Gregory of
Nazianzus wrote, “what is not assumed
is not healed, and what is united to God
is saved.”™

By grace we are progressively united to
God in fulfillment of our human destiny.
Lutherans, following Luther, mean by the
bondage of the will that we are unable even
torespond to God’s call. This concept is an
attempt to safeguard God’s initiative in
salvation. Orthodox have made the distinc-
tion, following the theologian St. Maximos
the Confessor, between the natural will,
which is indeed tarnished and “bound” by
our sinfulness, and the gnomic will, which
is able to respond to God’s initiative to
cooperate in salvation through faith, love,

173

rthodoxy
makes a
distinction between the

image and the likeness
of God.

and obedience.® This response is what is
meant by the term synergy in the Orthodox
tradition, a concept misunderstood sorely
in the Western church, especially by Protes-
tants who think that synergy may deny the
initiative of God in human salvation.” For
the Orthodox, synergy means that we are
caught up willfully in God’s redeeming act
in our lives. God uses our free will to
complete the work of salvation. We re-
spond to God’s grace “by welcoming and
interiorizing it” in our personal existence.®

4 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, in Early
Christian Fathers, ed. Cyril C. Richardson,
vol. 1 in Library of Christian Classics
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1953), 385-91.
See also Gustaf Wingren, Man and Incarna-
tion (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg, 1959), 160.

5 John Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology
(New York: Fordham University Press, 1979),
3-75.

¢ Breck, “Divine Initiative,” 110-12; cf.
also John Meyendorff, Christ in Eastern
Christian Thought (Crestwood, NY: SVS
Press, 1975), 131-51.

7 Cf. the Introduction to Salvation in
Christ, ed. Tobias and Meyendorff, 9-14; also
Carl Volz, “Human Participation in the
Divine-Human Dialogue,” in the same
volume, 85-104.

8 Breck, “Divine Initiative,” 117; see also
Archimandrite Christoforos Stavropoulos,
Partakers of Divine Nature, trans. Stanley
Harakas (Minneapolis: Light and Life
Publishing Co., 1976).
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This is the place to note that the Ortho-
dox, while denying any concept of or reality
to a purgatory, nonetheless continue to pray
for the dead, in the belief that God’s work of
sanctification continues beyond death.’ The
argument is that, just as in this life our
spiritual growth is never-ending, so that
growth proceeds beyond death. Theosis is
aprocess. Forgiveness of sin is granted the
penitent for the sake of Christ, but sin may
leave long-lasting scars that require ongo-
ing cleansing and healing. We continue to
be transformed, as Paul putitin2 Cor 3:18,
“from glory to glory.” Our experience of
grace is always prolegomenon to deeper,
fuller experiences of grace.

The revelation of God:
Oneness in Trinity

All revelation has to do with salvation, in
the view of the Greek fathers. Thus God has
revealed the mystery of salvation and this
“secret” can be known (cf. Ephesians for
the “secret” motif). The ancient Greek
theologians spoke of theologia and econo-
mia, by which they meant the distinction
drawn in the West between the “immanent”
or “essential” and the “economic” Trinity,
the former referring to the inner being of
God, the latter to God’s actions on our
behalf. Thus, God has revealed something
of God’s being and works of salvation, and
both can be known. Note that this is not the
same as participation in God’s ousia: we are
referring to revealed knowledge, not par-
ticipation.

Of these two approaches, Orthodox
theology focuses more on the Oneness of
the inner working of the Holy Trinity (op-
era ad intra indivisa sunt) rather than upon
the outer working of the individual Persons
(opera ad extra divisa sunt), which seems to
be the special focus of the West. This is a
communal or relational view of the being of
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God, whichisbeing recaptured in the West.
The Trinity is the revelation of the nature of
God, and without this revelation we would
not have a clue to the personal, relational,
and ontological nature of God beyond the
ambiguous witness of the creation.

It is the ontological nature of God that
is crucially important to the Orthodox. They
hold that God has truly come in human form
and likeness since “what is not assumed is
not saved”; and, by the same revelation, it
becomes clear that God has in store for us
more than fellowship or forgiveness, which
are existential categories of relatedness. The
Orthodox hold that “God became human in
order thathumanity mightbecome divine,”°
which means that we are called to partici-
pate in the very being of God, by way of the
divine energies and not the divine essence.
Thisalsomeans that the Incarnationisatrue
Incarnation of God: it is God who raises us
all up in the cosmic event that we know as
the resurrection of Christ. The true God had
to become truly human in order that the
truly human might become truly divine.
Thus far the Nicene Creed. God had to
participate fully in our being in order that
we might participate fully in God’s being.
But now, by participation, we are restored
to our rightful and proper place in the natu-
ral order as stewards and keepers of
creation’s household.

This view of God is dynamic: the di-
vinity flows from Godhead (deitas) to the
Father and to the Son and to the Spirit, and
thence to create and embrace and uplift
humankind. This is called the monarchial

9 See David C. Ford, Prayer and the
Departed Saints (Mt. Hermon, CA: Conciliar
Press, 1991), 10-12.

10 See Athanasius, “On the Incamnation of
the Word,” in Christology of the Later
Fathers, ed. Edward R. Hardy, vol. 3 in
Library of Christian Classics (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1954), 55-110.
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view of the Trinity, and it is one reason why
the East rejected the filioque clause added
to the Nicene Creed in the West. In the
monarchial view, the Father begets the Son
and sends forth the Spirit; to enlist the Son
in sending forth the Spirit confuses the
Persons, ascribing the origin of the Spirit to
the Son, which contradicts the confession
of the early councils.!’ As an aside, we note
that their stress on the Oneness of the Holy
Trinity may place the Orthodox closer to
our Jewish forebears and co-religionists.

What is most noticeable in Orthodoxy
is a relentless emphasis on the two central
dogmas of the church: The Mystery of the
Trinity and the Two Natures of Christ. At
anepiscopal liturgy in the Orthodox church,
the bishop will bless the faithful with two
candlesticks, one in his right hand with
three candles to symbolize the Holy Trinity,
one in his left hand with two candles to
symbolize the two natures of Christ. The
bishop is the sign of “right worship” (ortho-
. doxy) and of unity in the church; as the chief
teacher heis called to uphold the two central
dogmas of the faith. The episcopal blessing
is a picture of this view.

Orthodox spirituality:
apophaticism and the
hesychast tradition

In order to understand the spirituality of the
East, we turn to the two concepts we men-
tioned earlier. We treat the apophatic tradi-
tion first.

Apophaticism is usually called the via
negativa in the West. Saint John of the
Cross (sixteenth-century Spain) used the
concepts “dark night of the soul” and “dark
night of the senses” to refer to this phenom-
enon.'? The term apophaticism indicates a
spirituality of negation whereby all defini-
tions and categories for God are constantly
destroyed or counterbalanced in the aware-
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ness that God cannot be defined. The defi-
nitions fail to grasp God. So we counter
God’s judgment with God’s grace; we
counter God’s transcendence with God’s
immanence. In other words, there is an
awareness that God cannot be grasped in
essence, and so we let concepts go, one after
the other, in order that the Living God may
confront us as Presence in each moment of
our existence. This mysticism insists that
union with God does not occur through
conceptual knowledge but by an intimate,
experientialknowledge in which Godcomes
to us. God, so to speak, steps out of tran-
scendence to become immanent in our lives,
but by God’s will and not by our bidding."

This spirituality is shared Eastand West,
but it manifests itself in peculiar ways in
each tradition. In the East it leads to an
ultimate silence of the human before the
awesome Mystery of God. The further we
attempt to grasp God by the intellect, the
more God recedes into the divine darkness,
what the fourteenth-century English classic
calls The Cloud of Unknowing.** Apophatic
spirituality matches the humiliation (keno-
sis) that God underwent in becoming fully
human. As God became human and thus
entered the realm of ambiguity and speech,
so we can receive God only by the path of

" On the Trinity, see Vladimir Lossky,
Orthodox Theology (Crestwood, NY: SVS
Press, 1978), 27-50, and Dmitriu Staniloae,
Theology and the Church (Crestwood, NY:
SVS Press, 1980), 73-108.

12 John of the Cross, The Dark Night of
the Soul, trans. Kurt F. Reinhardt (New York:
Frederick Ungar Publishing, 1957).

13 See Urban T. Holmes, A History of
Christian Spirituality (New York: Seabury
Press, 1980), 1-13; George Maloney,
Pilgrimage of the Heart (New York: Harper &
Row, 1983), 26f., 232f.

¥ The Cloud of Unknowing, trans. and
with introduction by Clifton Walters (Balti-
more: Penguin, 1961).
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humility of intellect, relinquishment of con-
cepts, and silence before the divine Pres-
ence.

This silence and its concomitant sim-
plicity became the heart of the monastic
movement and the spirituality of the East; it
forms a true counterpoint to the words and
melody and the opulent art of the divine
liturgy. To this Western eye, it is almost as
if the liturgy were filled up with meaning
only to be emptied out into the divine si-
lence. The silence is called, in Greek,
hesychia, and it means also calmness, rest,
centeredness.”® Hesychast spirituality has
two main parts: the first is detachment,
which is characterized as apatheia, which
means ‘“‘passionlessness” but really indi-
cates that we are available to all sorts and
conditions of people and natural phenom-
ena. According to Evagrius of Pontus, a
fourth-century monastic organizerand spiri-
tual writer, “apatheia is simply the domina-
tion of the passions in us that are opposed to
charity. It withdraws us from the domina-
tion of demons to give us back to that of
God. It suppresses nothing of the most
natural human feelings, but it purifies them
in taking away from them anything that is
disordered.”®

The second part of hesychasm is the
integration of one’s inward being. The
point here is that we are recollected—body,
soul, and spirit—in order to be at the dis-
posal of the work of the Trinity indwelling
us. In order for this to occur, according to
the tradition, we must live in a sobriety
(neosis) that rules over our thoughts.
Gregory of Nyssa called our awareness of
God’s presence “sober inebriation.”"’

Hesychast spirituality also affirms that
the divine illumination fills us with light.
Weexperience thisillumination in the midst
of the emptying, quiescent stance that is
characteristic of hesychasm. This double
movement is experienced as a single pro-
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cess. The light, called the Light of Tabor, is
assumed to be a sign of most intimate union
with the indwelling Trinity. For Gregory
Palamas, it was the symbol of divinization.
Gregory was quick to add that the light was
at work in the life of every Christian, even
ifitis not experienced, since our experience
cannot be the criterion of God’s action in
our lives.'

The Jesus Prayer (Lord Jesus Christ,
Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner) is
integral to hesychast spirituality, particu-
larly as it was revived in the thirteenth
century by the monks of Mount Athos, and
asthisisreflected in the writings of Symeon
“the new theologian.”' Repeated mantra-
like until it becomes one with your breath-
ing and ultimately with your heartbeat, this
prayer is a way to empty the mind and the
soul for the self-presencing of God. It
prepares us to be receptive to the indwelling

5 On hesychasm, see Elisabeth Behr-
Sigel, The Place of the Heart, trans. Fr.
Stephen Bigham (Torrance, CA: Oakwood
Publications, 1988), 81-103; Vladimir
Lossky, The Vision of God (Leighton Buzzard:
Faith Press, 1963); and George Maloney,
Russian Hesychasm: The Spirituality of Nil
Sorsky (Mouton: The Hague, 1973).

16 Louis Bouyer, The Spirituality of the
New Testament and the Fathers (New York:
Seabury, 1982), 386.

17 Cf. Jean Danielou, From Glory to
Glory (Crestwood, NY: SVS Press, 1979), 33—
46. The principal text is Gregory of Nyssa,
Song of Songs, sermon #9.

1 John Meyendorff, St. Gregory Palamas
and Orthodox Spirituality (Crestwood, NY:
SVS Press, 1974).

19 See Writings from the Philokalia on
Prayer of the Heart, rans. E. Kadloubovsky
and G. E. H. Palmer (London: Faber and
Faber, 1951); also Kallistos Ware, “The
Origins of the Jesus Prayer: Diadochus, Gaza,
Sinai,” 175ff. in the Study of Spirituality, ed.
Cheslyn Jones, Geoffrey Wainwright, and
Edward Yamold S.J. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1986).
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Presence. The Jesus Prayer is also called
the prayer of the heart. One classic writing
on the Jesus Prayer is called The Way of A
Pilgrim.® It is an anonymous treatise by a
nineteenth-century Russian, availablein En-
glish translation since the 1930s.2!

The Jesus Prayer is such a compelling
model because it emphasizes the basics of
faith in a short, memorable, and scriptural
form (see Mt 9:27, Lk 13:18, Phil 2:9f.).
“Lord” reminds us of the transcendence of
God, who is known immanently in Jesus
Christ. The quality of God’s mercy to save,
known in Christ, is underscored,and human
sinfulness is taken into consideration. All
thisis accomplished in a short prayer whose
use in coordination with breathing and the
beating of one’s heart reminds us that we
are a psychosomatic unity. As George
Maloney, a Roman Catholic scholar whose
lifelong subject has been Eastern spiritual-
ity, writesin Pilgrimage of the Heart, “This
method was a natural conclusion from the
Semitic roots of Christianity that matter is a
diaphany or point through which God’s
loving presence could shine forth to touch
and transform the believing, purified Chris-
tians into loving children of God.””

Orthodox spirituality is marked by a
contemplative element thatis called theoria,
a Greek word that means “beholding.”
Theoria is a contemplation of the inner
being of all things as they coinhere in God.
Thus one may contemplate nature (theoria
physika) as the manifestation of the divine
Logos in material things; one may contem-
plate the Holy Trinity (theoria theologica)
as the consummation and author of the
Logos in all things.® This concept goes
back to Origen and Clement of Alexandria
(third century C.E.) who taught that the
Logos was like a seed of God which infused
and was discoverablein all natural phenom-
ena, and which was known in the heroes and
movement of the Old Testament world,
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before attaining full incarnation in the fig-
ure of Jesus Christ.?* Thus there is arole for
contemplation of the natural world, though
it bears no saving grace. Such contempla-
tion leads us to the feet of Christ, like the
law in Galatians. An image: the seeds that

20 The Way of A Pilgrim, trans. R. M.
French (New York: Harper & Brothers, n.d.).

21 Additional writings on the Jesus Prayer
include Bishop Ignatius Brianchaninov, On
the Prayer of Jesus, wrans. Father Lazarus
(London: Watkins, 1965); A Monk of the
Orthodox Church, On the Invocation of the
Name of Jesus (London: Fellowship of SS
Alban & Sergius, n.d.); A Priest of the
Byzantine Church, Reflections on the Jesus
Prayer (Denville, NJ: Dimension Books,
1978); Per-Olof Sjogren, The Jesus Prayer
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975); Kallistos Ware,
“The Power of the Name,” in Behr-Sigel, The
Place of the Heart, 133-72.

2 George Maloney, Pilgrimage of the
Heart, 25.

23 Cf. John Breck, The Power of the Word
(Crestwood, NY: SVS Press, 1986), 93-113;
also Maloney, Pilgrimage of the Heart, 17, 57f.

24 The principle is found in nuce in Justin
Martyr, Apology 1.23, 46; 11.13; then see
Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 8,
Protreptikos 1; Paedogogus 1; Origen,
Commentary on John 1, Contra Celsum 6.
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take to the air when dandelions shed in the
spring; they all return to their source in the
dandelion flower. So it is with the Logos.

The role of icons in Eastern
spirituality

Icons are problematic for those who grew
up in the aniconic tradition, of which most
Protestant churches would be examples.
The iconic tradition of the East eschews
three-dimensional statuary in the belief that
this is too lifelike and encourages idolatry,
but the tradition encourages the devotional
use of two-dimensional painted portraits of
individuals and scenes from the Gospels.
The Orthodox are puzzled that Western
Christians, especially Western Protestants,
would think them idolaters since the Ortho-
dox labored long to overcome idolatry.

The years after 726 C.E. saw a violent
rash of iconoclasm. Icons were destroyed
and vandalized all over the Christian East.
This destruction was the external sign of the
struggle between the Islamic and the Greek
traditions. Islam, a radically iconoclastic
form of religion, swept through Eastern
areas that had become Christian and chal-
lenged the tradition of images. John of
Damascus was a major figure in the contro-
versy; he argued that the sacred pictorial
language of the icon may be justly com-
pared to the theological narrative function
of the Gospels, and therefore icons deserve
a place in the church’s theological reper-
toire. His position became the rallying
point for the East.”

It is very important to understand that
the Orthodox believe, in accord with holy
tradition, that some icons—the original
Virgin hodigitria (Mary pointing to the
Christ child as Son of God) and the Virgin
elousa (the Virgin of tenderness or kind-
ness, wherein Jesus and Mary touch
cheeks)—can be traced back to Saint Luke,
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who is believed to have been the first ico-
nographer as well as an evangelist.* In
particular, holy tradition says that Saint
Luke sent the hodigitriaicon along with the
written Gospel to Theophilus, whom he
mentions in his prologue (Lk 1:1). The
point of tradition is quite clear: the gospel is
conveyed to the world in image as well asin
text. That God became incarnate in human
form means that depiction of the Christ in
image as well asin word is permissible. The
icon of Christ known as the acheiropoietos
(“made without hands”) or mandylion
(“veil”) is said to have been a pictorial
representation of the face of Christ from
Veronica’s veil.”” Lastly, the famous Vir-
gin of Kazan—conceivably the most popu-
lar icon of Mary in all Russia—is held by
tradition to have appeared originally to
Saints Peter and John upon the wall of the
church they founded atLydda and for which
they had sought the Virgin’s blessing and
portrait.?® Icons are, thus, part of the whole
faith of the church for the Orthodox. They
are notincidental to theology or spirituality.

The second council of Nicea (787 C.E.),
an ecumenical council of the undivided
church, finally stated that icons are an ac-
ceptable form of art in the church, suitable
for devotion. The council decreed that

% Saint John of Damascus, On the Divine
Images, trans. David Anderson (Crestwood,
NY: SVS Press, 1980); John Meyendorff,
Christ in Eastern Christian Thought (Crest-
wood: SVS Press, 1975), 173-92; and Saint
Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons,
trans. Katharine Roth (Crestwood: SVS Press,
1980).

26 _eonid Ouspensky, Theology of the
Icon (Crestwood: SVS Press, 1978), 72f,;
Leonid Ouspensky and Vladimir Lossky, The
Meaning of Icons (Crestwood: SVS Press,
1989), 80.

2 John Baggeley, Doors of Perception
(Crestwood: SVS Press, 1988), 7f.;
Ouspensky, Theology of the Icon, 59f.

28 Quspensky, Theology of the Icon, 76.
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icons may be venerated (the Greek word is
douleia) but not worshiped. “The honor
shown to the image is conveyed to its pro-
totype,” said the theologians; the model for
the relationships is that of Christ to God the
Father.”” “He is the image of the invisible
God,” says Paul in Colossians, and thus
reckoned the iconodoules. Though their
position won, it was not until a hundred
years later that the controversy was finally
laid to rest.

The Greek word eikon means image.
Icons are two-dimensional, usually painted
on wood panels which have been coated
with a gesso plaster. The traditional paint is
an egg tempera that is then covered with
many coats of varnish to achieve a certain
planar translucence.*

More importantly, an icon is a spiritual
portrait. Aniconisa window oradoor onto
eternity. A saintis depicted in stereotypical
fashion on the basis of canons of icon-
writing which are handed down through the
generations and which change only slightly
from age to age.®' The spiritual body of the
saint is depicted and, thus, you find that
fingers and toes are lengthened beyond ac-
tual human physiology. The forehead may
be out of proportion, made larger to suggest
the illumination of the mind that is given to
the faithful. Lastly, the words, are an inte-
gral part of the design in an icon; this carries
forth the traditions of Egypt and, to some
extent, Islam, wherein words are an essen-
tial part of the visual language.*

The iconostasis grew gradually over
the course of the development of Eastern
churches. Originally a low wall separated
the nave from the sanctuary in Byzantine
churches. In time a series of columns was
added atop this wall, with an architrave
above the columns. The spaces between the
columns were filled with curtains, but by
the twelfth century these spaces were filled
in with icons, hence the iconostasis. This
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hat God

became
incarnate in human
form means that
depiction of the Christ
in image as well as in
word is permissible.

stylized wall of icons represents the barrier
between earth and heaven and also informs
the worshiper that she stands with the whole
company of heaven before the throne of
grace 2 la the Book of Revelation.®

Since Lutherans uphold the decrees of
the councils of the undivided church, we
have no opposition to icons on theological

2 Decrees of Nicea II, in Decrees of the
Ecumenical Councils, ed. Norman P. Tanner
S.J., Vol. 1 (Washington, DC: Georgetown
University Press, 1990), 133-38.

% See Guillem Ramos-Poqui, The
Technique of Icon Painting (Harrisburg, PA:
Morehouse Publishing, 1990), 18-28.

31 See The ‘Painter’s Manual’ of
Dionysius of Fourna, trans. Paul Hetherington
(Torrance, CA: Oakwood Publications, 1992).

2 Ramos-Poqui, The Technique of Icon
Painting, 52-67; Michel Quenot, The Icon:
Window onto Eternity (Crestwood, NY: SVS
Press, 1991), 65-119; Egon Sendler, The Icon:
Image of the Invisible, trans. Fr. Stephen
Bigham (Torrance, CA: Oakwood Publica-
tions, 1988), 87-183. for a full treatment of
the icon, see Paul Evdokimov, the Art of the
Icon: A Theology of Beauty, trans. Fr. Stephen
Bigham (Torrance, CA: Oakwood Publica-
tions, 1990).

3 Quspensky and Lossky, The Meaning
of Icons, 59-67.
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grounds. They are simply foreign to our
usage. The Augsburg Confession and its
Apology atarticle XXI (““On the Invocation
of Saints™) say that the attribution of medi-
ating power to any image or statue is idola-
try, whichis the principle at work in the East
as well as in the West.*

Icons were in use in the early medieval
West, but they fell into disuse before and
after the Renaissance. The fourteenth-cen-
tury Sienese painter Duccio, a forebear to
Raphael and Michelangelo, perfected the
form in the West in an Italo-Byzantine
rendition. But the icon fell on hard times in
the Renaissance, due to the return to hu-
manistic ideals and the celebration of the
individual, and the traditional form was lost
completely in the West by the Baroque
period. Icons seem to be returning to prov-
enance in the West, as part of the rapproche-
ment that draws many strands of Christian
faith together into a single tapestry.

The spirituality of Mary:
Theotokos and mother of the
church

The Blessed Virgin Mary, most often re-
ferred to as Theotokos (“God-bearer”), is
utterly central to the piety of Eastern Chris-
tians. Mary is first of all the model of the
individual Christian who receives the Word
of God and who bears Christ. She is sec-
ondly the model of the church as bearer of
God’s Incarnate One to the world.

The East tends to be reticent about the
establishment of new doctrines and relies
on popular movements to develop the piety
of the church, while pastors, bishops and
theologians tend to the core of theology. So
Mary is not defined in the East as co-
redemptix, a term with which Eastern Chris-
tians would have trouble as do Protestants.
The Orthodox also hold the two newest
Western doctrines about Mary to be in er-
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ror. The immaculate conception of Mary,
promulgated by Pius IX on 8 December
1854 (apostolic letter ineffabilis Deus) is
held to be wrong because Mary is part of
sinful humanity.* John Chrysostom ac-
cused Mary of the sin of vanity in connec-
tion with the miracle at Cana.”

The Orthodox also reject the doctrine
of the assumption of the blessed Virgin
Mary into heaven, promulgated by Pope
Pius XII on 2 November 1950 (apostolic
letter munificentissimus Deus).® Orthodox
piety speaks of the “dormition” or falling-
asleep of Mary, when she was received into
heaven, but the churchrefuses todoctrinalize
the assumption. As in the West, however,
Mary is chief among the saints. The ortho-
dox venerate Mary as panaghia, “‘all-holy.”
In common with many of the early Greek
fathers, the church considers Mary the ty-
pological correspondent to Eve; as Christis
the new Adam, so Mary is the new Eve and
mother of the church. In his letter on Mary,
Redemptoris Mater, 25 March 1987, Pope
John Paul II made gestures toward rap-
prochement between Eastand West through
copious citation of Eastern sources and
writers.”

% Cf. The Book of Concord, trans. and ed.
Theodore Tappert (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg
Press, 1959), 46-48, 229-36; also Smalcald
Articles, Art. I1, part I, p. 297. There is no
specific entry on icons in the Book of Concord.

3 On Mary in the East, cf. George
Maloney, Mary: The Womb of God (Denville:
Dimension Books, 1976); Ware, “The Power
of the Name,” in Behr-Sigel, The Place of the
Heart, 44f. and 100ff.

% Henry Bettenson, Documents of the
Christian Church (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1947), 380f.

3 John Chrysostom, Sermons in John,
commenting on chapter 2:1-11.

3 Anne Freemantle, The Papal Encycli-
cals (New York: Mentor-Omega Books,
1963), 299.
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The church: life in the
Trinity

God’s revelation proceeds from the Father
through the Son and thence into the church,
which is the sphere of the Spirit’s work and
witness.

The church is experienced wholistic-
ally: it all goes together, Bible and icons,
prayer and liturgy, ministry and service,
theology and spirituality: they are a whole,
unbroken so that you cannot take them apart
to look at simply one aspect. Bible belongs
to church, church is people of God, sacra-
ments are manifestation of the life of the
Trinity in the life of the individual and of the
community. The Orthodox used the Septu-
agint, so they kept the Apocrypha, but a
range of opinion on its utility and accep-
tance as revelation spans from Thomas
Hopko (yes) to John Meyendorff (no), both
of whom served on the faculty at St.
Vladimir’s Seminary in New York. Inany
case, the lectionary contains only a few
readings from the Apocrypha.

Theology and spirituality are one. No
church takes this wholeness of the faith
more seriously than Orthodoxy.® The
church is divine presence manifest upon
earth; in the church we experience the Mys-
tery of God in Three Persons, and in the
church we are incorporated into the ongo-
ing incarnation of God for the life of the
world. God acts for the life of the world in
self-giving Love, agape; in the church we
learn that lovely emptying of our selves in
thanksgiving, or eucharist.*

The church is the eucharistic assembly
in which we leamn that our whole being is to
beofferedin thanksgiving. Life iseucharist.
We are called into Christ for the sake of the
world. Life is priesthood; we are called to
intercede for the world, to give thanks for
the creation and our own lives. We are led
by the Spirit to return the world to its origin
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in the creative and redemptive love of God.
This is our proper work and our highest
calling: to resume our place in creation as
offerers of God’s natural realm into the
hands of its creator, to be agents of redemp-
tion in the created order. Here is grist for
building an ecological theology.*
Sacraments are called Mysteries in the
Orthodox church, and they relate to the one
mystery of God’s self-presencing in and
through Christ. The East never engaged in
the enumeration that characterizes the scho-
lastic age in the West, but the same sacra-
ments are observed. The eucharist is open
to all baptized, and young children receive
as do adults. Both elements are and always
have been distributed to the faithful.
Baptism is currently offered through-
out the year; there is no focus on the Easter
Vigil as we have seen develop in the West,
since the re-institution of the ritual by Pius
XII in 1953. Baptism at the vigil was the
original pattern in the East as well as in the
West, since Jerusalem was the guiding light
for the development of the vigil.*® The

¥ John Paul I, Mary: God's Yes to Man,
Encyclical Redemptoris Mater. Introduction
by Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, commentary by
Hans Urs von Balthasar (San Francisco:
Ignatius Press, 1988).

4 See Ion Bria, The Sense of Ecumenical
Tradition (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1991),
and Alexy Khomiakov, The Church is One
(London: Fellowship of SS Alban & Sergius,
1968).

41 Cf. Alexander Schmemann, For the
Life of the World (New York: World Student
Christian Federation, 1964), esp. 1-30.

42 Cf. Paul Gregorios, The Human
Presence: An Orthodox View of Nature
(Geneva: WCC Publications, 1978), and Per
Lonning, Creation—An Ecumenical Chal-
lenge? (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press,
1989), 166-78.

43 Cf. Edward Yarnold, S.J., “The Fourth
and Fifth Centuries,” sub /nitiation in Cheslyn
Jones, Geoffrey Wainwright, and Edward
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formula spoken over candidates for bap-
tism emphasizes that one is baptized into
Christ. The priest is not singled out as the
agent of baptism as in the Westem for-
mula.** Chrismation, anointing in the Holy
Spirit, follows directly upon baptism. The
initiation rite was never divided as in the
West, where a separate “confirmation” grew
apart from the washing and in lieu of
chrismation. Baptized converts to Ortho-
doxy undergo chrismation but are not re-
baptized.

The sacrament of forgiveness is ritual-
ized differently than in Western catholic
tradition. A penitentfacestheiconof Christ,
with the priest alongside. The priest, after
spiritual conversation, declares the forgive-
ness of God. There is no tradition of “pen-
ance,” asin the medieval West, which Luther
protested. There is no call for amendment
of life through recitation of prayers or acts
of charity. Forgiveness is declared free and
boundless.

The monastic life continues in the East-
em church, which places high priority on
the centrality of prayer to the life of the
world and, thus, sees the establishment of
religious communities as good for the re-
newal and sustenance of the life of the
whole church. Orthodox laity visit monas-
teries on retreat and for spiritual direction as
dopeople in Western churches. Among the
Orthodox you find the starets (Greek geron),
the charismatic and wise elder. Startsi are
usually monks or nuns, often hermits, some-
times priests. They are spiritual directors
and possess a call directly into service; they
are perceptive and insightful guides sought
by laity and monastics alike.*

Under pressure from early reformers,
the monastic life took a decided downturn
among Lutherans, although we do have
small houses in the U.S.A. and there are
sizeable ones in Europe.*
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In closing, hear Bishop Maximos
Aghiorgoussis:

The church is the great sacrament of
salvation that Christ has instituted in the
world. The church is at the same time
the image of the Holy Trinity, the people
of God, the Body of Christ, and the
Temple of the Holy Spirit. All these
aspects are necessary for a complete
image of the church.”’

Yamnold S.J., The Study of Liturgy (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1978), 95-110, esp.
p- 97, “the baptismal catecheses of Cyril,
Ambrose, Chrysostom and Theodore assume
no date other than Easter.”

4 Cf. Lutheran Book of Worship, “Holy
Baptism,” p. 123, where both options are
offered, Western rite in left column, Eastern in
right.

% See, e.g., Archimandrite Sophrony, The
Monk of Mount Athos and Wisdom from
Mount Athos: The Writings of Staretz Silouan,
1866-1938, trans. Rosemary Edmonds
(Crestwood, NY: SVS Press, 1974 and 1975).

46 St. Augustine’s House, Oxford,
Michigan, was founded in the 1950s by the
late Fr. Arthur Kreinheder, and the current
prior is Fr. Richard Herbel. St. Augustine’s
welcomes visitors and retreatants. A wider
circle called the Fellowship of St. Augustine
prays for the house and for the renewal of
community in the church. They are in
fellowship with the diocese of Vasteras
Sweden and, since the formation of the ELCA,
have become a special ministry in the
Michigan Synod.

47 Bishop Maximos Aghiorgoussis,
“Orthodox Soteriology,” in Salvation in
Christ, ed. Tobias and Meyendorff, 51.
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[God’s] own divine nature [is] wholly
and entirely in all creatures and in every
single individual being, more deeply,
more inwardly, more present than the
creature is to itself . . .

... the power of God must be essen-
tially present at all places, even in the
tiniest tree leaf. God is in all creatures,
even the smallest flowers!

God is in the creature, which he creates
and in which he works. But we pay no
heed . ..

—Martin Luther

It was April 1996. I stood transfixed along
with hundreds of thousands of others watch-
ing the nightly visits of the gigantic fuzzy
snowball from outer space. Comet Hyaku-
take was the name of this rare guest from
distant cosmic reaches. And it was marvel-
ous. Local newspapers were aglow with
reports of the event’s rarity and correspond-
ing scientific interest: “The brightest comet
in twenty years.” “A rare opportunity to
study some primeval ingredients of the so-
lar system.” “Comet Hyakutake is thrilling
astronomers and amateur sky-watchers alike

with its twin tails of gas and dust billowing
across millions of miles of space.”

It was a thrilling opportunity for livers
of the spiritual life as well. It was a chance
to see an extraordinary God in an extraordi-
nary occurrence.

A danger lurks hereabouts. We stand
to lose a great deal if we restrict our experi-
ence of God’s presence and activity in the
world to the extraordinary, the unusual, the
“miraculous,” losing sight of the holy all
around us, of the sacred as it is under our
feet and before our faces. (Inany case, God
will not be so restricted.) That’s the path of
a truncated spiritual life devoid of Spirit,
save in moments of heavenly visions and
visits of angels.

Our insensitivity to the presence of
deity in, with, and under the ordinary events
all around us is a regular lament of Martin
Luther:

This crude doggerel is right, and there
was certainly good reason for compos-
ing it: “omne rarum carum,” “all that’s
unusual is appreciable.” If the stars did
not rise during every single night or in
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all places, how great a gathering of
people there would be for this spectacle!
Now not one of us even opens a window
because of it.!

Like words rhythmically repeated aloud
again and again to the point of meaningless-
ness, daily encounters with daily things dull
our senses and our souls to the presence of
divinity in everything in which we live,
move, and have our being, to the reality that
things are no less wondrous because they
are daily. Picking up on a metaphysical
metaphor of one ancient Greek sage, Luther
bemoans the fact that

we do not marvel at the wonderful light
of the sun, because it is a daily phenom-
enon. Wedonotmarve] at the countless -
other gifts of creation, for we have be-
come deaf to what Pythagoras aptly
terms this wonderful and most lovely
music coming from the harmony of the
motions that are in the celestial spheres.
But because [people] continually hear
this music, they become deaftoit . . . we
have verily become deaf to this lovely
music of nature.?

To be sure, there’s nothing wrong with
marveling at comets, provided we also mar-
vel atthe daily sun and nightly stars. Luther
brings the whole matter down to the level of
deep earthiness as well.

Nothing—even raising the dead—is
comparable to the wonderful work of
producing a bird out of water [as God
does, Gen 1:20]. We do not wonder at
these things, because through our daily
association with them we have lost our
wonderment. Butif people believe them
and regard them more attentively, they
are compelled to wonder at them, and
their wonderment gradually strength-
ens their faith.?

How often are we attuned to the ever-present
bird song all around us? Not very often, if
we are honest with ourselves, or perhaps not
at all. Luther is surely right about the
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reason: daily saturation. The ubiquitous
character of birds and their music, the very
commonality of the phenomena, render us
slow and dull and without wonder.

It was a family of house sparrows that
woke me from my bird-lethargy. A mother
built a nest for her young ones right outside
our bathroom window, on a well-protected
ledge inside the overhanging roof (as spar-
rows are wont to do), less than a foot from
the wall. From our vantage point inside the
bathroom, we could see, from a distance of
no more than two feet, the very act of the
mother putting food into the babies’ mouths.
From practically anywhere in the house, we
could hear the babies’ delightfully frenetic
chirping upon the mother’s return to the
nest with the next meal. It wasthe firsttime
in my forty years that I had experienced
such a thing.

I repeat Luther’s point again. Because
this association with a family of sparrows is
novel, I am spontaneously moved to stop,
attend, and marvel. The event’s very rarity
brings amazement, awe, and wonder.

“Wonder” occurs four times in this
brief quotation from Luther. What if our
lives had the same proportion? Thus does
Brother Martin urge us to greater attentive-
ness on our faith walks, attentiveness to that
to which it is so easy to be inattentive.
Attentiveness gives birth to wonder, awe,
and amazement; these too are sprinkled all
over Luther’s writings. Slow down, pause,
stop, whatever it takes toreverse that virtual
law of nature which lays it down that what-
everisalways around is really neveraround,
to bring the common out of the background
and into the foreground.

! Martin Luther, Luther's Works (Saint
Louis: Concordia Publishing House, and
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1955), 1:127.

LW 1:126.

3LW 1:49.
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Luther the nature mystic

Seventy-five years ago, that great disciple
of the mystics Evelyn Underhill wrote that
“the existence of music and poetry, the
qualities of beauty and of thythm, the evoked
sensations of awe, reverence, and rapture,”
as well as “wonder and mystery,” show us
that “attitude of the self . . . generally called
mystical.”* There is a Reality, an Abso-
lute,—*“God,” for people of religious faith—
which cannot be accessed by strictly em-
piricist philosophy, based as it is on sense
perception narrowly conceived. How often
does Luther toss outrhetorical challenges to
the philosophers in his audience to explain
the inexplicable, to understand the unintel-
ligible, to speak the ineffable, to give a
rational account of realities disclosed
through the eyes and ears of faith alone?
For Underhill, such is disclosed in mysti-
cism.

Luther speaks of marvel and wonder,
of awe and reverence. If Underhill is right
(and I have no doubt that she is), then Luther
is brought fairly and squarely into the
mystic’sterritory. A mystical Martin Luther
is coaxing out the mystic in each of us.

Underhill wrote:

Luther, it is true, had his mystical side.
The Lutheran ‘faith,” which is the foun-
dation-stone of his theology, has far
more the character of mystical adher-
ence to God than of mere belief. He was
deeply influenced by the Theologia
Germanica, and in his popular preach-
ing continued many of the ideas of the
German mystics. But this aspect of his
reform died with him, and mysticism
has never been really at home in the
Lutheran . . . branch of the Church.’

It’s time that those old dry bones of Luther’s
German mystical heritage got dug up, ex-
tracted from the master’s texts, reassembled
into a spiritual body, and resurrected into a
fresh and living spirituality for the people

here’s

nothing
wrong with marveling
at comets, provided we
also marvel at the daily
sun and nightly stars.

of God today.

Far be it from me, however, to under-
take such a gargantuan task within the con-
fines of a single essay. I shall tackle a far
more modest aim here, restricting my com-
ments to one single corner of the mystical
desert, the nature corner.$ I will attempt no
comprehensive study of what Underhill calls
Luther’s “mystical side”;” instead, I delve

4Evelyn Underhill, Mysticism (New
York: Image Books, [1911] 1990), 20,
empbhasis in original.

$Evelyn Underhill, The Mystics of the
Church (New York: Shocken Books, [1925]
1964), 212.

¢Rosemary-Radford Ruether notes: “The
word nature is used in four distinct senses in
Western culture: (1) as that which is ‘essen-
tial’ to a being; (2) as the sum total of physical
reality, including humans; (3) as the sum total
of physical reality apart from humans; and (4)
as the ‘created’ world apart from God and
divine grace” (Gaia and God: An Ecofeminist
Theology of Earth Healing [HarperSanFran-
cisco, 1992], 5). While recent ecological
writing zeroes in on sense 2, and while sense 4
surely fits the vast majority of Luther’s uses of
the term, in this essay I will stick with sense 3,
which, in the ecological context, seems to fit
Luther’s usage best.

"This may be gleaned from works such as
Heiko Oberman’s “Simul gemitus et raptus:
Luther and Mysticism,” in The Reformation in
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only into his reflections on God’s mysteri-
ous presence in, with, and under nature’s
creatures. As Heiko Oberman insists, “itis
highly precarious to separate the mystical
tissue from the living organism of Luther’s
spirituality.™ I aim to isolate and lift up
some of the main cells of Luther’s nature
mystical tissue, making no effort to treat the
entire organism.’

Through and through, from end to end
of this essay, I seek first and foremost to lift
up some of Martin Luther’s nature mystical
texts, enabling us to enter into them, expe-
rience them, meditate with them, appropri-
ate them, and live them; in short, to make
Luther’s nature mysticism live and move
and have being for us.

An undercurrent of wonder

Being awake and alive to the panentheistic
presence of God in all things constitutes—
in addition to wonder, awe, and marvel—a
second leg of nature mysticism. At the
close of the last century, commenting on the
nature of nature mysticism, William Ralph
Inge said: “After the Reformation period
the mystic tries to look with both eyes; his
aim is to see God in all things, as well as all
things in God.”"® And not long thereafter
Underhill put it this way:

To “see God in nature,” to attain a radi-
ant consciousness of the “otherness” of
natural things, is the simplest and com-
monest form of illumination. Most
people, under the spell of emotion or of
beauty, have known flashes of rudimen-
tary vision of this kind. Where such a
consciousness is recurrent . . . there re-
sults that partial yet often overpowering
apprehension of the Infinite Life imma-
nent in all living things, which some
modern writers have dignified by the
name of “nature-mysticism.”!!

Seeing—timeless mystical code word for
knowing, experiencing,encountering—God
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in nature: such is the essential starting point
of nature mysticism. And we have seen that
for Luther such seeing is accompanied by
wonder and its kin. That point is not loston
Inge. For Inge the glory of God appears “in
all the wonders that science can discover,
and all the beauties that art can interpret.”'?
And Underhill notes that the nature mystic
experiences “that intense and innocent joy
in natural things, as veils and vessels of the
divine,” whichresults from seeing “all crea-
tures in God and God in all creatures.”"
That these themes should run throughout
Luther’s spirituality like an underground
river watering and nourishing the entire
landscape should come as no surprise.
Hundreds of years before Inge and Under-
hill—and Luther—the Theologia German-
ica had voiced a quite parallel spiritual
outlook. In its very first chapter we read,

Medieval Perspective, ed. Steven E. Ozment
(Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1971), 219-51;
Bengt Hoffman’s Luther and the Mystics
(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1976); and the
Introduction and Notes to the same author’s
The Theologia Germanica of Martin Luther
(New York: Paulist Press, 1980). The reader
also may consult the numerous references
found in these works.

8 Oberman, “Simul gemitus,” 220-21.

? For studies complementary to the
present one, see H. Paul Santmire, The Travail
of Nature: The Ambiguous Ecological
Promise of Christian Theology (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1985), 121-33, and Larry
Rasmussen, “Returning to Our Senses,” in
After Nature's Revolt: Eco-justice and
Theology, ed. Dieter T. Hessel (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1992), 40-56, 186-90. Ras-
mussen’s essay appears essentially unaltered
in his Earth Community Earth Ethics (Mary-
knoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996), 270-81.

1°William Ralph Inge, Christian
Mysticism (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1899), 299.

" Underhill, Mysticism, 234.

2Inge, Christian Mysticism, 300.

3Underhill, Mysticism, 206.
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The Perfect is a being who has com-
prised and embraced in himself and in
his being all that is. Without this being
and outside of it there is no true being
and init all things have their being since
it is the core of all things. ... When
does it come, then? I say, when it is
known and felt and tasted in the soul to
the extent possible.”

The Theologia Germanica gathers up and
recapitulates many panentheistic and mys-
tical themes from earlier medieval mystics,
mystics whose writings constitute Luther’s
mystical heritage of which I spoke earlier.

God in all things

In being dull to the wonders of creature
things and events, for Luther, we missmuch
more than creaturely wonder. We miss the
very Creator as well. “I can’t sufficiently
marvel at an egg,” says Luther. The pro-
cesses through which “God forms a living
chickintheshell . . . areall miracles.” Why?
Because “God is in the creature, which he
creates and in which he works.”" In calling
us to lives of wakefulness before the won-
derful events of God’s creatures in God’s
creation, Luther knows what deep spiritual
reality is at stake for us either to hit or to
miss: the very presence of God the Creator.

Itis crucial that we not miss the nuance
here. We don’t encounter creatures and
then “infer,” “deduce,” or “think about”
some distant Creator God who’s somewhere
else. That would be the way of a deistic
natural theology, with which Luther will
have nothing to do. Philip S. Watson puts it
this way: “For Luther, God is not to be
sought behind His creation by inference
from it, but is rather to be apprehended in
and through it.”'¢ Luther says God is in the
creature, and he means it.

When he is fighting with Zwingli over
the nature of Holy Communion—Zwingli
maintaining that the risen and ascended

L
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Christ couldn’t now be on ten thousand
altars all at the same time, Luther maintain-
ing thatindeed he could—Luther goes back
to the article of creation to argue his point.
Pick any thing you like; God is its Creator
and Preserver. Luther then spins out the
conclusion: “If he is to create or preserve it,
however, he must be present and must make
and preserve his creation both in its inner-
mostand outermost aspects.” Granted, God
could do such creating and preserving work
from ten million miles away in some far-out
“heaven”—deism might be right after all—
or from outside of spacetime altogether—
which God in any case is—but Luther will
have none of this. For he asserts in the
immediate sequel to the just-quoted text:
“Therefore, indeed, [God] himself must be
present in every single creature in its inner-
most and outermost being, on all sides,
through and through, below and above,
before and behind, so that nothing can be
more truly present and within all creatures
than God himself with his power.” And
these brief quotations barely scratch Luther’s
surface; throughout his anti-Zwingli po-
lemic he hammers away on the panentheis-
tic anvil:

Now if [God] has found the way whereby
his own divine nature can be wholly and
entirely in all creatures and in every
single individual being, more deeply,
more inwardly, more present than the
creature is to itself. . . .

Then if [God’s] power and Spirit are
present everywhere and in all things to

Y Hoffman, Theologia Germanica, 60.
These themes of experiencing God in all
things run throughout this short treatise,
forming its mystical groundwork.

5The snippets in this paragraph are all
from LW 54:100.

16Philip S. Watson, Let God Be God! An
Interpretation of the Theology of Martin
Luther (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press,
1950), 78.
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the innermost and outermost degree,
through and through, as it must be if he
is to make and preserve all things every-
where . . .

there is no one and nothing other than
God himself who is in all things every-
where.!”

Jesus Christ can be present in, with, and
under bread and wine only because the
Creator God is in, with and under all crea-
tures.'”® Luther bends over backwards to
invoke every spatial image and preposition
possible to convey the utmost seriousness
of his profound yet plain thesis: God isinall
things.

Consequences of fallenness

Fallen human nature being whatitis,can we
have any such experience as seeing God in
creatures? Aren’tall such encountersruled
out by the fall into godlessness, forgetful-
ness, or ignorance? Can there really be any
answer to the Luther laments we’ve been
considering? Luther propounds the woes of
this situation in two stages. Together they
look like a one-two knockout blow to any
nature-mystical project.
Belden C. Lane writes that Luther

insisted that God’s naked, aweful maj-
esty could never be pursued directly. In
order to shield human beings from the
unapproachable light of God’s glory,
God always remains hidden, veiled by a
mask (larva). Though not seen face to
face, this God is yet encountered with a
striking immediacy in the larvae Dei—
the created marvels of God’s hand. . . .

God’s “naked, aweful majesty” can “never
be pursued directly.” Quite so; therein lies
amajor difference between Lutherand some
of his mystical comrades, both forebears
and successors. For Brother Martin will
have nothing to do with fanciful flights into
the bare, uncovered Godhead: “It is folly to

L]
188

argue much about God outside and before
time, because this is an effort to understand
the Godhead without a covering, or the
uncovered divine essence.”? Wherein lies
the foolishness of this folly? Luther puts it
clearly: “our mind cannot grasp what lies
outside time.”*

As Luther knows, we fallen creatures
live turned away from—and in the mystical
context that means living without direct
access t0—God’s pure being. That is in-
comprehensible. *“This nature of ours has
become so misshapen through sin, so de-
praved and utterly corrupted, that it cannot
recognize God or comprehend his nature
without a covering. Itis for this reason that
those coverings are necessary.”?? Thus
Luther appears poised to grant us to see God
in creatures—masks, coverings, veils of the
divine presence in the world—while deny-
ing us direct cognizance of the Godhead.
But what Brother Martin giveth, Brother

17 Quotations from LW 37:57-63.
Luther’s whole discussion in these and the
immediately following pages constitutes a
veritable cosmic hymn of praise to the God
who is present in all things.

18Luther writes: “God himself is
personally present in all things, without which
presence even God could not have become
[human] nor one person made of divinity and
humanity” (LW 37:63).

Or again: “For he who believes that God
is the Creator, who makes all things out of
nothing, must of necessity conclude that
therefore God can raise the dead”; “But he
who can believe . . . that God is the Creator of
heaven and earth will not argue or have any
doubts about the resurrection of the dead” (LW
4:120, 121; see Luther’s whole discussion
throughout pp. 119-24).

19Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the
Sacred: Geography and Narrative in Ameri-
can Spirituality (New York: Paulist Press,
1988), 39.

BLW1:11.

2 bid.

2[bid.
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Martin taketh away. Foron the logical heels
of these no-uncovered-Godhead texts,
Luther issues pronouncements like this one:

Ever since the fall of Adam the world
knows neither God nor his creation. It
lives altogether outside of the glory of
God. Oh, what thoughts [humans] might
have had about the fact that God is in all
creatures, and so might have reflected
on the power and wisdom of God in
even the smailest flowers!?

In this valuable passage, Luther appears
explicitly to repudiate the possibility of the
very matter which I’ve been about in this
essay, namely, seeing God in all creatures.
Luther’s attitude here, perhaps not surpris-
ingly, seems doubly pessimistic: the fall
into sin takes away from us the pure knowl-
edge of the uncovered Godhead, which is
encased in coverings; but we are ignorant of
God in these coverings, too. We thus ap-
pear hopelessly doomed to ignorance of
God in this life, and cut off from any chance
of nature-mystical experiences. God may
very well be in all creatures, behind and
before, above and below, through and
through, but we’ll never know it, much less
experience and enjoy it.

Looking to Christ

How unapproachable is that light of God’s
glory? How far out of sync with God-in-all-
creatures have we fallen? Is there any way
back in?

Luther would have us look to “Christ,
who has restored our freedom from guilt
through the remission of sins and who makes
our state better than the state of Adam was
in Paradise.”* We would have settled, I
suppose, for as good a one, a glimpse of
what Adam and Eve saw, a mere morsel of
what they tasted—being, as they were, in a
condition of “original righteousness” with
God. But Christ goes that one better. Inan

his side of

the grave
and that side of the fall,
we live lives of begin-
ning, always beginning.

amazing comment at table, Luther says:
“We are at the dawn of anew era, for we are
beginning to recover the knowledge of all
creatures that we had lost through the fall of
Adam. We now observe creatures prop-
erly. ...”” Andtherecovery of thatknowl-
edge comes through the work of Christ,
who was sent by God “to remind the world”
of God’s “grace in the creation.” We are
beginning to recover the knowledge of all
creatures, declares Luther. “Beginning” is
the key. This side of the grave and that side
of the fall, we live lives of beginning, al-
ways beginning to live: “the new creature
begins to be restored by the Gospel in this
life, but it will not be finished in this life.”?’

A state better than Adam’sin Paradise?
How good is that? Luther: “Perhaps God
appeared to Adam withoutacovering....”

BLW 54:327; cf. LW 1:141.

LW 1:100, emphasis mine. Cf.
Luther’s similar comments at LW 1:64.

SWA.TR 1:573.31-33, quoted in Eric
Gritsch, Martin—God’s Court Jester (Ram-
sey, NJ: Sigler Press, 1990 [orig. Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1983]), 193. I have altered Gritsch’s
translation by rendering omnium creaturarum
as “of all creatures,” for which Gritsch has “of
the external world.”

26 W 54:159.

LW 1:65.

LW 1:11, emphasis mine.
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And with more confidence: “Thus there is
no doubt that our first parents worshiped
God early in the morning, when the sun was
rising, by marveling at the Creator in the
creature or, to express myself more clearly,
because they were urged on by the crea-
ture.”?

Luther’simaginative ventures are deli-
ciously suggestive. Adam and Eve were
once upon a time a theologically astute
couple. They understood how to preserve
God’s unity within multiplicity, divine oth-
emess amidst earthy thisness. They knew
God’s transcendent being immanent in the
here and now. They found a distant God
close at hand, the Unintelligible within the
intelligible, the sacred within spacetime.
They knew the simple profundity of a well-
placed preposition: they knew the differ-
ence between idolatrous pantheism and sa-
cred panentheism.* God comes to us in the
creature but is not the creature. Adam and
Eve could turn to the creature and no less to
the Creator—indeed, to the Creator pre-
cisely by turning to the creature. Skillfully
and successfully walking these theological
high wires, they were free to have a wor-
shipful encounter with God in nature. They
were enabled to do so by the joyous, ecstatic
power of the Creator God who made both
them and all creatures and set them at first
in right relation one to another: “Adam had
been created in such a way that he was, as it
were, intoxicated withrejoicing toward God
and was delighted also with all the other
creatures. . . ."

Thatearlier bad news—“Ever since the
fall of Adam the world knows neither God
nor his creation”—is now on the transfor-
mative path to Good News. Our knowledge
of both creation and Creator—and most
crucially, of the difference between them—
isbeing restored. And forLuther,exactly in
line with his panentheistic orientation to
nature, it is through the creation that the

Creator God comes to meet us and that we
know that God. “Those whoknow God also
know, understand and love the creature,
because there are traces of divinity in the
creature.”? And this: “But it is our duty to
read and to instruct others, in order that
from Holy Scripture we may gain knowl-
edge of the creatures, and from the creatures
of the Creator.”* As Luther’s syntax indi-
cates, the knowledge at play here is, to
borrow Bertrand Russell’s phrase, a “knowl-
edge by acquaintance”; we become ac-
quainted, as it were, with God in and through
creation. Such knowing, for Luther, in-
volves “feeling and experience”*—as we
would expect from a mystic.

LW 1:15, emphasis mine.

% Whether or not you are willing to apply
this appellation to Luther’s theology of
nature—as I have been doing throughout this
essay—depends on how you define the term.
Ted Peters’ conception of panentheism sticks
closely to that found in process theology: “Or
we can posit God as including the world in the
divine being but without exhausting this
being—which is panentheism” (God—The
World's Future [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992],
123, empbhasis his). Peters further considers
panentheism so defined to be “a variant of
pantheism” (124). On that account, Luther is
most assuredly not a panentheist. [ intend the
term in an “ordinary language” sense as found
in recent writings on environmental theology
and ethics. James A. Nash writes: “Sacra-
mentality is not pantheistic. Perhaps it can be
described as pan-en-theistic in the sense that
God is in all and all is somehow in God
without being part of God” (Loving Nature
[Nashville: Abingdon, 1991], 115, emphasis
his). Rasmussen writes similarly with regard
specifically to Luther. He says that Luther
with his “earthbound theology” is “boldly pan-
en-theistic” (Earth Community Earth Ethics,
273, empbhasis his).

NLW 1:94.

2LW4:195.

BLW 4:249.

MLW 1:241.
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This knowledge is no less a right un-
derstanding of fundamental theological
truths as well. Following immediately upon
his description of our first parents’ worship-
fully meeting God in creation quoted above,
Luther says, “Their descendants continued
the custom, but without understanding. Thus
this practice turned into idolatry.” Idola-
try: as Watson expresses it, “The ‘natural
man,” who has not seen God in Christ, does
not rightly recognize Him . . . for he lacks
the wisdom to distinguish between the veils
of God and God Himself, and he is ever
prone to worship the creature instead of the
Creator.”* Christ’s work of redemptive re-
minding has begun to restore to us a right
recognition, wisdom, knowing: we know
the creature, we know the Creator, the latter
inand through the former, and we know the
two as ontologically distinct one from the
other. As Luther puts it, each of us knows
that “Although I can say of all creatures,
‘Thereis God’ or ‘Godisinit,” I cannot say,
“This is God Himself.””

We are also granted to know the limits
of knowing. The uncovered Godhead is
beyond humanreason’scapacities both natu-
ral and redeemed; but so is the manner in
which that Godhead dwells within cover-
ings. “God was incomprehensible in His
essential rest before the creation of the
world, but . . . now, after the creation, He is
within, without, and above all creatures;
thatis, He is still incomprehensible.”*® This
sets an outer limit, as it were, to our know-
ing God in creatures: we know God in the
wondrous being, createdness, life, grace,
beauty, and preservation of created things;
we know that God is not the sum of such
attributes; but we are utterly ignorant of the
how of God’s immanent presence in space-
time beings. And Luther would have usrest
content within such limits. They serve to
keep us focused on this one fundamental
reality of creation: God is in all things.
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Inaparticularly tender passage, Luther
imagines God saying, “Look! Under this
wrapper you will be sure to take hold of
Me.” * In the face of fallen human urges to
forget that God, creating and preserving all
things from the beginning of spacetime
existence, is also in those very creatures, or,
worse still, positively disbelieving the di-
vine indwelling presence in the hic et nunc,
the reality of the Incarnation reminds us,
lets us begin to recover our knowledge that
God is a God who likes to live deep in the
flesh and bone of earthy this-life stuff, Christ
and creation alike. And we may awaken,
hearken, and respond thanks precisely to
that recovering/reminding work of Christ.

Absorption mysticism

To some the claim that Luther is a mystic
will appear nonsensical, dangerous, and
reckless, not to mention bad Luther exege-
sis. For consider two other definitions of
nature mysticism. Rudolf Otto writes:

BILW 1:15.

3 Watson, Let God Be God! 80.
LW 37:62.

BIWI1:11.

¥LW1:15.
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“Nature mysticism . . . isthe sense of being
immersed in the oneness of nature, so that
man feels all the individuality, all the pecu-
liarity of natural things in himself.”* Louis
Dupré concurs, only in stronger form: “Na-
ture mysticism refers to the kind of intense
experience whereby the subject feels him-
selfmerging with cosmic totality . . . asense
of transcendence persists throughout the
experience of cosmic union either with re-
gard to nature or to its underlying prin-
ciple.”* Aside from the obvious fact that
neither of these definitions is particularly
religious in nature, omitting as they do any
mention of God or faith, what, according to
Luther, is wrong with them?

In Oberman’s happy phrase, Luther is
not interested in “absorption mysticism,”*?
species of which the Otto and Dupré ac-
counts pretty clearly constitute. Luther’s
creation comments show no interest in any
kind of experiences in which a person is
experientially absorbed, merged, or united
into one being with God-in-nature. Seeing
God in nature, yes; being absorbed therein,
no.

The Theologia Germanicaknows noth-
ing of abnormal or unusual experiences, of
absorption and merging. On the contrary,
that treatise appears to deny—rightly or
wrongly—the very legitimacy of such ex-
periences.* In Underhill’s description, the
Theologia Germanica is “one of the most
successful of many attempts to make mystic
principles available for common men.”*
And, I take it, “common” people only un-
commonly have experiences of merging
with or being absorbed into God-in-all-
things. Thus there’s no reason we wouldn’t
be on the lookout for such normalcy in
Luther’s nature mysticism as well.

So let me add a word to the claim that
ended the previous section: Martin Luther
is a normal creation mystic. This modified
claim is good news for us: nature mystical

T
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experience—ordinary, daily, available-to-
all, wonder-filled sightings of God in all
creatures, neither more nor less—is open to
you, me, all people. Truly, Luther is trying
to wake us up to the amazing spiritual truth
that we are all creation mystics through
Christ’s redemptive act.

The basic problem

Over at some friends’ house for dinner I
recently meta veritable aficionada of things
Latin American and global, justiceand ecol-
ogy among others. She had on one of those
T-shirts with a rather lengthy text and sev-
eral small accompanying pictures on its
front. After several failed efforts to read it
through the wrinkles of her seated posture,
I asked her if she would stand so I could
makeitout. “Solamente cuando este iltimo
drbol esté muerto—y cuando este ultimo
pez esté atrapado—y este ultimo rio esté
envenenado—solamente entonces entender-
emos que no podemos comer el dinero—
Costa Rica.” Right there, crying out from
the threads and colors of a piece of human-
woven fabric, the essence of the situation:
“Only when the last tree is dead, and when
the last fish is caught, and the last river
poisoned, only then will we understand that
we can’t eat money.”

“We are [the basic problem]. Wrong-
headed notions, human numbers, greed,
arrogance, ignorance, prejudice, and stu-

40Rudolf Otto, Mysticism East and West
(New York: Macmillan, 1932), 74, emphasis
mine.

41 Louis Dupré, “Mysticism,” in The
Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. Mircea Eliade
(New York: Macmillan, 1987), 10:247,
emphasis mine.

“2Qberman, “Simul gemitus,” 225, 232.

“3Hoffman, Theologia Germanica, 115-
16.

“Underhill, Mysticism, 465.
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pidity are what most need to be taken into
account.”® Pick any ecological degrada-
tion you choose: deforestation, ozone deple-
tion, global warming, air pollution, acceler-
ated species extinction, water pollution,
overconsumption, environmental racism,
overpopulation, all their inextricably inter-
related human injustice and inequality and
poverty and misery and on and on and on.
We are indeed the problem, all of us, with
our human maladjustment to the rest of
nature. And surely the T-shirt and Rasmus-
sen are right: greed and its ilk lie at the
mucky bottom of the mess—all of our greed,
“we,” the whole humanity bonded together
inaglobal nexus of cause and effect, sin and
consequence.

Luther proposed that if we had due
faith in God as Creator,

we would also act accordingly, and not
swagger about and brag and boast as if
we had life, riches, power, honor, and
such things of ourselves, as if we our-
selves were to be feared and served.
This is the way the wretched, perverse
world acts, drowned in its blindness,
misusing all the blessings and gifts of
God solely for its own pride and greed,
pleasure and enjoyment, and never once
turning to God to thank him or acknow1-
edge him as Lord and Creator.*¢

‘What most needs to be taken into account;
what is the essence of the matter? The
grounding of Luther’s nature ethic reaches
right to the ground of the human condition,
the stuff that makes us tick every day on
Earth—the ground on which any ecological
ethic must rest, the soil in which it must be
planted if it is to bear fruit.

Is mysticism—even of the normal, na-
ture variety—to be the prescribed antidote?
For if a glance at Christian (and other spiri-
tual) history shows anything, it surely makes
abundantly clear that any form of mysti-
cism is the absolutely last place to go for
help onanything evenremotely this-worldly,
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what with its checkered history of escapist
attempts at climbing up to God, avoiding
corporeality, fleeing bodily being, and so
forth. Rasmussen is crisp:

Any orientation that is only a mystical
affirmation of what is, no matter how
deep the experience, falls short; and
with that it fails to recognize the long
and painful distance between the present
state of affairs and a better earth. The
sacramentalist stance, lost in wonder at
what is, can easily incline to such mys-
tical affirmation and its resident short-
comings. It can glory in what is, to the
neglect of what ought to be. When it
does, it sacrifices its inherent moral and
ethical power."’

Is Luther’s nature mysticism so lost, sunk in
an ethically empty abyss of mystical mean-
dering?

Hardly.

Ever since the fall of Adam the world
knows neither God nor his creation. It
lives altogether outside of the glory of
God. Oh, what thoughts [humans] might
have had about the fact that God is in all
creatures, and so might have reflected
on the power and wisdom of God in
even the smallest flowers! Of a truth,
who can imagine how God creates, out
of the parched soil, such a variety of
flowers, such pretty colors, such sweet

s Rasmussen, Earth Community Earth
Ethics, 170. Cf. the quotation on greed from
Reinhold Niebuhr at p. 276 n. 22.

4$The Large Catechism of Martin Luther,
trans. Robert H. Fischer (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1959), 57.

47Rasmussen, Earth Community Earth
Ethics, 240. Rasmussen is commenting on
and is inspired by John Haught’s book, The
Promise of Nature (New York: Paulist Press,
1993), 110-14. Haught insists that sacramen-
talism, mysticism, and action (as well as
silence) must go together, lest any one without
the others be perverted, distorted. Luther’s
nature mysticism, I maintain, keeps them
tightly bonded into one.
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vernal grass, beyond anything that a
painter or apothecary could make! Yet
God can bring out of the ground such
colors as green, yellow, red, blue, brown.
Adam and those around him would have
been elevated by all this to the praise of
God, and they would have made use of
all created things with thanksgiving.
Now we enjoy all this to overflowing,
yet without understanding, like cattle or
other beasts trampling the most beauti-
ful blossoms and lilies underfoot.*

The logic of this textisinescapable: Christ’s
redemptive work for us (discussed earlier)
stands this fall on its head, throwing it into
full retreat, thrusting us into creation care.
Christ’s work frees us to know and see and
love God in all creatures and thereby to
cease trampling Earth underfoot and indeed
to use creation’s gifts with thanksgiving.
Panentheistic nature mysticism, ecological
ethics, creation care: these Luther items
dance and celebrate together one with an-
other as integrally and essentially as do the
protons, neutrons, and electrons making up
an atom’s—all atoms’—dance of life.

If Luther has his way—if God has
Luther’s way with us—that last tree will not
die. The Reformer writes: “Christians hold
converse with trees and all else that grows
on earth, and the latter, in turn, with them.
As Christians look at these, they do not
think of gormandizing like swine. ...”* We
hold converse with trees—fully appropri-
ate behavior for incarnational Christians
who know that God is in all creatures, even
the tiniest tree leaf. Do we hear anything
from them that might put the brakes on our
gormandizing tendencies? “Even the inno-
centcreature cannotbear its sufferings with-
out intense protest. . . . A tree that is cut
down does not tumble to the ground without
a creaking noise.”® From trees felled and
removed in backyard landscaping projects
to the trees in a tree farm to the trees popu-
lating a forest—all trees cry out in protest at
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being cut down. How much louder the cry
when hundreds of trees cry out together,
when thousands of square miles of trees in
a vanishing forest protest with a collective
creaking cacophony? Do we have ears to
hear?

And we hold converse as well with “all
else that grows on earth.” And whatdo they
tellus, those billions of species of plants and
animals, even fish and rivers, and human-
kind too, growing and living on Earth with
us? We do have ears; will we listen?

“He [we might now say, the creation
mystic] who knows God also knows, under-
stands, and loves the creature, because there
are traces of divinity in the creature.” On
the other hand, “The ungodly . . . know
neither God nor the creatures, far less their
use.”™! Flowing from a creation mystical
acquaintance with God, creatures, and traces
of divinity in creatures, then, is an under-
standing of the proper use of creature-gifts.
That right use is, in turn, determined by the
overcoming of greed: “But in money a
greedy person sees only substance, form,
and weight; he is not aware that it is a trace
of the Son. Nor does he consider the use of
a thing, that is, what purpose it should
serve—chiefly, of course, the glory of God,
then the benefit of one’s neighbor.”*?
Christ’s redemptive work on the cross not
only frees us to see God in all creatures; it
also frees us from ourselves, from pride-
filled, greedy grasping, overreaching, gor-
mandizing glutting of creation. Knowing
Godin all things, we marvel, reflect, and let
ourselves be as full of amazement as are all
creatures: in short, we give glory to God.
And we benefit our neighbors, all of Earth’s

BLW 54:327.
LW 15:180.
LW 13:107.
SILW 4:195-96.
SILW 4:196.



hat might

Earth look
like if all humankind
took what they need
and no more?

creatures and beings, ecosystems and habi-
tats where human and otherkind live, move,
and are.

Adam and Eve “might have reflected
on the power and wisdom of God ineven the
smallest flowers.” Thanks to Christ’s work
for us, sodo we. “Therefore I prefer that we
reflect on the divine solicitude and benevo-
lence toward us,” says Martin; in the cre-
ation God has “provided such an attractive
dwelling place for the future human be-
ing . . .sothat he mightenjoy all this wealth
free, in proportion to need.”*

The key is “in proportion to need.”
“Proffer the distinction between needs and
wants,” counsels Ted Peters.

We pretend that everything we desire
has the status of a need. I submit that
needs should be understood as those
things that all people require just to be
human: food, shelter, sleep, exercise,
protection from danger, and such. . ..
Wants, in contrast, have to do with our
desire to be unique or superior. They are
insatiable. The more we get the more
we want.>*

Luther, too, can speak in a minimalist, sim-
pler-living tone: “while we live here, we
should use all temporal goods and physical
necessities, the way aguestdoesinastrange
place, where he stays overnight and leaves
in the moming. He needs no more than bed
and board. . . .”*

Churchill. “This Lovely Music of Nature”
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What might Earth look like if all hu-
mankind took what they need and no more?
if we left enough bed and board for future
generations of all planetary guests, both
human and otherkind? if we no longer
trampled down God’s good creation? if we
made use of all created things with thanks-
giving, glorifying God with our nature won-
der and creature fascination? if we cared for
our Earth-neighbors by leaving just and fair
shares of creation’s blessings for all? if we
all became what we are, Earth-loving cre-
ation mystics?

It was April 1997. Istood transfixed along
with hundreds of thousands of others watch-
ing the nightly visits of the gigantic fuzzy
snowball from outer space. The Hale-Bopp
Comet was the name of this rare guest from
distant cosmic reaches. And it was marvel-
ous. And another family of sparrows came
to our bathroom ledge and built a nest a few
feet down from last year’s.

And aregular lament of Martin Luther
came to mind, “all that’s unusual is appre-
ciable. ...”

BLW 1:39.
54 Peters, God—The World's Future, 374.
SSLW 21:13.



The Work of René Girard as
a New Key to Biblical

Hermeneutics

Paul J. Nuechterlein
Racine, Wisconisn

2°In the morning as they passed by, they
saw the fig tree withered away to its
roots. 2 Then Peter remembered and said
to him, “Rabbi, look! The fig tree that
you cursed has withered.” 2Jesus an-
swered them, “Have faithin God. *Truly
I tell you, if you say to this mountain,
‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’
and if you do not doubt in your heart, but
believe that what you say will come to
pass, it will be done for you.”

—Mark 11:20-23

What is faith?

Jesus’ response in this passage from Mark
is often cited to talk about faith in the
grandiose fashion of a“faith to move moun-
tains.” But such talk glosses over a very
important word in the biblical text: “this.”
In both Mark’s and Matthew’s (21:21) ver-
sions of the story, Jesus specifies “this moun-
tain.” Which mountain is he talking about?
This portion of Mark’s Gospel is about
Jesus’ opposition to the temple. The pas-
sages relating, Jesus’ cursing of the fig tree
(11:12-14 aad 11:20-25) frame Jesus’
cleansing of the temple (11:15-19). Sothe
context would seem to indicate that Jesus is
referring to Mt. Zion, the mountain on which

the temple stood. Jesus is pointing to the
mountain of sacrifice.!

Why, then, is Mark’s clear specifica-
tion of “this mountain” neglected when we
speak of faith as a force to move justany old
mountain? [ would suggest that it is be-
cause we have a difficult time understand-
ing the depth of Mark’s original meaning in
referring to the mountain of sacrifice. 1
believe Mark’s Jesus is claiming that faith
is all about our willingness to live without
the humaninstitutions of sacrifice, and about
our trusting that we can do so. Faith, in
short, is being able to live without the temple
mountain and all that it stands for.2 Yet the
specificity of Mark’s Jesus is lost when we
instead talk about faith in terms of some
grand metaphor for trusting in God for the
ability to do wild and outrageous things,
like tossing mountains into the sea. The

' T owe the basic exegetical insight to Gil
Bailie, Creation, Fall & Sacrifice, tape 3
(Sonoma, CA: The Florilegia Institute).

2 Most modern scholars put the writing of
Mark at the time of the temple’s destruction,
making how to live without the temple a very
timely topic.
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wild and outrageous thing Mark’s Jesus has
in mind is for human beings to live without
their sacrificial institutions, even though
we have relied on them since the beginning
of history. Jesus comes as the one who will
tear down the temple and rebuild it in three
days. As we read the gospel narratives
about Jesus the “Lamb of God,” I would
suggest that the mission Jesus has come to
fulfill is to offer us God’s new alternative to
the institutions of sacrifice, or to transform
them into a new community based on self-
sacrifice. Today, with the absence of the
temples and their ritualized forms of sacri-
fice, we not only would dismiss this faith as
Jesus talks about it, but we do not even
realize our need for it. The sacrificial spirit
of our modern human institutions has been
concealed beneath many additional layers
of ‘civilization’ since Jesus came to reveal
it.

My purpose in writing this essay is to
invite the reader into a new body of work
which has arisen in the last thirty years that
has the potential to make such scriptural
matters concerning the sacrificial spirit shine
forth with abrilliant new clarity. Itisabody
of work that has arisen from, and in re-
sponse to, Stanford scholar René Girard.
As a professor of literature, he began to
weave together fundamental principles of
an anthropology which has seemingly re-
versed a modern trend by joining together
the many human disciplines and sciences
with common threads, rather than relegat-
ing each to its own separate closet. In the
process, Girard himself experienced a con-
version of sorts, as he found the literature of
the Bible to most fully reveal these anthro-
pological principles. He became increas-
ingly convinced that the biblical literature,
especially the Gospels, must be the work of
inspiration of the one true God, who is
revealing to us both the true Godself and the
true human self at the same time—hence,
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the Christian doctrine of the incarnation
which weds matters of theology and anthro-
pology in the person of Jesus Christ.

Iinvite the reader to consider these new
categories and concepts of René Girard. 1
have found them to be nothing short of a
brand new key to my own hermeneutics of
Scripture, revolutionizing the way in which
Iexperience my faith in Jesus Christ. Atthe
same time, I realize that this brief essay
cannot be more than an invitation, a small
bite to whet the appetite. I will risk the
briefest of introductions to Girard’s basic
principles. Primarily, however, I will sim-
ply give one further example of this herme-
neutic in use: an alternate, Girardian read-
ing of Luke 9:51-62.

An abstract of Girardian
anthropology

Girard’s anthropology is founded on two
basic insights: 1) that human desire is “mi-
metic,” or imitative, leading to rivalry and
conflict; and 2) the natural mechanism for
controlling the conflict generated by mi-
metic desire in human beings is a “scape-
goating mechanism,” which is itself gen-
erative of all human culture. The first of
these principles pertains to the psychologi-
cal dimension of human experience, while
the second involves the sociological/cul-
tural dimension. I would venture that ad-
dressing both these dimensions is why
Girard’s anthropology shows potential for
yielding a unified interpretation of who we
are as human beings.

The Girardian anthropological psychol-
ogy has been dubbed an “interdividual psy-
chology,” due to its insistence on working
with the relationships between individuals
as constitutive of individuals. It revolves
around the notion of mimetic or “triangu-
lar” desire. (A good biblical term for mi-
metic desire might be ‘“covetousness.”)
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Girard uses the word *“desire” to describe
the natural forces that are constantly at play
between human beings. We must see desire
as a natural force relating individuals rather
than as somehow residing discretely within
individuals, subject to their ‘free’ control.
The natural shape of desire is triangular
because all desires arise from imitation
(hence, the term “mimetic”). The illustra-
tion shows the triangular movement, which
can be summed up as: (1) The model desires
an object (which he or she has gained by
imitation previously); (2) you, the subject,
imitate the model and (3) desire the same
object; but (4) desiring the same object now
potentially turns you and the model into
rivals.

Model / Rival

Ob_|ccl of
Desire

Subject / "You"

Consider the Bible’s narrative of fun-
damental anthropology in Genesis 3. The
desire for the forbidden fruit is never de-
scribed as unilaterally arising within an
individual. The woman acquires her desire
from the serpent, and the man from the
woman. Theresultisarivalry with God that
escalates into a deadly rivalry between off-
spring. Cain murders Abel.

The implication of this murder at the
beginning of time is one which human be-
ings haverarely wanted to consider: namely,
that our very civilization is founded upon
murder. Jesus was one who did not seem
unwilling to consider it. The “Q” source
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records Jesus as having said of/to the repre-
sentatives of his own civilization, that *“this
generation may be charged with the blood
of all the prophets shed since the foundation
of the world, from the blood of Abel to the
blood of Zechariah, who perished between
the altar and the sanctuary” (Lk 11:50-51;
par. Mt 23:35). The Johannine Jesus simi-
larly addressed the leaders of his people:
“You are from your father the devil, and you
choose to do your father’s desires. He was
amurderer from the beginning and does not
stand in the truth, because there is no truth
in him” (Jn 8:44). Jesus’ own murder sub-
sequently became a source of revelation of
our murderous institutions, but only be-
cause (1) his forgiving love of his enemies
enabled them torisk looking at their partici-
pation in murder; and (2) God’s raising him
from the dead vindicated him as the truly
innocent victim who willingly sacrificed
himself to our sacrificial institutions. The
resurrection further unleashed the work of
the Holy Spirittoreveal these truths tous. It
is the work of the Johannine Paraclete, the
Advocate or Defender, who helps us to see
all the victims of our sacrificial institutions
as victims.

René Girard humbly offers his second
anthropological principle as a further de-
velopment of this work of revelation. The
shape of the murder that generates our very
institutions and culture is that of “scape-
goating.” Mimetic rivalry leads to mimetic
violence that threatens complete self-de-
struction within a community. Such anar-
chy is avoided, and a semblance of order is
restored, when the majority find a new
cohesiveness and relative peace by carrying
out their murderous impulses against the
minority, or against the one. Girard’s dar-
ing move is to show how these murderous
impulses go beyond simply infiltrating all
human institutions at some point or other.
His claim is that such scapegoating murders
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actually found, or generate, all human cul-
ture. Somewhere beneath all the layers of
ordered civilization lie real murders of hu-
man beings, violence sanctioned by the
community so that order might be estab-
lished and maintained. In short, all human
order is based on some form of sanctioned
violence.

Admittedly, this is a very hard claim
for us to swallow. Yet in light of the
Christian claim for salvation through Christ
alone, T have found it to be the sort of human
predicament that might necessitate such a
radical divine solution as the cross and
resurrection of Christ. God in Jesus Christ
breaks into our circle of violence and be-
comes victim to it, the only solution to the
problem of violence which does not itself
resort to violence. Moreover, despite the
seriousness of Girard’s claims about found-
ing murders, I believe it to nevertheless be
amore hopeful outlook than some versions
of original sin. For Girard’s thesis does not
make murder a component of human na-
ture, in the sense that murderous impulses
naturally reside in each individual. Rather,
the nature of mimetic desire is that it has the
capacity for both good and evil, depending
on whose desire it is that we imitate. The
Bible witnesses to the fact that since the
beginning of time we have imitated the
rivalrous desire of the creature rather than
the divine love of the Creator. And this fall
into mimetic rivalry has led to spiraling
times of violence and to the sanctioned
violence of sacrificial order, imposed by
our human institutions as a means to control
the violence. Only the divine love itself
could break into this predicament with a
love powerful enough to incarnate imita-
tion of the divine love. Thus, Christ’s love
both breaks the cycle of vengeance and
murder and establishes a beachhead of mi-
metic obedience in the midst of the continu-
ing mimetic rivalry.
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1 suspect that this brief summary raises
as many questions for the reader as it at-
tempts to answer. The strongest objections
generally come in response to the idea that
murder lies at the foundation of all human
civilization and thus shapes all our culture.
This is the most difficult claim to make
without mounting considerable evidence
(as I believe Girard and his followers have
been able to do thus far). My angle here is
to offer a taste for its effectiveness as a
hermeneutical tool for interpreting Scrip-
ture. In anticipation of turning to our ex-
amination of Luke 9:51-62, and setting up
the kind of language I will bring to my
exegesis, let me venture to summarize the
sacrificial nature of our institutions in this
way: The basic action of the sacrificial
spirit is to distinguish between ‘insiders’
and ‘outsiders.” The insiders then band
together at the outsiders’ expense. They
seek to gain a relative peace among them-
selves by either killing, expelling, blaming,
or simply neglecting those designated as
outsiders. Even relatively benign neglect
can have deadly consequences, can it not?
And is not this a familiar sounding dy-
namic, one that we can point to everywhere,
even if the temples are long gone? The only
true distinction is not between insiders and
outsiders but between the victims of this
deadly game and its perpetrators. At a
critical pointin Luke’s narrative, Jesus must
diffuse this deadly game even among his
disciples. And we, Jesus’ modern, aspiring
disciples, must be careful not to follow in
their footsteps in our reading of it. To that
Story we now turn.

“A Samaritan village refuses
to receive Jesus”3?

With Jesus’ face set toward Jerusalem, he
and his disciples pass by a Samaritan vil-
lage, and the disciples seem eager to scape-
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he only true

distinction
1s not between insiders
and outsiders but
between the victims of
this deadly game and
its perpetrators.

goat its inhabitants: “Lord, do you want us
tocommand fire tocome down from heaven
and consumethem?”* The question I would
like for the reader toconsider is: Are we, the
readers and hearers of Luke’s telling of this
story, also hasty to scapegoat them? I
would submit that, yes, the history of inter-
pretation would seem to indicate that this is
the case.

I would like to first comment about the
overall importance of Luke 9:51-62. The
first verse, 9:51, is widely regarded as a
pivotal verse in Luke’s Gospel. Most com-
mentators see it as the beginning of a major
new section in the Lukan narrative, the
famed “Journey to Jerusalem Narrative.”
Luke, more than the other Gospel writers,
presents Jesus’ arrival in Jerusalem as the
climax of a prolonged journey that begins at
the first verse of our passage in question
here: “When the days drew near for him
[Jesus] to be taken up, he set his face to go
to Jerusalem.” This verse is quite well
known among Luke’s commentators. Why
is the passage connected to it not as widely
commented on? One often sees in the
commentaries multiple references to 9:51
in isolation, and then a glossing over of the
rest of the passage. I hope to encourage not
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only interpreting the passage in its entirety—
not just its first verse—but also that the
reader might come to see it as vital to our
reading and understanding of what it is that
Lukeis trying totell us, notonly about Jesus
but also about ourselves.

The first indication of scapegoating—
i.e., that Luke’s interpreters may be follow-
ing the disciples in scapegoating the Sa-
maritans in this story—is our predilection
tonegatively amplify Luke’schoice of verbs
for what the Samaritans have supposedly
done to Jesus. The nearly universal ten-
dency has been to take Luke’s rather pas-
sive verb, “receive” (5€yopat), and turn it
into an active rejection. The most literal
rendering would be, “But they received him
not.” Compare this with the NRSV caption
for the passage, as quoted above: “A Samari-
tan village refuses toreceive Jesus.” Clearly,
it changes Luke’s primary verb, “receive,”
and relegates it to a supporting infinitive
role; the much more active verb “refuses”
displaces Luke’s more passive choice. And
this is one of the milder illustrations of this
quite typical transformation of Luke’s verb.
The favorite choice of verbs in the com-
mentaries seems to be “reject,” even more
negatively active in its connotations.

So we might ask: why are we, Luke’s
interpreters, apparently so eager to read

3 This is the current title given to the
paragraph of Luke 9:51-56 in many NRSV
editions. Other translations and editions put
the matter even more strongly, such as
“Samaritan Opposition” (many NIV editions).
Perhaps the most extreme interpretive caption
is “The hostile Samaritans,” and it comes from
a surprising source (considering the extrem-
ism), The New Oxford Annotated Bible
(Oxford University Press, 1991), page 96NT
(in the notes).

4 Luke 9:54. All biblical quotations are
from the New Revised Standard Version
Bible, unless otherwise noted.
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rejection here on the part of the Samaritan
villagers? Lukeknew the harsher verb well,
amodokipnalw (to “reject”), but chose not
to use it in this instance. In fact, Luke used
it only a few verses previously, as Jesus
warns his disciples that “the Son of Man
... must be rejected by the elders, chief
priests, and scribes, and be killed.” Luke
used the stronger verbin this instance. Why
not in the one in question? Could it be that
he wants to emphasize the rejection by the
Jewish ‘insiders’ and not the alleged rejec-
tion by these Samaritan ‘outsiders’?® And
does not the whole point of the passage
seem to focus instead on the disciples’ re-
Jection of the Samaritans? Luke narrates a
story here of the disciples’ readiness to
make scapegoats out of these traditional
rivals to the Jews—for which Jesus must
momentarily turn his face, which has just
become set to journey towards his own
scapegoating in Jerusalem, and rebuke the
disciples for their attempted scapegoating
of the Samaritans. Jesus would soon be
more like one of these Samaritans, a scape-
goated outsider to his own people. Yet
interpreters through the ages have invari-

ably labeled this textin terms of a Samaritan
rejection of Jesus rather than in terms of the
disciples’ rejection of the Samaritans.’

The second indicator that we the read-
ers may be wanting to join the disciples in
scapegoating the Samaritans is that the im-
plied subject of the verb need not be the
Samaritans in the first place. There is some
grammatical ambiguity in the antecedent of
the third person plural verb form of “re-
ceive.” The immediately preceding noun,
i.e., “a village of the Samaritans,” is a
genitive construction whose noun is singu-
lar and adjectival modifier is plural. Thus,
the plural verb matches “Samaritans” in
number, but not the noun, “village.” In the
English, for example, would not the best
grammatical form be: “Butitdid notreceive
him,” rather than “they”—if we are to as-
sume with all the commentators that “the
village of the Samaritans” is the antecedent
of the verb?®

Let us not assume so for the moment.
We will need to look at the preceding verse
as well, in order to find a definitive third
person plural noun. Here is Luke 9:52-53
in both English and Greek:

5 Luke 9:22; dmodokipdlw is from the
adj. 80K 11105, meaning “tested” or “trustwor-
thy,” and is the opposite of the verb form
dokipnalw, “to be tested,” implying that one
has failed the test or been rejected. Grund-
mann (Kittel’s TDNT, Vol. II, p. 260) points
out that the Synoptic Gospels connect this
word with Jesus’ quote of Psalm 118:22,
referencing the stone which the builders have
rejected.

¢ Emphasis on ‘insider’ rejection as
opposed to ‘outsider’ rejection is precisely the
theme of the next passage in Luke, the sending
out of the seventy (Luke 10:1-20). The theme
of sending out might even be seen as second-
ary to the otherwise strange passage embedded
in the midst (10:13-16) in which Jesus utters
woes to the ‘insider’ towns of Bethsaida,
Chorazin, and Capernaum. He specifically
states that it will be worse for them in the

judgment than for ‘outsider’ towns like Tyre
and Sidon. The conclusion of the woes gives
the apparent criteria for judgment: “Whoever
listens to you listens to me, and whoever
rejects you rejects me, and whoever rejects me
rejects the one who sent me.” (Here another
word for “reject,” d0€Téw, is used.)

71 think it is significant that I have never
seen a paragraph caption of Luke 9:51-56 in
any edition of the Bible that highlights the
action of either the disciples requesting
judgment or Jesus rebuking the disciples for it;
rather, such captions always allude to the
alleged action of the Samaritans.

8 Perhaps “all the commentators” is a bit
strong; but I consulted over a dozen commen-
taries, all of which ignore the grammar of the
passage and all of which assume that the verb
“not received” refers to the Samaritan
villagers.
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52 And he [Jesus] sent messengers ahead
of him. On their way they entered a
village of the Samaritans to make ready
for him; **but they did not receive him,
because his face was set toward Jerusa-
lem.

52 kol AméoTeLAEV GyYéAOvs TPO
TPOTWNOL AVTOD. KAl TOPEVOEVTES
eiofrfov €is kOuMV ZapoprTdv
s €towpwaoar avtd: 53 kal ovk
¢3€Eavto avToV, 8TL TO TPdoWTOV
avtod v mopevopevov eis’ lepov-
TAANL.

The problem is the same in both languages,
even though they have different grammati-
cal structures. The Greek, unlike the En-
glish, does not require the use of a separate
word for the personal pronoun “they,” since
that third person plural designation is con-
tained in the verb form itself. But the verb,
like the pronoun in English, does need to
agree in number with its implied subject.
There are two verbs without definite sub-
jects in these two verses: eigfiA0ov (“they
entered”) and ovk €d€Eavto (“they re-
ceived not”). In the first instance, it is clear
that the object of the previous sentence,
Ayy€éAovs (“messengers”), agrees in num-
ber with the next verb; so we can imply that
itis the messengers who entered a village of
the Samaritans to make ready for Jesus. But
we have already stated the problem with the
second verb. In this latter instance, the
object of the previous sentence, KWLMV
Sopaprtdv,isasingular/pluralcompound
that does not fully agree in number with the
verb of the following sentence. So we have
two choices: assume with all the commen-
tators that Samaritans is the antecedent (and
that Luke used less-than-perfect grammar);
or revert back to the same subject as previ-
ously, i.e., “messengers,” which does un-
ambiguously agree in number.

But, of course, this latter option drasti-
cally changes our reading of the text. We
would now understand the messengers as
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not having received Jesus into the village.
A slightly paraphrased translation of these
two verses might read like this:

2And Jesus sent messengers ahead of
him. Journeying in this way, these mes-
sengers entered a village of the Samari-
tans to make ready for Jesus; **but they
never received him, because his face
was set toward Jerusalem.

Does this reading make sense? I think it
does—especially if we return to the first
indicator of scapegoating, the continual
changing of Luke’s verb on the part of us,
the interpreters. If we assume with all the
commentators a harsher verb form, such as
“reject,” then assuming the messengers
makes no sense. These messengers would
not have gone ahead to prepare for Jesus
only to then reject him. But, if we leave
Luke’s (well-chosen) verb in place, then
perhaps it even makes more sense to as-
sume the messengers as having “not re-
ceived” Jesus. Consider it this way: Luke
begins by simply stating the presumably
general practice of sending messengers
ahead: “And Jesus sent messengers ahead
of him.” Then, he tells of a specific instance
in which the advance guard—one might
call them the “Hospitality Committee”—
went into a Samaritan village to do their job
but never had the chance to welcome Jesus
because he had since set his face to journey
to Jerusalem. Is not this what Luke’s text
seems to be conveying to us? Might that
also be why he chooses a congenial verb
like “receive,” which has to do with hospi-
tality and welcoming, rather than a more
hostile verb like “reject™?

If we accept this alternate reading, then
the passage highlights even more the dis-
ciples’ attempt to scapegoat the Samari-
tans. For their venomous request to Jesus
would not be out of revenge for the Samari-
tans having rejected him. No, they would
simply be noticing that Jesus had decided to
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skip this town and then assumed the reason
out of their own prejudice. They would
have assumed that Jesus was skipping this
village out of the same hostility to Samari-
tans which they so clearly express in their
request to rain down God’s consuming fire.
They were seeking such terrible revenge,
not for a simple lack of hospitality, but out
of centuries of hard feelings. Doesn’t the
latter really end up being a better explana-
tion for such deep hatred, anyway? Isn’ta
firestorm, a la Sodom and Gomorrah, a
rather harsh response to an alleged slighton
the part of one village?

Many commentators are quick to point
out that the esteemed Elijah (whom three of
the disciples had just seen on the mount of
transfiguration, 9:30) had ordered such a
firestorm upon Samaritans. They often
mention the variant ending for verse 54 that
makes explicit the connection to Elijah.?
But does this story in 2 Kings 1 in any way
provide ajustification for what the disciples
suggesttoJesus? Elijahreceives amessage
from the LORD to intercept some messen-
gers of the king of Samariaand to send them
back to the king with a word of judgment to
him. When this word is relayed to the king,
we are never given his in-depth reaction,
other than that he seems to want to know
more. For the king of Samaria sends mes-
sengers to Elijah, asking that he “Come” in
person. When Elijah responds to this invi-
tation by raining fire down on not just one
but two groups of fifty emissaries, it is clear
that he is the one rejecting an invitation.
Thus, in the popular reading of Luke 9:51-
56, it is the Samaritans who are refusing to
invite or receive Jesus, but in the story of 2
Kings 1, Elijah refuses an invitation from
the Samaritans and also rains down fire on
hisinviters. True, the disciples (and Luke'?)
may have had Elijah in mind as a model in
requesting a firestorm. But my reading
suggests that it is not so much for some

reason parallel to Elijah’s situation, i.e., the
rejection of an invitation, but more likely
forthe same true, underlying reason: a deep-
seated prejudice of Jews against Samari-
tans. Thisishow the disciples are modeling
Elijah! In reading the text this way, the
point of the story is clearly not some rejec-
tion of Jesus by the Samaritans, but rather
Jesus’ rejection of the kind of deep-seated
prejudice expressed by his disciples against
the Samaritans.

At this crucial point in the narrative,
Luke gives us a clue to Jesus’ overall mis-
sion by having him rebuke the disciples.
Isn’t this point lost behind an interpretation
which focuses instead on the Samaritans
allegedly rejecting Jesus? And, perhaps
more importantly, doesn’t the popular in-
terpretation reveal our own susceptibility to
getting caught right up in the same kind of
scapegoating game? Obviously, we do not
have the same kind of stake in scapegoating
the Samaritans. They no longer represent
for us a group with whom we have had a
long-standing hostility. But we do have
such groups, the Jews unfortunately being
one long-standing target. History is tragi-
cally stained with just such Christian acts of
violence against Jews. At a time when we
are trying to heal those relationships and
repent of our past sins, the alternative read-
ing suggested here runs less risk of obscur-
ing the main point, which is that Jesus came
to put a stop to such violent hatred, whether
it be Jews against Samaritans or Christians

9 Codexes A, C, and D are among the
ancient texts that conclude the verse with “as
Elijah did.”

19 Could Luke intentionally be having the
disciples imitate Elijah in a negative fashion
because Jesus has come to supersede Elijah as
God’s prophet? This would seem to continue
the point of including Elijah in the Transfigu-
ration narrative only a few verses previous

(9:30).
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against Jews. Jesus himself came as the one
rejected, consumed by our scapegoating
hatred on the cross, the loser in our insider/
outsider game of scapegoating. On the
cross he was in solidarity with outsiders. He
would be declared an outcast to his own
people, thereby in the same company as the
Samaritans.

To make this story be about a Samari-
tan rejection of Jesus is to thus miss coming
to terms with what the Girardian anthropol-
ogy has urged me to see as the heart of the
Gospel: namely, that Jesus came to mess up
our insider/outsider games of scapegoating
by identifying with the outsiders of this
world. To see the story as a Samaritan
rejection of Jesus plays right into the exist-
ing structure of the Jewish/Samaritan ri-
valry of that era. I do not think that our
historical approach has served us well in
thisinstance. Toread this textin the manner
in which I am suggesting is to more prop-
erly feel Jesus’ rebuke to his disciples for
having played the deadly insider/outsider
game of scapegoating. For the point of the
gospel, it seems to me, is this: we all play
those games, including we who seek to be
Jesus’ modern-day disciples. This is what
Jesus came to show us on the cross. Luke
9:51-56 is thus a foretaste of the main dish
to come at a crucial point in the narrative.

Scapegoating the evangelists

Why would we “want” to scapegoat the
Samaritans in this story? We no longer
have a direct stake in that particular rivalry
between Jews and Samaritans, do we? But
I would like for us to consider that we at
least have an indirect stake in such scape-
goating: namely, that our human penchant
for scapegoating would not be so directly
revealed. We pointto the historical circum-
stances to make it their problem, not our
problem. When it is read as simply a his-
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torical matter between Jews and Samari-
tans, we do not have to read ourselves into
the text. We do not have to see ourselves as
Jesus’ disciples, receiving his rebuke for
our continued scapegoating behavior.

Perhaps a subtle example of modern
scapegoating is in order here. A recent
trend in biblical scholarship is to accuse the
Gospel writers of anti-Semitism. The im-
plication is that the evangelists are partly to
blame for centuries of subsequent violence
against Jews on the part of Christians. The
evangelists may be seen as the beginning of
abloodstained history. In fact, there may be
some who are uncomfortable with my read-
ing of Luke 9:51-56, because I so heavily
emphasize the Jewish hatred for Samari-
tans. The spirit of this current trend is that
anything which remotely sounds like point-
ing a finger at the Jews must have a spirit of
anti-Semitism behind it. In their view, Iam
being anti-Semitic; or, if my reading is
correct, then perhaps it is another example
of Luke being anti-Semitic.

The wider trend is to read anti-Semitism
into all the Gospel accounts because of their
harsh treatment of the Pharisees and other
Jewish leaders. It is correctly pointed out
that the accounts of the Passion focus culpa-
bility for the crucifixion of Jesus on Jewish
leadership more so than on the Romans.
Those who see anti-Semitism in these nar-
ratives thus argue that the more likely his-
torical scenario was greater Roman culpa-
bility, based especially on the fact that it
wasaRoman form of execution. But,again,
to argue solely in terms of historicity is to
miss the central point of the Gospels. Jesus

11 Elsewhere in the Gospel, Luke seems
to portray a solidarity between Jesus and
Samaritans. In the only other two references
to Samaritans in Luke’s Gospel, they are lifted
high as models of good behavior: the Parable
of the Good Samaritan (10:25-37) and the
Healing of the Ten Lepers (17:11-19).
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came toreveal whatIam calling the insider/
outsider games we play that lead to the
seemingly endless cycles of violence in our
world. Here the basic historical data does
come into play: for Jesus to confront those
who thought themselves insiders in hisown
time and place, it was necessary to confront
the leaders of his own people. To blame the
Romans does not as directly reveal the
problem, since they were hated outsiders to
the Jewish people. The Romans were regu-
larly scapegoated targets for Jesus’ own
people, and to blame them would bring no
new insight into the insider/outsider dy-
namic of human culture. In order for any of
us to fully recognize the problem, we must
first see that it is those of us who consider
ourselves insiders who are the source of the
problem. We seek to always perpetuate the
insider/outsider structure to our advantage.
In the case of the Gospels, the crucial folks
to reveal this to were the insiders of Jesus’
own people, the Jewish leaders. To struc-
ture the narrative in this way is not anti-
Semitism at work. It is the gospel’s very
theme of revealing the insider/outsider struc-
ture.

I began these reflections on this mod-
em trend in scholarship wondering whether
itisitself an example of the insider/outsider
game. Apparently, in modern academic
circles, the role of insider is reserved for
those who are always on the lookout for
anti-Semitism, to expose it wherever it may
be found, even if that is in Scripture. But
there is a double irony here. First, the
implication of what I am saying is that the
very impetus of looking out for anti-
Semitism comes from the Gospel narra-
tives—which many now accuse of anti-
Semitism! In making such an observation,
I am by no means trying to deny that subse-
quent Christians have had a problem with
anti-Semitism. Far from it; I would under-
score the truth that, since Constantine, Chris-
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t is those

of us who
consider ourselves
insiders who are the
source of the problem.

tians have generally been the insiders, and
Jews have been the outsiders, to the power
structures of Western culture. Christians
have disgracefully and tragically acted out
this insider/outsider game of scapegoating
which, from the point of view of this essay,
Jesus came precisely to reveal.

The second irony is that scholars may
now be playing this same insider/outsider
game when they overzealously see anti-
Semitism everywhere, even in the gospel
itself. Scapegoating is such a trap that we
may even fall into it when we are trying to
stop others from scapegoating. Many mod-
em scholars (and here I walk a fine line
myself in not scapegoating them!) have
come to scapegoat the Gospel writers with-
out really understanding what it is that the
Gospels reveal. I would suggest that they
fail to recognize that the source for their
sensitivity to anti-Semitism is itself the gos-
pel-preference for the victim of the insider/
outsider game. ‘

Luke 9:51-56 is a crucial passage in
coming to recognize our own tendencies to
scapegoat others, since it points to the
scapegoating among Jesus’ own insiders,
i.e., his disciples. We who consider our-
selves disciples of Jesus should read our-
selves into this text. The point is not to
blame or scapegoat someone else for
scapegoating but to come to see it in our-
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selves! Christians have missed the whole
point of the gospel at the cost of millions of
lives, when they have sought to scapegoat
Jews or Muslims—or whomever.

Luke 9:57-62: Continued
instruction for would-be
disciples

At the outset I mentioned a hope to see the
wider passage of Luke 9:51-62 in its unity.
Thus far, I have not dealt with 9:57-62.
The link is provided in the first two words of
v. 57, Kai mopevopévov (“And going”).
Luke has used this same verb four times
previously in 9:51-56 to establish the ac-
tion of journeying to Jerusalem. This motif
of journeying continues in vv. 57-62. The
other theme that holds vv. 51-62 together
asaunity is that of failed discipleship. This
theme is more obvious in the half we are yet
to deal with; my argument regarding the
first half has been that the focus of our
reading should be on the failure of the
disciples rather than on the Samaritan vil-
lage. The first event on this journey is the
disciples’ misperception of its goal: they
have not heard Jesus’ prediction of his re-
jection by the elders of Jerusalem and in-
stead anticipate the role of the Jewish lead-
ership by desiring to play the same deadly
game against the Samaritans. Verses 57-62
now continue the journey with three would-
be disciples who underestimate the cost of
taking the journey with Jesus. Jesus’ re-
sponses to these three are often labeled
under the heading of “hard sayings” and are
dealt with separately from 9:51-56. By
contrast, I will read the second portion of
9:51-62 in light of the first, using the Gos-
pel themes we have attempted to bring forth
thus far.

The first would-be disciple promises to
follow Jesus, to which Jesus responds:
“Foxes haves holes, and the birds of the air
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have nests; but the Son of Man has nowhere
to lay his head.” This saying is not just
about the inconvenience of occasionally
not having a place to stay. Norisit, I think,
trying to say that he never has ovemight
accommodations; for this would not ring
true after telling us of their traveling proce-
dure of sending messengers ahead to pre-
pare. To say that Jesus and his disciples do
not have a place to call home like the foxes
and birds is closer to the meaning. But I
think it still misses the deeper significance—
which is: in a world that structures itself
around the deadly games of insiders against
outsiders, one who comes to be on the side
of outsiders is completely out of place.'?
Verses 51 and 58 together anticipate Jesus’
ultimate lack of reception in this world by
looking forward to the days of his lifting up
to heaven. Only the God who is on the side
of the victim will receive Jesus once again
in the Ascension. This present lack of
reception echoes the theme emphasized in
the traditional reading of 9:51-56, as a lack
of reception on the part of the Samaritans.
Our alternative reading still recognizes a
lack of reception, but it is on the part of the
messengers. And their lack of reception is
due to Jesus’ initiative in changing his itin-
erary. The setting of his face to Jerusalem
now makes more real his ‘out-of-placeness’
in this world, which Jesus expresses to this
first would-be follower on the journey.
Jesus’ response to the second would-be
disciple is even more difficult without the
proper context for understanding. The sec-
ond man is apparently willing to follow
Jesus but first must go bury his father—a

2] am indebted to James Alison for
insight into Luke 9:57-60 from his reflections
on the parallel version to these verses in
Matthew 8:18-22, Raising Abel: The
Recovery of the Eschatological Imagination
(New York: Crossroad, 1996), 86-87.
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quite reasonable request. ButJesus’ answer
is downright shocking: “Let the dead bury
their own dead; but as for you, go and
proclaim the kingdom of God.” What is
Jesus doing here? He is not exactly the
model of the compassionate grief counse-
lor! The clue to the meaning comes in the
absurdity of the first part: obviously dead
people cannot bury anyone, busy as they are
withtheirowndecomposition. As Girardian
scholar James Alison puts it:

Rather [Jesus] is saying: this piety of
burying the dead is proper to a culture
based on death, and has nothing to do
with the piety of those who are building
the kingdom which knows not death.
Get out of the culture of death, leave it
behind, and build with me the culture
which is coming into existence.'?

Jesus has come to replace human culture,
based onthe deadly games of insiders against
outsiders, with a culture in which everyone
is invited to take part—but only through
solidarity with the victims of this world’s
insider/outsider games. Jesus’ statement is
eschatological more than pastoral. It may
not be the most pastoral response to the
situation in the present, but, properly under-
stood, it looks forward in hope to God’s
reign based on life. It seeks to jar us out of
ourenslavement to the human culture based
on death.

Jesus’ third response, then, continues
the eschatological bent. His image of the
farmer at the plow underscores that his
followers must keep their gaze forward;
looking back to past ties with human culture
is to risk returning to the slavery. One
imagines the farmer whose steady gaze is
lined up on the tree at the other end of the
field. Jesus, at this point in Luke’s story,
has his gaze steadily fixed upon a tree
outside Jerusalem. There is no turning
back, if he is to meet God’s goal of exposing
the deadly insider/outsider games of human

culture. There should be nothing worth
looking back to, if the goal is truly God’s
offer of a whole new way of living that is
freed from the ultimate grasp of the reign of
death.

Conclusion

Has this Girardian reading been exegesis or
eisegesis? My view is that one cannot
ultimately decide between these two with-
out having a unified interpretation of the
text. The interpreter can then measure how
many exegeses of passages square with the
overall interpretation. If the number of
passages resistant to one’s hermeneutical
key multiplies, then eisegesis is more likely.
The interpreter begins to read more into the
text. When one’s unified interpretation
continues to successfully bring light to a
text, on the other hand, then chances are
good that it is exegesis. The interpreter is
reading out what is actually there in the text.

The ultimate measure of my success
with Luke 9:51-62, therefore, is contingent
on deciding for the overall success of the
Girardian anthropology as a hermeneutical
key. I'hope I have given you, the reader, a
clue sufficient to prompt your own investi-
gation into the work of René Girard asanew
hermeneutical key for reading the Bible.
The image that comes to mind is the mo-
ment in fifth grade when I tried on my new
pair of glasses and the whole world in-
stantly became more clear. A traditionally
biblical image might be the feeling of sit-
ting in darkness and suddenly seeing a great
light. I hope this essay is enough to spark
your interest to try on these ‘Girardian’
glasses as a uniquely illuminating way to
see the light of Christ. Perhaps they will
work for you, too.

" Alison, Raising Abel, 87.
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Annotated bibliography: Selected works by René Girard

Deceit, Desire, and the Novel: Self and Other in Literary Structure. Girard’s first major work, it
lays the first pillar in Girardian theory, that of “mimetic desire” (called “triangular desire” in
this first work)—through the study of novels by Cervantes, Proust, Dostoevsky, and others.
Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1965. (Originally published in French,
1961; translated by Yvonne Freccero.)

Violence and the Sacred. Girard’s second major work, it lays out the second pillar of Girardian
theory—namely, his anthropology of the mechanisms of victimage, or “scapegoating,” that
lie behind all of human culture—through a study of classical Greek drama, Freud, and Levi-
Strauss. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977. (Originally published in
French, 1972; translated by Patrick Gregory.)

“To Double Business Bound” : Essays on Literature, Mimesis, and Anthropology. A collection of
essays. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978.

Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World. Research undertaken in collaboration with
Jean-Michel Oughourlian and Guy Lefort. To date, Girard’s magnum opus. The third of his
major works, it programmatically lays out Girard’s entire theory in dialogue form. Itis
structured into three major “Books” entitled “Fundamental Anthropology,” “The Judaeo-
Christian Scriptures,” and “Interdividual Psychology.” Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 1987. (Originally published in French, 1978; translated by Stephen Bann and Michael
Metteer.)

The Scapegoat. Girard takes a different starting point, a mid-fourteenth century “text of
persecution,” to unravel his theory of myths and then to show how biblical texts demytholo-
gize the mythical viewpoint; roughly, one-half theory of myth and one-half biblical
commentary. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986. (Originally published
in French, 1982; translated by Yvonne Freccero.)

Job: The Victim of His People. Girard uses and expounds his theory through a uniquely
enlightening commentary on the biblical Book of Job. Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 1987. (Originally published in French, 1985; translated by Yvonne Freccero.)

A Theater of Envy: William Shakespeare. Girard’s most recent work, it provides a comprehen-
sive analysis of Shakespearean drama using his theories. It is a masterpiece of literary
criticism befitting the master dramatist of the English language. Even the most learned of
readers may discover a whole new Shakespeare (which is actually the same old Shakespeare
understood in a whole new light). Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991.

The Girard Reader. Edited by James G. Williams. An anthology of basic texts designed to give
a substantive introduction to Girard's thought and work, with an emphasis on his more recent
positions; includes a brief biography, an interview, and a glossary of Girardian terminology.
New York: Crossroad, 1996.

Secondary works on René Girard and applying his theories

Alison, James. The Joy of Being Wrong: Original Sin Through Easter Eyes (New York:
Crossroad, 1998). This original work of theological anthropology looks at original sin in the
light of the Resurrection and, from this point of view, is able to read all the major doctrines
of Christianity from the order of discovery. Sebastian Moore says in his foreword, “One
should, one can, never say of a theological work that it is the definitive statement on its
subject. But very occasionally one is tempted to do so, and this book represents that
temptation in acute form.”

. Knowing Jesus (Springfield, IL: Templegate Publishers, 1994). A wonderful expression

of basic Christian theology based on the perspective of the victim as vindicated by God
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through the Resurrection. It is an excellent and readable introduction to the Girardian

thought-process for the Christian faith.

. Raising Abel: The Recovery of the Eschatological Imagination (New York: Crossroad,
1996). Alison focuses his Girardian acumen to the subject of eschatology.

Bailie, Gil. Violence Unveiled: Humanity at the Crossroads (New York: Crossroad, 1995).
Brings a bouquet of texts together, including many biblical texts, to give an insightful
interpretation of our modern situation from a Girardian perspective.

. The Florilegia Institute lecture series on audio cassette tape. Similar to his book but
generally a bit more in depth. Highly recommended are the series: Creation, Fall &
Sacrifice; The Gospel of John; The Gospel of Luke; and St. Paul’s Letter to the Romans.

For more information see the Florilegia website at http://www.florilegia.org.

Grote, Jim and John McGeeney. Clever as Serpents: Business Ethics and Office Politics
(Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1997). A wonderfully practical look at how to
work together with others, one that uses a very accessible outline of Girardian theory for the
background to getting practical.

Hamerton-Kelly, Robert G. The Gospel and the Sacred: Poetics of Violence in Mark (Minneapo-
lis: Fortress Press, 1994). A commentary on the Gospel of Mark using Girard’s ideas; also
has an excellent summary of Girard’s basic theses.

. Sacred Violence: Paul's Hermeneutic of the Cross (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992).
An introduction to Girard’s theories and application to the writings of St. Paul.

McCracken, David. The Scandal of the Gospels: Jesus, Story, and Offense (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1994). Excellent New Testament exegesis on a key Girardian term:
“stumbling block” (Greek: okavdaAov). Also compares Girard to Kierkegaard.

Oughourlian, Jean-Michel. The Puppet of Desire: The Psychology of Hysteria, Possession, and
Hypnosis (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991). (Originally published in French,
1982; translated, with an introduction, by Eugene Webb.) A collaborator with Girard on
Things Hidden and a practicing psychiatrist, Oughourlian elaborates on the “Interdividual
Psychology” of the Girardian anthropology. It is also a fascinating effort at writing a history
of psychology that goes back much further than Freud—putting him in his place, so to
speak.

Schwager, Raymund, S. J. Must There Be Scapegoats? Violence and Redemption in the Bible
(San Francisco: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1987). (Originally published in German, 1978;
translated by Maria L. Assad.) The first attempt by a biblical scholar and theologian to read
Girard’s theories through all of Scripture. Currently out of print, but worth looking up in a
library. )

Williams, James G. The Bible, Violence, and the Sacred: Liberation from the Myth of Sanctioned
Violence (Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press International, 1995). The second major work by a
biblical scholar to read Girard’s theories through a large portion of Scripture.

Journals / Bulletins

The Bulletin of the Colloquium on Violence & Religion. Published biannually (March and
October): No. 1, October, 1991-. An international group has been formed to further
Girard’s ideas, called the Colloquium on Violence and Religion (or “COV&R”); this is its
bulletin. To join COV&R and/or to receive its bulletin or journal, write to COV&R, 10616
Mellow Meadows #27A, Austin, TX 78750.

Contagion: Journal of Violence, Mimesis, and Culture. Published annually: Volume I, Spring,
1994-. Published essays from the annual COV&R conferences.
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Fifty yearsago, the United Lutheran Church
commissioned some theologians, including
Joseph Sittler. William Lazareth, and George
Forrell, to contribute to a three volume set
entitled Christian Social Responsibility.
Like them, the authors of this new collec-
tion of essays have been commissioned by
the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Ameri-
ca—through its Church Council and Divi-
sion for Church and Society—to help its
members “think through the nature of Chris-
tian ethics today” (p. 1). Any reader famil-
iar with the work of Sittler, Lazareth, or
Forrell will see that these essays are not
only responding toaradically differentcon-
text but, indeed, are defining Lutheranism
in very different ways. For the most part,
these essays criticize a specific distortion in
much Lutheranism: the reduction of the
Christian life ‘0 the “motivation touched off
by justification” (p. 27). They are espe-
cially critical! of the way Protestant ethics
has been aligned with the “punctual self” of
modemity, a self “unencumbered” by its

ties to nature oreven to the rest of the human
community. This criticism, in my view, is
the chief strength of these essays, along
with their concrete proposal for how ethics
and the law might be conceived in more
substantive and positive terms. What re-
mains a question—a question that is espe-
cially salient when we compare these es-
says to the work of their predecessors—is
whether they have captured the comprehen-
siveness and, more importantly, the distinc-
tiveness of Lutheranism’s theological con-
tribution to the ethical problems of our day.

This volume consists of seven essays
sandwiched between two short introduc-
tions (one by each editor) and a concluding
transcript of a “table talk” conversation
among the authors. John Stumme’s intro-
duction stresses the “tradition’s” focus on
the giftof faith; Karen Bloomquist’s stresses
how “today’s context” is largely defined by
arange of reactions to the Enlightenment’s
focus on freedom, a focus that has influ-
enced much of the contemporary “culture
wars” debate (e.g., with regard to homo-
sexuality and abortion). Although the con-
cluding “table-talk” reveals sharp differ-
ences among these authors, it does con-
clude that the church has a mandate to



Malcolm. A Book Worth Discussing: The Promise of Lutheran Ethics
B e

211

define itself in concrete and substantive
terms as a “community of moral delibera-
tion.” But these authors present very differ-
entproposals for what that community might
look like. Four different positions can be
identified in this volume. James Childs’
essay works out of an “eschatological” per-
spective. The other six propose some form
of a “contextualized” ethic. Three of these
present an argument for an “ecclesial” eth-
ics (Robert Benne, Martha Stortz, and Rein-
hard Hiitter); two argue for a form of “lib-
eration” ethics (Richard Perry and Larry
Rasmussen with Cynthia Moe-Lobeda); and
the final essay (David Fredrickson’s) offers
a reading of Pauline ethics that mediates
between these two positions even as it ar-
ticulates a distinctive proposal of its own.

With the exception, then, of Childs’
essay, all the others offer some concrete
proposal for enacting the substance of the
Christian life. Childs, by contrast, focuses
on the “ambiguity” and “complexity” of
moral choices, and how the reign of God
offers a “horizon” against which to make
these choices. Given the distinctive charac-
ter of his voice in this volume, it is unfortu-
nate that Childsis so tentative in developing
his proposal, focusing more on the ambigu-
ity and complexity of what the church might
say rather than on the courageous and sub-
stantive stands it could take for justice and
mercy. Indeed, the vision of the reign of
God he presents has much potential and
could serve as a norm that offers precisely
the kind of substantive yet critical criterion
needed to mediate between the more eccle-
sial and more liberationist essays in this
volume. Also, as Jirgen Moltmann and
Wolfhart Pannenberg have shown, the sym-
bol of the kingdom of God is highly relevant
to our understanding of trinitarian doctrine,
adoctrine central to any theological formu-
lation of Ci.ristian ethics.

Among the essays stressing an eccle-

sial ethics, Benne’s offers a bridge between
the emphases of a previous generation—
say, as stressed in a volume like Christian
Social Responsibility—and those of this
volume. He ibegins by outlining classical
themes in Lutheran ethics: justification, the
church’s distinctive work of proclaiming
the gospel, the twofold rule of God, and a
paradoxical vjiew of human nature and his-
tory. He then names a contemporary chal-
lenge: Lutheranism’s tendency to reduce
“the whole of ethical life to the motivation
touched off by justification” and its corre-
sponding failure to develop the church as a
“community of character.” Instead, he ar-
gues, it offers only a vague “realism” that,
because of its lack of substance, leaves the
church vulnerable to various hermeneutics
of suspicion (from Freud, Marx, and Niet-
zsche to feminists and multiculturalists).
His concludirﬁg constructive proposal cen-
ters not around the themes he began with
(justification, paradox, etc.) but around cor-
rectives to these challenges—themes like
“covenantal existence” and “divinization.”
Although he presents a number of tantaliz-
ing suggestions, Benne does not offer an
integrated picture of how the latter two
themes, especially the Calvinist theme of
“covenant,” cohere with the “classic”
Lutheran emphases he outlines at the begin-
ning of the paper. He is ina unique position
to offer such an integration because he
appreciates tlhe distinctive contribution of
Lutheranism’s classic emphases even as
he is cognizant of their potential for misap-
propriation. I hope he will articulate the
theological center of his argument more
fully in future work.

A similar comment can be made of
Stortz’s essay. She offers an intriguing
depiction of Martin Luther’s understanding
of the practice of private prayer—a depic-
tion that, she states, is intentionally empiri-
cal, concrete, and inductive (as opposed to
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being theoretical, abstract, and deductive).
Appropriating the Ignatian focus on “for-
mation” as a lens for her analysis, she out-
lines Luther’s instructions for daily prayer.
In turn, she establishes a connection be-
tween the daily practice of prayer and a way
of life shaped by responsiveness, gratitude,
modesty, and joy. Given her recognition of
the reflexive connection between doctrine
and practice, Stortz could bring to the fore
even more explicitly what is meant by
Luther’s understanding of tentatio (prayer
and meditation), which he uses cotermin-
ously with Anfechtung (suffering or “tempt-
ing attack”). Tentatio is a key moment that
links Luther’s practice of prayer to his the-
ology of the cross and understanding of
justification. As Ignatian prayer has at its
heart our tangible participation in Christ’s
death and resurrection, so Luther’s under-
standing of prayer is deeply shaped by the
tentatio that brings us face us to face with
the crucified Christ and his resurrection
life. Indeed, we might say that the activity
of tentatio is precisely the “inductive” way
by which a theology of the cross is enacted
in our lives. And further, such tentatio not
only “forms” the lives of Christians but
offers a radical critique of all sinful distor-
tions that keep us from union with God. I
hope Stortz also will pursue the theological
import of her argument more fully in future
work.

Hiitter’s is the one essay in the volume
that does not shy away from rigorous and
thorough theological argument. His foot-
notes are a veritable survey of relevant
literature in theology and ethics. Presenting
the most explicit critique of the modern
theological impoverishment of Protestant
ethics, he analyses two dimensions of what
he calls the “Protestant fallacy.” The firstis
itsreduction of all theology and ethics to the
single article of “justification by grace
through faith alone,” and the second is its
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strictly negative understanding of freedom
as freedom from the law rather than for it.
Aligning these “Protestant” emphases with
modem ethics, he situates his own proposal
in relation to three twentieth century move-
ments thatserve as correctives to the restric-
tion of all ethics to the “unencumbered”
self: (1) the Christocentrism of dialectical
theology; (2) the Protestant discovery of
Aristotle’s and Thomas’ character and vir-
tue ethics; and (3) the stress on embodiment
and location in liberation theologies (in-
cluding feminist and eco-ethics). The heart
of his proposal centers around a reading of
Luther’s “The Freedom of a Christian.” By
way of areading of Phil2:4—11 and Luther’s
commentary on Genesis, he argues that, for
Luther, law gives concrete form to the life
of the human creature “deified by grace.”
Drawing on David Yeago’s interpretation
of Luther, he contends that although sinful
humanity may receive the law as an exter-
nal code, for the subject “deified by grace”
there is no difference between “God’s gos-
pel” and “God’s commandments.”
Hiitter’s critique of Protestant ethics
and its alignment with the excesses of mod-
em ethics is a brilliant one, as is his strong
argument for a retrieval of the command-
ments in ethical teaching. His argument is
one that demands attention, and I concur
with much of its thrust. The question I have
about his essay is whether he fuses law and
gospel in the lives of believers. For ex-
ample, does he maintain the distinctions
Lutheran orthodoxy has held among the
three uses of the law (first or “civil” use,
second or “theological” use, and third or
“exhortatory” use)? Or, are they subsumed
under a kind of “third use” unique to the
Christian community? Inother words, does
he do justice to what Lutherans have called
the first two uses of the law? The first use
of the law pertains to the presupposition
(based on the first use of the law) that all
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human beings, by way of their being created
in the image of God, have the capacity to
perceive some understanding of law or the
“orders of creation” (the traditional name
given for the requisite conditions for human
life in community). To affirm this capacity
is not to affirm an Enlightenment concep-
tion of “autonomous” ethics but rather to
affirm that God’s power and goodness en-
compass the totality of life and our crea-
turely—and this includes nonbelievers’—
participation in it. The second point is its
recognition (based on the second use of the
law) that even believers live in the tension
between being made in God’s image and
yet being fallen members of a humanity in
bondage to sin. To affirm that the law also
functions as an “alien” demand in the
believer’s life (which criticizes all the de-
monic distortions that keep us from wor-
shipping God and treating our neighbors
justly, both individual and corporate) does
notentail negating its very positive capacity
to guide and give substance to thatlife. And
finally, and many would say, most impor-
tantly, we can ask whether he does justice to
the Lutheran distinction between law and
gospel—that the gospel truly is a free gift
from God not contingent on human works.
Thatdistinction, many would argue, is what
distinguishes Lutheran from other forms of
ethics. A stronger recognition of what is
distinctive about a Lutheran understanding
of the gospel and the first two functions of
the law would greatly enhance his argument
and bring to the fore what Lutheran ethics
has to offer other forms of ecclesial ethics
(e.g., Calvinist, Wesleyan, or Roman Cath-
olic).

The two “liberationist” essays make
very different types of arguments, but they
share the “ecclesial” ethicists’ emphasis on
particularity, embodiment, and community.
Perry presents his case from the vantage
point of the experience of African Ameri-
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hese essays

make an
important contribution
with their stress on the
concrete formation of
individuals and com-
munities . . .

canLutherans. Like Hiitter, he is concerned
that traditional Lutheran preoccupations
have tended to sever the connection be-
tween “who we are before God” and “what
we are doing among God’s people.” His
concern is not with appropriating Lutheran-
ism for an African American situation but
with examining what the rich and diverse
traditions of African American Christianity
have to offer Lutheranism. In this appro-
priation, he makes an important contribu-
tion to Lutheran ethics by tracing the actual
history whereby African Americans offered
a corrective not only to racism in this coun-
try but to the tendency in much of Lutheran
ethicstoseparate “rightdoctrine” from “‘right
practice.” What would make his argument
even more potent is if he concentrated more
fully on how African American concep-
tions of “who we are before God” theologi-
cally inform “what we do among God’s
people.” This would establish even more
firmly the rich theological resources Afri-
can American Christianity has to offer—
and criticize—Lutheranism, especially in
its predominantly European American
forms.

A similar point can be made about the
essay by Rasmussen and Moe-Lobeda,
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which identifies the environment as the
essay’s concern and the question of whether
life as we know it is able to meet the needs
of “the expanding world and the rest of
nature for present and future generations”
as its contextual problem (p. 132). But
unlike either Perry, who describes specific
practices of advocacy, or even the “eccle-
sial” essayists, who describe practices that
form Christiancommunity, Rasmussen and
Moe-Lobeda focus on a “reforming dy-
namic,” which, they argue, is the “proper
dynamic of a Lutheran ethic for our time”
(p. 134). This dynamic does not negate the
role tradition plays as a “deposit” carried
over time. Rather, it is essentially a “dy-
namic” that moves within a “dialectic of
continuity and discontinuity” that interprets
itself in light of the “signs of the times” as
these are read in and by the believing com-
munity. Thope Rasmussen and Moe-Lobeda
will develop even more fully the theologi-
cal import of their argument: specifically,
how this “reforming dynamic” (as a formal
construct) is intrinsically shaped by the
material themes of “creation,” “cross,” and
the “response of faith”—themes they also
discuss in the essay. They do establish this
connection in the essay, but it could be
developed. Doing so would make even
more explicit how this reforming dynamic
is not merely a function of tradition and
change but a function of God’ s justice and
mercy in the world and how we, as crea-
tures, might speak, think, and enact it.

So far we have identified two major
poles in this volume: a pole emphasizing
the substantive ethos of Christian commu-
nity life and a pole emphasizing its critical
prophetic dynamism. Fredrickson presup-
poses both poles in a “political” reading of
Paul’s ethics, which draws a parallel be-
tween the way Paul conceptualizes the local
church and the “assembly” (ekklesia) of
Greek city-states and their democratic pro-

cedures for decision making. But what is
distinctive about Fredrickson’s reading of
Paul is its theological thrust. The political
process of the church’s discernment as an
assembly is not simply a baptizing of Greek
political procedures but an actual and tan-
gible participation in Christ’s death and
resurrection by the power of the Spirit. The
free speech of the “political” assembly of
the congregation is granted by the Spirit.
Unlike Hiitter, who interprets the Christ
hymn in Phil 2:5-11 in relation to the role
of law in the believers’ lives, Fredrickson
focuses on how we are transformed by “the
Spirit’s free gift of the mind of Christ to the
community” (p. 124). Thus, the Christian
community’s “political” process of delib-
eration cannot be divorced from the “ethi-
cal” way in which we are, through Christ,
mutually enslaved and dedicated to one
another’s freedom. In turn, a focus on
“ethos” and communal identity cannot be
divorced from the “critical principle” in
Paul’s ethics, a principle defined theologi-
cally by the freedom granted by the Spirit
through Christ’s death for us. Fredrickson
makes a truly innovative argument in this
essay, but he restricts his analysis to a close
exegesis of the texts he analyzes (2 Corin-
thians 3; Philippians 1:27-2:18; and Ro-
mans 12-15). Hopefully, the argument he
develops in this essay will be developed
more fully in future projects.

This book makes a timely contribution
to the “ethos” of contemporary American
Lutheran congregations. Itidentifiesacen-
tral modern problematic—individualism—
and a central theological problem in much
of Lutheranism—the tendency to reduce
ethics to personal motivation. But the ques-
tion remains whether some of the resources
in Lutheran theology thatare either rejected
or neglected in this volume might not be the
very ones needed to help us respond to this
situation. For example, a sharp distinction
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between law and gospel may especially be
needed in an age that relies even for its
“spirituality” onhuman technique. A strong
theology of the cross, with its critique of all
forms of self-salvation and its focus on
Christ’s death and resurrection, is a needed
message for our time. All our attempts at
securing ourselves—politically, economi-
cally, technologically, even by way of our
religious identities and forms of spiritual-
ity—are not sufficient to save us from the
realities of sin, death, and demonic power.
To say this is not to reject the law and the
way it offers substantive guidance for how
tolive. Inother words, a corrective to either
an antinomianism or an interiorized inter-
pretation of justification need not entail a
rejection of the core Reformation insight—
an insight that is essentially theological—
that God and God alone has the power to
save.

Furthermore, Lutheran theology has
strong warrants for a wholehearted affirma-
tion of the doctrine of creation and its impli-
cations for our lives as creatures within the
very complexity and nuance of all our inter-
actions—interpersonal, political, economic,
technological—with other human beings
and even the natural and technical worlds of
which we are a part. Rasmussen and Moe-
Lobeda grapple with this question the most
(with their focus on “sustainability”), but
Perry deals with it as well (with regard to
institutional racism), as do Benne and Hiit-
ter (by way of retrieving the “orders of
creation” or “natural law”) and Childs (by
way of an eschatological vision of cre-
ation). Yet much more could be said, espe-
cially given the highly complex systems
each one of us actually participates in on a
daily basis—from, e.g., the systems of the
mass media to those of a global economy.
This task of fully grappling with what it
means to be ‘creatures’ is not a simple one,
but more guidance is needed if God’s power
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and goodness are not merely to be restricted
to a Christian ghetto of interpersonal en-
counters.

And a focus on creation leads to the
need for a rehabilitation of a concept not
discussed in a sustained fashion in these
essays: the doctrine of vocation. At issue
here are the concrete roles and relationships
in which our “ethos” as Christians—as indi-
viduals and communities—takes a palpable
formasitservesthe neighbor’sneeds. Given
the plethora of popular books, Christian and
otherwise, dealing with spirituality in ev-
eryday life or finding one’s purpose in life,
itis surprising that these essays touch on the
doctrine of vocation only in a cursory fash-
ion. If writers like Deepak Chopra are not
to corner the market on spirituality in a
capitalistic society, then theologians need
to retrieve those aspects of our tradition-
such as the doctrine of vocation-that do
speak of God’s justice and mercy in relation
to the actual circumstances that constitute
most of our waking hours.

In spite of these concerns, these essays
make an important contribution with their
stress on the concrete formation of indi-
viduals and communities, whether or not
one defines it primarily in terms of “re-
trieval” or “reform.” The need to attend to
ethos and community is probably one of the
most important tasks facing congregations
in contemporary North America. And, an
individualistic, self-centered piety or spiri-
tuality is not sufficient for facing this task.
But this corrective should not leave us with
a truncated vision of the resources in the
Lutheran heritage. Perhaps a return to the
themes discussed in that first three-volume
set—with echoes to the work of theological
ethicists of a previous generation like Sittler,
Forrell, and Lazareth—is needed as a cor-
rective to this corrective.
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After Christianity. By Daphne Hampson.
Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press Inter-
national, 1996. x and 326 pages. Paper.
$25.00.

According to Hampson, Christianity is neither
relevant nor true in the context of the modern/
postmodern world. In its place, she lays out a
theism which she finds congruent with modern
understandings of human agency and of the
causal nexus of history and nature.

Hampson’s dismissal of Christianity has
two primary foci. As arevealed religion, Chris-
tianity postulates a God who is “other,” existing
in a heteronomous relationship with humanity.
Hampson argues that this conception of God
leads inevitably to a hierarchical, heteronomous
paradigm of spirituality and social organization
incompatible with modem understandings of
self-identity. Moreover, Christianity can not be
true because its grounding in the particularity of
the Christ event contradicts modern knowledge
of how the werld works. Throughout her cri-
tique, Hampson characterizes Christian theol-
ogy as a male enterprise representing the hopes
and aspirations, needs and fears of men in their
experience of reality.

Hampson’s theism builds on the feminist
notion of the centered self and on the conviction
that there is more to reality than meets the eye.
The centered self is able to stand on its own, yet
exists in reciprocity with others. Self-centering
brings persons into an at-homeness with the uni-
verse, to the awareness that we are profoundly
connected to whatis in excess of what we are and
that there are powers on which we may draw.
Hampson calls this reality “God.” The centered
self approach to life offers a spirituality conso-
nant with modern self-identity and leads to an
ethics of attention, honesty, and ordering.

Obviously, Hampson’s theism moves be-
yond the theological boundaries of most readers
of this journal. Her book, however, is important
because of the questions she raises. Has the
paradigm of human subjectivity changed? If so,
how shall we respond? Do the images we use to
formulate our theology sometimes hinder rather
than help the mission they are supposed to facili-
tate? Hampson’s “solution” may not be appeal-
ing to many readers. The questions she raises,
however, are crucial for us as we ponder our
identity and mission in the twenty-first century.

Gwen Sayler
Wartburg Theological Seminary

My Sister, My Brother: Womanist and Xodus
God-Talk. By Karen Baker-Fletcher and
Garth KASIMU Baker-Fletcher. Mary-
knoll: Orbis, 1997. xii and 307 pages.
Paper. $18.00.

As a pedagogical tool alone, this book succeeds.
The text is in the form of “theological conversa-
tion.” Each author takes the topic at hand,
presents a womanist/Xodus perspective, and then
engages the other in response and dialogue;
questions and provocations further the construc-
tion of each chapter. This style of authorshipnot
only provides occasion to further the scholarship
of the respective areas of thought, but it models
a style of teaching from which theology can
immensely benefit.

The text takes the form of a systematic
theology, with topics including God, Christ,
Humanity, Generations, Church, and Last Things.
Each of the six parts is divided into three sec-
tions, as described above: womanist perspec-
tive, Xodus perspective, and dialogue. Karen
Baker-Fletcher presents a womanist voice which
emphasizes God as the strength of life, addresses
problems in the construction of atonement theory,
and utilizes the metaphor of dust as a powerful
means to speak of spiritual memory and unity.
Her voice speaks of the humanity of black women
in a way that examines gifts for survival and
wholeness.

Garth KASIMU Baker-Fletcher presents a
black male theology which he names Xodus
theology. The term, he says, functions as “a
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creative way of naming the various liberative
responses—in second-generation Black male
theology—to the crisis in African American
hope and vision in the early 1990s” (p. 7). This
approach couples traditional theological analy-
sis with ethical, political, economic, and social
analysis of communities and churches filled
with “Martin’s Dream Children...and X
People” (p. 9). He critically examines the socio-
political status of the black male in this country
and theologically challenges the community to
reclaim the Spirit in order to be moved toward
authentic justice for all.

Each author brings a critical eye to the
other’s presentation. Xodus theology is chal-
lenged by womanist theology in its presentation
and understanding of women in the life of the
black man. One particular challenge is the
Xodus reclamation of the Mother Hen image
from Scripture as a means to image God in
female terms. The ramifications of the image are
discussed inadialogue which suggests the Mother
Eagle as an alternative, but upholds the Mother
Hen as a potentially helpful image for Christian
men (pp. 64-65). Likewise, the womanist criti-
cism of the death of Jesus and its glorification is
questioned by Xodus theology in terms of the
struggles for freedom that the black community
has been bodily engaged in for many genera-
tions. Xodus theology, while respecting the
critical location from which the womanist per-
spective comes, strives to maintain the sense of
God’s power to overcome death, especially on
the cross.

As a former student of the authors, I know
that the book models their personal style of
authorship and collaboration. This book serves
as a fine example of theological conversation,
and uses that conversation to clarify individual
positions and engage in criticism face to face.
Notonly can it serve as an excellent introduction
to womanist theology or to black male theology,
it can demonstrate the power of conversation as
a pedagogical tool It would be a fine text for an
educated adult learning group as well as a class-
room resource in systematic theological con-
struction.

Caryn Riswold
Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago
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Mother Church: Ecclesiology and Ecumen-
ism. By Carl E. Braaten. Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1998. 164 pages. Paper. $18.00.

Carl Braaten reworks previous essays in order to
contribute to the current ecumenical dialogue
between Lutherans and Catholics by highlight-
ing the doctrine of the church as the decisive
issue that current ecumenical discussion must
engage. Braaten is convinced that the most
important historic doctrinal difference between
the Catholic Church and the Lutheran Church,
often identified as the doctrine of justification by
grace alone through faith alone, has been re-
solved and is no longer a church-dividing issue.
Braaten argues that any barriers that still divide
the Western church should be dismantled as
soon as possible. In other words, both Protes-
tants and Catholics should endeavor to find ways
to overcome obstacles to unity. Only with unity
can the church have an effective and credible
missional impact on an increasingly secular
world. Braaten claims that secular ideals are
able to infiltrate and compromise the integrity of
the church’s teaching and mission.

Braaten thinks that the Catholic Church as
much as the Lutheran affirms the sola gratia.
Hence, for Braaten, the most pressing contem-
porary theological locus now must not be soteri-
ology, as it was for the reformers, but ecclesiol-
ogy, the doctrine of the church. We must aim to
understand how to restructure our churches so
that they can witness to our unified faith stance.
In other words, Braaten believes that Catholics
and Lutherans are no longer divided on the
substantive issue of the meaning of the gospel
but on a formal issue of how the church best
should be structured for mission. What is clear
for Braaten is that Protestantism is not well
structured for mission. Effective mission must
presuppose a greater cohesion in churchly wit-
ness and discipline than Protestantism is able to
give. Easily fragmented, Protestantism is prone
to become sick with culture viruses such as
“doctrinal normlessness” and “liturgical adven-
turism” (92). In comparison with Catholicism,
Protestantism’s greatest problem is that of lack-
ing the authority to weed out infested secularist
ideologies and thus easily falling prey to a smor-
gasbord of spiritualities that divide its witness.
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In its origin Protestantism was to be provi-
sional until the Catholic Church would begin to
teach the gospel in its purity. For Braaten,
Protestantism’s entrenched attitude of both per-
manency and establishment perpetuates struc-
tural divisiveness in the face of substantial doc-
trinal agreement and this violates the unity that
ought to characterize the church. Problemati-
cally, Protestantism has become satisfied with
itself as a permanent institution. In the face of
pluralism and secularism, the Catholic magis-
terium has a greater capacity than any alleged
source of authority in Protestantism to preserve
the church’s integrity in the face of various
culture viruses. While Catholicism is capable of
providing a healthy sense of authority at a time
when the church’s authority is everywhere ques-
tioned, it is sometimes the perpetrator of an
unevangelical authoritarianism, which likewise
can hurt the witness of the gospel. Itis clear that
Braaten sees the Protestant liability as more
threatening to the gospel witness than the Catho-
lic. In a sense he is seeking a middle ground that
would provide a healthy dose of both authority
and freedom in the face of the current extremes
of Protestant libertinism, which (as Braaten ad-
mittedly exaggerates) offers freedom but not
order, and Catholic authoritarianism, which of-
fers order but not freedom (p. 17). Braatendoes
not just put the onus for church separation on
Protestants; specifically, he calls the Catholic
Church to find ways to make reunion with Prot-
estantism easier.

Braaten claims that arenewed and reunited
church would recognize its trinitarian basis as
the source, image, and goal of the church (pp. 6-
7). Such a church would acknowledge that its
provisionality is with reference to the coming
kingdom—that she should pioneer the future of
the whole world (p. 29). Inother words, Braaten
suggests that an eschatological approach to the
church would show that she exists not for her
own sake but for that of the kingdom, her ulti-
mate, true, and final end (p. 37). The church’s
fidelity then would be evaluated by her ability to
prepare people for God’s future and not by her
ability to repristinate the past.

Once again Braaten demonstrates “fire in
the belly.” He is a passionate crusader for an
ecclesiology as formulated by “evangelical

catholicism.” For instance, he shoots at “confes-
sional Lutherans” with the charge that for the
sake of unity and truth, Lutherans should give up
their “satis est reductionism”: the Augsburg
Confession presupposes an ordered ministry of
the historic threefold office of the ministry, even
though bishops minister not by divine (as Rome
teaches) but human right (pp. 21, 23). Critics
have noted that since his Principles of Lutheran
Theology (1983), Braaten, a onetime advocateof
liberation ethics, has taken a more conservative
theological stance than what he held in the 1960s
and 70s. What I notice in this book is a sense of
balance. Braaten is no biblicist-fundamentalist.
Yet he calls for fidelity to the apostolic faith—
clearly acrucial New Testament imperative—as
well as a concern for minorities and a better
social embodiment of the church that would
reflect the goals of the coming kingdom. This
means that Braaten is harder to categorize than
many of his critics are willing to admit.

He writes prior to the Vatican’s Official
Response to the Joint Declaration on Justifica-
tion, in which it is obvious that Rome does not
accept the Lutheran teaching of simil justus et
peccator, because it is not compatible with the
renewal and sanctification of the “interior man”
as taught by the Council of Trent. In this docu-
ment Rome also faults the Lutheran view as
undermining the ability of the healed will to
advance its new capacity to cooperate with the
divine will in its sanctification. Clearly, Braaten
is right that Lutherans and Catholics agree about
the sola gratia; perhaps this issue has never
really been in dispute. However, it would per-
haps seem that the Lutheran approach to faith as
solafide, defined as the profoundly eschatologi-
cal reality of dying and rising with Jesus, is still
a hindrance for Lutheran and Catholic unity. I
would also like to see Braaten deal in a future
essay with such hard issues as papal infallibility,
papal primacy, and papal authority as grounded
in divine right, issues which may inhibit a Prot-
estant return to the Catholic fold.

Mark C. Mattes
Grand View College
Des Moines, lowa
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Jesus and the Logic of History. By Paul W.
Barnett. New Studies in Biblical Theol-
ogy. Grand Rapids: William B. Eerd-
mans, 1997. 182 pages. Paper. $18.00.

There are two Anglican/Episcopalian bishops
publishing books on the historical Jesus. This is
the other one—and christological chasm be-
tween the two could hardly be wider. Barnett
mounts a counteroffensive against life-of-Jesus
studies which present “a Jesus who is unrecog-
nizable to the Christian faith as expressed in the
historic creeds and confession of the church” (p.
15). ButJesus and the Logic of History does not
directly critique of the works of other writers;
indeed, Bishop John Shelby Spong is never
mentioned. Rather, Barnett concentrates on
crafting a constructive proposal. This Anglican
bishop of North Sydney, Australia, has pub-
lished books and articles for more than twenty
years. Jesus and the Logic of History shows us
an author who reads widely in New Testament
literature and whose passion for intelligent wit-
ness for traditional Christian faith remains strong.
The book well suits the series “New Studies in
Biblical Theology,” which self-consciously
melds biblical exegesis and theology “within the
framework of confessional evangelicalism” (p.
9, preface).

In eight chapters, plus a brief conclusion,
Bamett contends that historical probability, i.e.
“the logic of history,” when applied to Jesus
leads to the conclusion that Jesus of Nazareth
was who the early church proclaimed him to be.
In short, the rise of Christian faith is most plau-
sibly explained by continuity between Jesus in
history and the Jesus Christ proclaimed by the
early church.

This is a wide-ranging study. In just 165
pages Bameit takes up matters of method in
historical study, reviews non-Christian witnesses
to early Christianity, and surveys the New Tes-
tament witnesses. He discounts the usefulness
of the Gospel of Thomas and Q: Thomas is late,
remote, and derived, and Q is quite hypothetical,
being without external reference by Paul, the
early fathers, or the early manuscripts (p. 27).

The book is to be commended for the atten-
tion it gives to New Testament letters as sources
of data on Jesus. Bamett scans the Pauline
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literature, James, 1 Peter, and Hebrews. Like-
wise, his brief excursus on the quest for the
historical Pontius Pilate is a bonus to which one
is rarely treated in historical Jesus literature.

Jesus and the Logic of History offers an
excellent opportunity for readers to interact with
a thoughtful, well-read scholar who reaches ex-
egetical conclusions that one might almost call
precritical. Bamnett concludes, for example, that
the beloved disciple “must” be John Zebedee (p.
149,n.91), that Ephesians is authentically Paul’s
(pp. 45-46), as are the pastoral epistles (pp. 58,
143, 144), that the author of James is James the
brother of Jesus (pp. 50-51), and that 1 Peter was
written by Peter the disciple of Jesus through his
amanuensis Silvanus between 52 and 65 A.D.
(p. 51).

The index alerts readers to mention of mod-
ern authors on pages where those authors are
mentioned in the footnotes. But the index does
not alert readers to mention of a modern author
made in the body of the text without a corre-
sponding footnote, e.g., mention of Mack, Down-
ing, and Crossan on p. 59. Along those lines, it
is curious that Barnett does not take for granted
that his readers are familiar with the idea of “Q”
(see pp. 24-25, n. 23) but does seem to take for
granted that readers know who Mack, Downing,
and Crossan are.

This reasonably-priced work is well worth
inclusion in any pastor’s library. While not
persuasive atevery point, I think that pastors will
appreciate Bamett’s healthy antidote to histori-
cal skepticism. '

S. John Roth
Faith Lutheran Church
Jacksonville, Illinois

A God of Vengeance? Understanding the
Psalms of Divine Wrath. By ErichZenger.
Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996.
ix and 104 pages. Paper. $14.00.

Have you ever had to deal withmisguided efforts
to expunge the Old Testament’s “God of ven-
geance” from the life and spirituality of the
church? to deal with such efforts launched by
others? by yourself? If so—and who among us
has not?—you won’twant to do withoutZenger’s
book.
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Zenger's thesis is both challenging and
provocative: “The ‘psalms of enmity’ are a way
of robbing the aggressive images of the enemies
of their destructiveness, and transforming them
into constructive forces.”

After exposing the ubiquitous character of
prayers for and images of violence, wrath, and
destruction of enemies throughout the Psalter,
the lion’s share of the discussion in Zenger’s first
chapter is given over to a powerful indictment of
“Protest and Rejection in the Name of Christian-
ity.” Zenger here provides extensive quotation
and discussion documenting anti-Jewish atti-
tudes toward the psalm of vengeance from Chris-
tian pastors and scholars throughout this cen-
tury.

Zenger then exegetes seven psalms—12,
139, 58, 83, 137, 44, and 109—to illustrate the
“multiple perspectives” of the psalmists’ dis-
course on the God of vengeance. He shows how
his thesis is embodied and fleshed out in the
rhetorical structure and theological movement
of the texts. Zenger’s exegeses are rich tapes-
tries of form- and rhetorical-critical analyses of
the psalms as seen in their historical-social set-
tings. And each psalm is rightly and responsibly
considered as a whole. The resulting interpreta-
tions are impressive and convincing. Two brief
samples should whet the appetite: Psalm 83 does
not “hope for the end of the enemies of God, but
rather for an end to enmity toward God”; and the
materialsin Psalm 137:8-9 “arenot . . . a‘bless-
ing’ on child-murderers; they are a passionate
outcry of the powerless demanding justice.”

In Chapter 3, “Toward a Hermeneutic of
the Psalms of Enmity and Vengeance,” Zenger
sets interpretation of the psalms of vengeance
within general principles of biblical exegesis.
All of history belongs to the God of justice; and
these psalms cry out so that God might act. Yet
whether God will mete out the desired punish-
ment also belongs to God. The one who prays
these psalms urges God not to letevil and violent
people have history’s last say. And by sourging
through the medium of poetry, the one praying is
confronted with her or his own feelings of hatred
and aggression. Yet seen within the full theo-
logical panoply of the entire canonical Scrip-
tures, the one praying is also confident “that God
will have the last word and that God’s love is

always greater than God’s justice.”

Zenger concludes with some suggested
“Practical Consequences.” He encourages our
recovery of lament in liturgical prayer. We
might add a lament over the suffering of others
to our confessional lament over sin; or engage in
liturgical “prayer-dialogue” by pairing a given
psalm of enmity with another thematically re-
lated psalm of healing and reconciliation of
enemies. The viability of these and other pro-
posals will depend on the resources and dynam-
ics at work in a given faith community.

The great value of Zenger’s book is that his
hermeneutic of the God of vengeance goes far
beyond the psalms of divine wrath. Reading
Zenger's book sensitizes one to the complex
interface of God, justice, violence, and human
society wherever they occur in the biblical text,
and wherever they occur in our time and place.
As such, the book will be a blessing to all who
preach, teach, and pray in the church.

Steven L. Churchill
San Leandro, California

Women and Redemption: A Theological
History. By Rosemary Radford Ruether.
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998. 366
pages. Cloth, $45.00; paper, $19.00.

Are women redeemed by Christ? In her latest
volume, Rosemary Radford Ruether poses this
and other startling questions that serve as cata-
lysts and guides for the book, If women share
equally in redemption, why do the wheels of
sexism and oppression continue to turn? The
author reaches into thirty years of teaching to
address the discrepancy between proclaimed
liberation and institutionalized prejudice.

The scope of this study is breathtaking.
Theologies of gender from the first Jesus move-
ment provide background to the discussion of
such theologies developed over numerous cen-
turies and continents. Particularly striking in
this long and meandering walk is the primary
role given to the creation stories in Genesis 1-3.
Both stories feed the assembly of theological
anthropologies along orthodox and unorthodox
lines. While Tertullian described woman as “the
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Devil’s Gateway,” who by her taste for fruit
brought sin into the world, abolitionist feminists
like the Grimke sisters based their view of hu-
man equality on the equilateral distribution of
the image of God.

The reader has the opportunity not only to
read concise summaries of orthodox theologians
but also to hear voices from the margins.
Perpetua, Marcion, Hildegard of Bingen, Quak-
ers, and Shakers all appear as resistance to pre-
vailing sexist tides. Contemporary feminist theo-
logians (including the author) all receive several
pages in which Radford Ruether explains the
theological approach of each.

“Redemption means overcoming all forms
of patriarchy” (p. 274). This statement, as well
as the driving questions behind this study, avoid
“spiritualizing.” Redemption requires imple-
mentation and praxis of equality. The presence
of patriarchy in the church and society leads one
to believe that women are not redeemed by
Christ. A fitting question might be, ““Are oppres-
sors redeemed by Christ?”” Oppressors can arise
from all classes, races, and both genders. Do the
habits and ease of domination exclude one from
redemption? This study encourages us to look
past easy answers.

Bonnie Flessen
Hustler, Wisconsin

Jesus and His Parables: Interpreting the
Parables of Jesus Today. Edited by V.
George Shillington, with a Foreword by
Sean Freyne. Edinburgh: T & T Clark,
1997. xvi and 199 pages. Cloth. $24.95.

V. George Shillington of Concord College, Uni-
versity of Winnipeg, has edited a collection of
essays by a variety of authors on several parables
of Jesus. He classifies those parables discussed
under the rubrics Temple, Land, Economy, and
People. In an introductory essay Shillington
says the authors have concentrated on two con-
texts: the place of the parable in its Gospel
context and the content of the parable in its
Palestinian context. A series of essays by differ-
ent writers cannot be easily summarized. Letme
simply mention some interpretations that struck
me.

|\

Shillington himself, writing on the Parable
of the Workers in the Vineyard, suggests that the
owner (even though an absentee landlord) wanted
his Jewish laborers to be sufficiently equal in
their work/pay that they could all act as legiti-
mate Jews. That is, for example, they could all
rest from theirlabor (sabbath, pp. 98-101). While
this is an interesting suggestion, one wonders
why Jesus told the parable and why the Jesus
tradition used it. Shillington argues that a major
intent of the sabbath, besides rest, was to equal-
ize the human family.

Joel Wohlgemut proposes a fascinating in-
terpretation of the Parable of the Talents. Siding
with some recent scholars, he assumes the real
hero of the story is the third (one talent) servant
who refused to extend his master’s fortune be-
yond what was appropriate in a limited-goods
society. By burying his sum he “‘blew the whistle”
on the other servants who extravagantly played
the market. The Jesus parable then speaks against
those who try to stockpile favor in the reign of
God (pp. 119-20).

In his study of the Prodigal Son, Richard
Rohrbaugh, noted for anthropological studies in
the New Testament, argues that the entire fam-
ily, not just the Prodigal, was dysfunctional.
Among many interesting insights he suggests
that the supposed compassion of the father for
his wayward son was actually an attempt to -
salvage what honor he could for him.

All of these essays will inform the reader
about current research. Some will offer new
interpretations.

Graydon F. Snyder
Chicago Theological Seminary

Books reviewed in Currents can be ordered
through the LSTC Book Center
1100 East 55th Street, Chicago, IL 60615
(773) 256-0753




Preaching Helps

Ninth Sunday after Pentecost—Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Series A

Walking on Water, Sort of

Where did I read (no kidding) that some Israeli entrepreneur is working on a
unique water park. He wants to install some clear plastic stepping stones an inch
or so below the level of the Sea of Galilee. That way, all you would have to do is
pay your shekels and then step out onto the water. With a little help from the
map that wiil come with each ticket, you will be able to walk on water. What a
concept. It gives a whole new meaning to “following in the footsteps of Jesus.”
Only the nearsighted or the klutzy would fall off and need to be rescued the way
Peter did.

Until the park is up (or down) and running, the nearest we can get to a first-
century experience is to board one of the wooden boats that ferry tourists-
pilgrims from Tiberias to Capernaum or vice versa. Or get a table at the lake side
and enjoy a dinner of St. Peter’s fish drawn from the water of that small “sea.”

I don’t know what the entrepreneur will do about the fact that the water level
of the lake varies. When it drops during a drought, his plastic steps will look like
lily pads sticking up out of the water. Or will he have some system for raising
and lowering them?

Any visitor to Israel-Palestine sees the dramatic effects of Israeli and
Jordanian thirst for water drawn from the Jordan River/Sea of Galilee system.
Both countries are irrigating intensively. So people and herds and the land itself
drink deeply of those waters. The Dead Sea no longer resembles the sketches of
it offered in any atlas of the Holy Land. The water level is dropping at an
alarming rate, and the surface area is decreasing, exposing more and more land.

All life vegan in water and still depends on water. Maybe water will be as
precious in the 21st century as 0il has been in the 20th.

We have all probably had the experience of having our water service inter-
rupted. Now what? Never knew how much we depended on water! Never gave




water a thought as long as we could turn the tap and get a reliable supply of cool,
clear water.

We are not fish living in water, but we might as well be, in the sense that we
move through our days surrounded by an abundance of water, living in the
presence of water, taking it for granted, never really noticing it.

We must be “bomn of water and the Spirit,” says Jesus in John 3. I wonder
what that means. Maybe it is what the central tradition says it means: in the
water of baptism the Spirit of God gets hold of us and brings us to new life. Or
are water and Spirit opposites, like flesh and Spirit? That’s not so far-fetched.
Back in John 1:13 the evangelist declares that “God’s children” are people who
have been born not just of “bloods” but of “the will of God.” Some ancients
thought that human beings were produced by the commingling of “bloods™
contributed by women and “watery stuff”’ (semen) contributed by men. Then
Jesus in John 3 would be saying, “Of course you are bom of water (and blood) as
a human being. But living, breathing human beings must and can be born again,
regenerated by the mysterious Spirit of God. Along those lines, the combination
“water and the Spirit” might be meant as what the grammarians call a hendiadys
(talking of one thing even though you use two words). Then “water and spirit”
would mean something like “the free-flowing spirit of God,” or “the stream of
God’s Spirit.”

I think that every religion speaks about being bomn again in one way or
another. Breathing in and out is good, but something more is what every religion
offers. Higher life, deeper life, more authentic life, spiritual life, enlightenment,
inner peace. It goes by many names. That Jesus speaks of water and spirit and
rebirth is not at all remarkable in the history of religions. He himself seems to
regard his words so far in John 3 as nothing exceptional. “Earthly things” is his
name for it. But then he goes on to speak of “heavenly things.”

What is the higher stuff? It has to do with his being “lifted up,” he says, and
his lifting-up happened on the cross. That hard revelation sets Jesus’ message off
from easy New Age solutions to age-old issues of living. Our being born again
has everything to do with the river of the Spirit drowning us and then throwing us
up onto the far shore three days later, where somehow we are found alive.

“Walking on water” in popular speech means living a charmed life, enjoying
success after astonishing success, moving unscathed through fire and storm.
Walking in the Spirit has more to do with drowning than with that kind of
walking on the water. So I find myself shaking my head at the thought of those
plastic stepping stones allowing tourists to cheat their way across some stretch of
the Sea of Galilee. I like the realism of the texts for the Pentecost season far better.




In more than one of the following studies and reflections the Rev. Donna
Duensing speaks of water and baptism and the Spirit, as she ponders storms on
Sinai, storms on the Sea of Galilee, storms that buffet God’s people in their daily
lives. And she describes in pastoral fashion the flowing of the Spirit by all means
into those same lives, lifting them the way water lifted the ark and brought Noah
and his family and all those animals safely through the flood of waters engulfing
the earth once more in chaos.

Donna served as a parochial and public school teacher and as a Director of
Christian Education before attending seminary, from which she graduated with
an M.Div. in 1983. After ordination she served for six years as Pastor of St.
James Lutheran Church in Richmond, California. She has just recently com-
pleted nine years as Director of Contextual Education at her alma mater, PLTS.
She serves on regional and national boards of the Association of Clinical Pastoral
Education, The Association of Theological Field Educators, and the Association
of Case Teaching. So she is a wife and mother and a feminist Christian theolo-
gian, with experience as pastor and administrator. She wrote once previously (in
1989) for these pages, and we welcome her returm.

I thank her for her words, and I wish all you readers good swimming in the
waters of life, if it should happen that you cannot find those plastic lily pads and
walk on the water! And never forget that your words are Water of Life!

Yours,

Robert H. Smith

Editor of Preaching Helps

Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary
2770 Marin Avenue

Berkeley, California 94708




Ninth Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 12
July 25, 1999

1 Kings 3:5-12

Psalm 119:129-136
Romans 8:26-39
Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52

Prayer of the Day: O God, your ears are open
always to the prayers of your servants. Open
our hearts and minds to you, that we may live
in harmony with your will and receive the
gifts of your Spirit; through your Son, Jesus
Christ our Lord.

First Reading

God’s ears are always open. In the first
reading it is Solomon who has God’s ear.
Solomon bares his soul and admits, “Lord, I
don’t know if I'm coming or going!” Yet
Solomonknows he hasbeen placedincharge
of “a great people . . . so numerous that they
can’tbe counted.” So where does boy Solo-
mon begin? He asks for an understanding
mind to be able to discern between good and
evil. We are promised that even before we
ask, God answers. That was certainly true in
the case of Solomon. His wisdom is already
evident in his admission that he doesn’t
know if he is coming or going and in his
asking God for help! Wise before he asked
for wisdom!

The psalmistbends God’s ear with praise
for the law, which “gives light and imparts
understanding to the simple,” and with a
prayer to be kept on steady footing. Steady
footing prevents that ill which strikes fear in
the heart of leaders, the possibility of falling
on their face.

Paul writes that God’s ear is attuned
even to the deep sigh of the Spiritinterceding
for us when our weaknesses leave us speech-
less (Rom 8:26-27). He reminds us of the
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Spirit’s work on our behalf and also of God’s
loving purpose for our lives. God’s loving
purpose knows no limits. God did not even
withhold his own Son. Here is proof positive
that God’s love and care knows no bounds.
Surely God will give us everything else we
need. So is there anything we need fear—
hardship, distress, persecution, famine, na-
kedness, peril, sword?- “No, in all these
things we are more than conquerors through
him who loved us.”

The account in Matthew gives us more
hints of what life is like in this realm where
the ear of a gracious, limitlessly loving God
is attuned to the needs of all creation. Jesus
says it is as miraculous and awesome as a
small mustard seed, which is not even big
enough to keep a single small bird alive,
becoming a tree where a whole flock of birds
can find a home. The reign of God has a
dramatic effect, like yeast that is mixed with
not just one but three measures of flour
(about 50 pounds). It leavens the whole
amount. This kingdom is as precious as a
treasure hiddeninafield. Anyone stumbling
on it would surely sell everything s/he had in
order to buy that field and so gain that trea-
sure. A collector once discovered a pearl of
unsurpassed beauty. He gladly liquidated all
his other assets in order to gain it. Isn’t the
miracle of a God whose ears are ever open to
us a more precious discovery than a pearl of
great price?

Pastoral Reflections
Now God’s ear is tuned to you, the preacher.
Whatkind of a week has itbeen? Have you
known whether you were coming or going?
Are you like a person on a journey with
unsteady footing? To you and me also Jesus
puts his question, “Have you understood all
these parables?”

If your answer happens to be “no” in-
stead of “yes,” the Spirit of wisdom and
understanding awaits. God trusts you to be
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a scribe trained for the kingdom and prom-
ises guidance so that you may bring out of
the treasury what is new and what is old.
These scriptures are designed first of all to
uplift and encourage you, the preacher. The
gospel you sow may not bear fruit immedi-
ately in ways you deeply desire. But the
seed, the leaven, will have its God-appointed
effect.

If God is a listener, shouldn’t the ser-
vants of God be listeners, too? Craig Nessan,
professor of contextual theology at Wart-
burg Seminary, highlights the importance of
listening in his book, Beyond Maintenance
to Mission (Fortress Press, 1999). He writes,
“If the greatest of all spiritual gifts is love,
then one of the purest expressions of love is
to listen. In the words of Paul Tillich, ‘the
first duty of love is to listen.” Children need
it. Spouses need it. Friends need it. You
need it. And the Church needs it. ... Our
listening to one another is grounded in God’s
faithful listening to us” (p. 13). What will
we discover when we listen both to God and
to the community? What new visions of the
kingdom will be revealed through our listen-
ing? What will happen when the gift of Holy
Wisdom answers our prayer for “open hearts
and minds”?

God’s ears are open to your needs even
as you address the task of preaching. Even
before you ask, God answers. Listen for
your questions. Listen to the people. Cast
your net far into the community and listen to
those people whom you assumed had noth-
ing to say. Listen to the scriptures on the
lookout for treasure, for things new and old.
When you have found the treasure invest all
you have to possess it and then to share it.
“The kingdom of heaven is like a certain
pastor who listened, like a certain congrega-
tion that listened and then acted urgently.”

Inthe prayer of the day we acknowledge
that God’s “ears are always open to our
prayers.” We ask that our hearts and minds

would be open to God that we may live in
harmony with God’s will and receive the
gifts of the Spirit. Having asked, we know
God will answer.

Tenth Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 13
August 1, 1999

Isaiah 55:1-5

Psalm 145:8-9, 15-22 (14-21 NRSV)
Romans 9:1-5

Matthew 14:13-21

Prayer of the Day: Gracious Father, your
blessed Son came down from heaven to be
the true bread which gives life to the world.
Give us this bread, that he may live in us and
we in him, Jesus Christ our Lord.

First Reading

Having emphasized the work of listening
last week, this week our texts add the activity
of feeding. Through Isaiah, God offers to
those without money not merely a visit to the
local soup kitchen but an invitation to aroyal
banquet! This text reminds us of wisdom’s
invitation that the simple come to her ban-
quet (Prov 9:3-6),and of Jesus’ invitation to
the thirsty to come and drink (John 7:37).
This food and drink cannot be purchased or
earned,; itis not limited to the rich and famous.
It is free, and it is freely offered to all.

The theme of listening returns to echo in
today’s readings, because this food, freely
offered, is a life-giving message. Itis God’s
abundant grace. “Incline your ear, and come
to me; listen, so that you may live.” Eatand
drink deeply of the wisdom of God, the word
of God, the Son of God.

The theme of plenty runs through the
psalm. “The eyes of all look to you....”
Seeing and hearing the need in the eyes is
enough for God. God gives food abun-




Preaching Helps
E—

227

dantly, so that “the desire of every living
thing” is satisfied. God invites us to feast not
simply on food and drink but on mercy and
steadfast love, on compassion and justice.
God’s “food” includes upholding those who
have fallen and raising those who are bowed
down. Stomachs are filled, spirits are lifted,
yearnings are satisfied, and people are kept
safe in God’s care.

Told of the beheading of John the Bap-
tist, Jesus withdraws by boat to a deserted
place. Does he go there to be fed, to be lifted
up, to be filled by God’s presence? The
deserted place quickly becomes filled, as
great crowds are drawn to it. Jesus’ dis-
spirited soul is filled with the Spirit of com-
passion, and plentiful healings result.

What are the disciples experiencing?
They seem inattentive, distracted, confused.
Are their eyes on God? on the Spirit? on
Jesus? or on the clock and the size of the
crowd? They see the lateness of the hour,
they feel their own hunger, so they suggest
that Jesus send the people away to round-
about villages to fend for themselves and
find food. The disciples have not noticed
how thisdeserted place has been filled. Jesus
invites the disciples to join in sharing the
plenty that belongs to him and to God, say-
ing, “These crowds need not go away; you
give them something to eat.” His word is
promise as much as command, “You can
give them something.”

All they see is scarcity, five loaves and
two fish. Jesus sees plenty. He looks up to
heaven. Justas the psalm says, “The eyes of
all look to you, and you give them their food
in due season.” After blessing and breaking
the loaves, pathetically few in number, he
invites the disciples in on sharing the feast.
All are satisfied and there is an abundance of
leftovers. The empty desert is suddenly full
—full of people; people with full stomachs;
disciples filled with surprise and with more
questions than before.

Pastoral Reflections

“You give them something to eat.” These
are the words that come to the preacher who
faces the task of preparing the “food” to feed
the hungers of the people in the pew. Who
has the loaves and fishes? What do they look
like? Are the loaves and fishes these texts,
these biblical readings? Am I supposed to
feed hungers with these words? Where are
the resources that Jesus promised? Whatare
we to take in hand and bless and break and
share in the community this week? The prayer
of the day reminds us that Jesus is the “true
bread which gives life to the world.” We
pray, “Give us this bread, that Christ may
live in us and we in him.”

God promises a great banquet, yet our
streetsand congregationsare filled with starv-
ing people. People are clamoring for those
things that are not bread and laboring for that
which does not satisfy. Yet God waits to
satisfy the desire of every living thing. How
do we bring a word of good news that does
not sound like “pie in the sky”? How can we
offer true bread and not stone? Can we do it
without first getting fed ourselves? If we do
not feast on the true bread, won’t we preach-
ers feel as empty as those crowds wandering
in a deserted place, as confused as those
disciples who said, “Send them away™?

It was aregular liturgy for a mother and
her developmentally challenged son. He
would begin with the words, “Let’s talk.”

Mom: “What do you want to talk about?”

Son: “Love.”

Mother: “Okay, let’s talk about love.”

Son: “Do you love me?”

Mother: “Yes, I love you.”

Son: “Why?”

Mother: “Just because you’re you.”

Then one day the child changed the
liturgy. This time he said, “Do you love
me?”

Mother: “Yes, I love you.”

Son: “Why?” And then, pausing for a
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brief second, he added the next line himself,
as a question: “Just because I'm you?”

Out of the mouths of babes. Yes, the
mother did love this son because he was flesh
of her flesh.

We are fed, and so Christ lives in us and
we in him. Therefore the images and words
we need will come to us as we look for the
loaves and fishes in our congregation. They
are there waiting to be discovered, blessed
and shared. God will satisfy our desire to
find a way to share the feast with the gathered
community. As the True Bread from heaven
becomes part of us, we will find ourselves
filled with compassion and know how to
heal and feed. We will spread the feast of
God’s abundant grace and mercy, healing
and love, filling the lonely stretches of
people’s lives with the bread of life. And the
community will leave the sanctuary carrying
baskets of leftovers.

Eleventh Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 14
August 8, 1999

1 Kings 19:9-18
Psalm 85:8-13
Romans 10:5-15
Matthew 14:22-33

Prayer of the Day: Almighty and everlasting
God, you are always more ready to hear than
we are to pray, and to give more than we
either desire or deserve. Pour upon us the
abundance of your mercy, forgiving us those
things of which our conscience is afraid, and
giving us those good things for which we are
not worthy to ask, except through the merit
of your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.

First Reading

Elijahis frightened. He is alone and running
for his life. He had triumphed gloriously in
the contest on Mount Carmel, calling down
fire upon the altar. He had brought the
drought to an end. And he had destroyed all
the prophets of Baal. However, now Jezebel
was after him, and he felt completely alone.

Last week we had the wonderful stories
of abundant feedings, of the availability of
more food than was needed. Running from
Jezebel, Elijah is told to eat so that he will
have strength for the journey. He eats, and
that angelic food keeps him strong for forty
daysand nights. However, no food could fill
that hollow feeling of fear and loneliness in
the pit of his stomach. Huddled in a cave on
Sinai, Elijah wants desperately to experi-
ence God’s presence.

A child visiting her grandmother
couldn’t sleep with a storm crashing all
around. She called, “Grandma, come here
with me.” The grandmother answered from
downstairs, “It’s all right. I’'m right here, and
God is in your room with you.” The child
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responded, “But I can’t see God. I want a
God with skin on!”

Elijah yearns fora God “with skinon” to
lift him out of his lonely fears. God instructs
Elijah to leave the cave and wait on the
mountain because the Lord is about to pass
by. But God doesn’t come in the way Elijah
expected or wanted, not in the hurricane, not
in the earthquake, not in the fire. These are
followed by sheer silence. Sheer silence can
be deafening when one is frightened. Yetit
is in this absence of anything loud or spec-
tacular that God is present!

The psalm paints another picture of the
presence of the word of the Lord. The word
ispeace, the absence of fear. The sounds that
roll out are steadfast love, faithfulness, righ-
teousness, and peace. The Lord will give
what is good. God is ready to give “more
than we either desire or deserve.”

These assurances are echoed in Ro-
mans. The word is near you, on your lips and
in your heart. And no one is left out. The
Lord is Lord of all and generous to all, to
Jews and Greeks, proverbial insiders and
outsiders alike without distinction. “Every-
one who calls on the name of the Lord shall
be saved.” The Lord saves Elijah, the psalm-
ist, Paul, the disciples, us.

The Gospel of Matthew picks up where
we left off last week. After feeding the 5,000
Jesus goes off alone to pray, while he sends
the disciples on to the other side of the sea.
We ride in the boat with the disciples. Fear
is the dominant emotion in their story just as
in Elijah’s story. A storm batters the boat,
setting the disciples’ nerves on edge. Like
Elijah, the disciples had participated in a
miracle just hours before, yet any earlier
confidence they may have felt vanishes when
the wind blows and the wavesrise. The wind
is against them, and they travel all night but
can’t get to the other side! Then in the dim
light of morning, they see someone walking
toward them on the water. They fear it is a

ghost. But it is Jesus who reassures them,
“Take heart, it is I, do not be afraid.” Peter
responds quickly, suddenly confident thathe
can handle this rough sea. However, Peter’s
courage is short-lived. He begins to sink,
crying, “Lord, save me.” Jesus reaches out
while gently rebuking Peter, “Why did you
doubt?” The storm is calmed, and so are the
disciples. Free of fear and doubt they wor-
ship Jesus, confessing him as Son of God.

Pastoral Reflections

Fear is familiar to us humans. We have all
been there. We are confident one minute,
and we find we can live out our faith in
surprising ways. Perhaps we haven’t been
involved in spectacular miracles of calling
down fire to consume water-soaked wood,
thereby demonstrating the power of God.
Perhaps we haven’t participated in a miracu-
lous feeding where five loaves and two fishes
were enough to feed 5,000. But we probably
have had the experience of feeling confident
that we do know God and know that our lives
are safe with God. Then one day we find
ourselves in the boat of our life’s jouney,
just planning to go to the other side of some
small sea, when suddenly we meet the ex-
pected storm. We are bombarded with wind
and waves unlike any we have encountered
before. Fear grips us, as our whole life seems
headed for shipwreck. What we thought
God had in mind for us is blown away. How
we thought God wasinvolvedinourlifeisall
washed up. We begin to see ghosts and
demons instead of Christ. We begin to doubt
everything we ever trusted. Try ashard as we
may, we no longer believe we are safe in the
care of this God we thought we knew. We
find ourselves crying out in fear.

Then in some unexpected way, in sheer
silence or the still small voice, God says,
“Take heart, itis I; do not be afraid.” Slowly
werecover a sense of meaning in the midst of
chaos and we do not know how it happened.
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As the catechism tells us, “We cannot by our
ownreason or strength believe in Jesus Christ
orcometo him.” Maybe all we did was tocry
outinour fear. “But the Holy Spiritcallsus.”
We discover God in a new way. Or God
discovers us, and we experience our faith in
anew way.

It is said that “faith” is best understood
asaverb. “Faithing” is the on-going discov-
ery we make about God’sinvolvement in our
lives, about God’s care and compassion.
Faithing means getting into the boat again
and again, expecting an ordinary journey to
the other side, and becoming a new person in
the process. Jesus tells us to meet him on the
other side. We can’t always get there on our
own, but he always comes and leads us.

Here are some lines of a Ray Makeever
song, “Walk Across the Water.” It speaks
about this invitation to “faithing.”

1. When the waters of our Mother broke,
and the world first came to be—

Itwas in that instant God done spoke and said,
“Walk across the water to me.”

2. On the day we came to be baptized,

By the word in the water freed,
Jesuslooked into ourwond'ring eyesand said,
“Walk across the water to me.”

Refrain:
Walk across the water
Walk across the water,
Let your faith run free on the raging sea,
and walk across the water to me.”
—Ray Makeever, Fortress Press, 1990

We are invited to risk it all, to step out of the
boat and walk to Jesus. When we can’t
“faith” on our own, Jesus reaches out and
says, “You of little faith, why do you doubt?
You and I have been here before.” So “let
your faith run free on the raging sea, and
walk across the water to me.”

Twelfth Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 15
August 15, 1999

Isaiah 56:1, 6-8

Psalm 67

Romans 11:1-2a, 29-32
Matthew 15:{10-20] 21-28

Prayer of the Day: Almighty and ever-living
God, you have given great and precious
promises to those who believe. Grant us the
perfect faith which overcomes all doubts,
through your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.

First Reading

Isaiah 56 begins announcing the imminent
coming of salvation and the revelation of
God’s justice. It reaffirms the great and
precious promises of God. The text contin-
ues with the vision of gathering. God gathers
the outcasts of Israel, gathering others be-
sidesthosealready gathered. The ““foreigner,”
once excluded from the covenant, and the
“eunuch,” traditionally barred from worship
and priesthood, are now gathered. They are
invited to “hold fast my covenant” and to
become part of the worship assembly of the
people of God. The temple will finally be a
house of prayer for all people.

Psalm 67 echoes these themes of Isaiah.
As we read the psalm, it is as though we are
participating in a liturgy designed for enter-
ing the house of prayer to which Isaiah
referred. “Let the people [insiders] praise
you, letall the nations [outsiders] praise you,
O God!”

One wonders, “Who are the outcasts
whom God is inviting today?” Perhaps it is
only when we are granted “the perfect faith
which overcomes all doubts” that we will be
able toremove our doubts about some people
who are currently outsiders.
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Romans 11. “Has God rejected God’s
ancient people? By no means!” Paul re-
minds the readers of Elijah (Pentecost 11,
Proper 14) who had felt rejected. But God’s
great and precious promises are irrevocable.
The new thing that is happening is that out-
siders are being called to join the old insid-
ers. “You were once disobedient to God but
have now received mercy.” The ancient
promise of gathering continues. Mercy cov-
ers all, both insiders and outsiders.

Matthew addresses the topic of clean
and unclean head-on in chapter 15. InJesus,
God offers fresh definitions of “clean” and
“unclean” (15:2-20). God is more con-
cerned with the heart than the digestive sys-
tem (15:17-20). What is the condition of
your heart? What emerges from it? Jesus
then moves on to areas near Tyre and Sidon
where he is met by a Canaanite woman.
She’s a double outcast as a pagan and a
woman. Whatcomesout of her heart? “Have
mercy on me, Lord, Son of David.” Her
heart speaks the language of faith.

Jesus’ response is shocking. He has
been healing insiders and outsiders, but sud-
denly here he is silent! The disciples want
Jesus to tend to her just to getrid of her. But
now Jesus draws the disciples into the rela-
tionship with the woman. “Tell her I was
sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.” Did
Jesusintend to arrange a “teaching moment”?
The woman does not give up. She assumes
the posture of faith. Kneeling before him,
she says quite simply, “Lord, help me.”
Jesus counters with the harsh image, “It is
not fair to take the children’s food and throw
it to the dogs.” She does not waver, but says
that even the crumbs from the table will be
plenty for her. “Woman,” says Jesus, “Great
is your faith!”

His emphatic response about her “great
faith” is a stark contrast to his words to the
disciples just shortly before: “You of little
faith” (14:31). The woman’s daughter was

healed. I suspect the disciples also had a
“faithing” and healing moment.

Pastoral Reflections

“Grant us the perfect faith which overcomes
all doubts.” These words shape my reading,
as I ponder our calling to preach in the
“house of prayer for all people.” Crumbs
were enough for the Canaanite woman. We
have feasted more richly than she, and yet
how many doubts we have. What form do
our doubts take, when we approach the
themes of the gathered and the outcasts,
Jews and Gentiles, clean and unclean? If we
were granted “the perfect faith which over-
comes all doubts,” what new thoughts would
start rising out of hearts, what fresh words
would leap from our lips? Last week, fear in
the face of storms and the possibility of
shipwreck was the cause of our doubts. Is
fear also what causes our reluctance to in-
clude in our care and in our communities the
foreigners and the unclean of this age?
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Thirteenth Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 16
August 22, 1999

Isaiah 51:1-6
Psalm 138
Romans 12:1-8
Matthew 16:13-20

Prayer of the Day: God of all creation, you
reach out to call people of all nations to your
kingdom. As you gather disciples from near
and far, count us also among those who
boldly confess your Son Jesus Christ as
Lord.

First Reading

Solidarity! Look to Abraham and Sarah,
Isaiah 51. Look to the rock (Abraham) from
which you were fashioned; look tothe quarry
(Sarah) from which I dug you, says the Lord.
Look to Abraham your father and to Sarah
your mother. Look how I called them and
blessed them. Your blessings will be the
same. Your wilderness will become like
Eden, your deserts like gardens. I rescued
them and made them all right, and I will also
give you “salvation” and “righteousness.”

God’s gift of salvation and call to righ-
teousness. This is rock solid stuff. “The
heavens will vanish like smoke and the earth
will wear out like a garment . . . and those
who live on it [earth] will die like gnats; but
my salvation will be forever and my deliver-
ance will never be ended.”

Psalm 138 reminds us in a hymn of
thanksgiving of the foundation of all faith-
ful, bold discipleship. We can be bold be-
cause God delivers us from trouble, again
and again. God increases our “strength of
soul.”

Not conforming but being transformed
is the mark of faithful, bold discipleship
(Romans 12). Renewing of minds to discern

what is the will of God is a daily task in this
transformational living. This high calling is
difficult or impossible individually, but is
eased and encouraged by community. “We
whoare many areonebody inChrist . . . with
gifts that differ.” Gathered together with
persons who differ from us, we discover that
we are hewn from the same quarry. And the
building is stronger and better when the
blocks of stone are added one to another.

In the reading from Matthew Jesus be-
gins by asking the question, “Who do people
say that the Son of Man is?” Then he
focuses: “But who do you say thatIam?” Is
Jesus wondering if the disciples have con-
formed to the world’s way of thinking? Ishe
leading them to be transformed in their think-
ing? Ibelieve so. Jesus is leading them to a
new way of thinking, toward understanding
that Jesus is bringing in transformation, a
new heaven and a new earth.

Peter responds, “You are the Christ, the
Son of the living God.” Jesus takes Peter’s
confession and says, “Yes, you have itright,
Peter. And this confession does not come
from you. These words come from thatquarry
of faith from which God has hewn the faith-
ful from the beginning of time. And to help
you remember it, I will rename you ‘Peter,’
the ‘Rock.’”

A primary responsibility of the rock-
hewn new community is “binding and loos-
ing,” “forbidding” or “permitting.” Mat-
thew would see the new teaching of Jesus
bringing in a new understanding of commu-
nity and of who is included and who is
excluded. (Smith’s Matthew commentary in
the Augsburg series devotes several pages to
this pericope [197-203]. A rich resource!)

Pastoral Reflections

“Transformational” is a popular term in the
church today. We are told that churches are
looking for “transformational pastors.” I
worry that some use that term to mean *“‘suc-
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cessful” pastors or “growth-oriented” pas-
tors. Perhaps we need to be careful not to be
conformed to the world’s idea of being a
transformational pastor. What we need, says
Paul, is “to be transformed by the renewing
of your minds, so that you may discern what
is the will of God.”

Amextra is an organization of indig-
enous people in Mexico, working together to
transform their communities. They quote
this text from Romans 12 on transformation
as they speak of the philosophy of Amextra.
I have had the opportunity to meet with
women from this group on three or four
occasions. These poor, undereducated
women are commonly viewed as unimpor-
tant and expendable by the larger society.
But by working together they have created
excellent day care centers, after-school pro-
grams, parenting classes, and a women’s
bank. They are presenting themselves as a
living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God,
and being transformed by the renewing of
their minds.

Amextra’s programs include classes
teaching these women self-esteem. At first
glance, self-esteem classes seem contrary to
Paul’s suggestion “not to think of yourself
more highly than you ought to think.” The
key to having the proper opinion of oneself
seems to be in seeing oneself in relationship
to others. Healthy church communities are
alert to the many and varied members of the
body. Each week I attend a text study group
in Oakland, California. By my participating
Ifind that I am transformed many a Tuesday
morning by the renewing of my mind. My
faith is always stretched and deepened
through the sharing and insights of these
women and men of faith who so willingly
share their gifts as well as their questions and
vulnerabilities. Private study in isolation
can never provide as great an opportunity for
the renewing of the mind. The same is true
in our congregations, as people become ac-

tively engaged, sharing their gifts.

Anne Lamott in her recent book, Trav-
eling Mercies, offered this reflection on the
importance of a faith community:

Mostof the people Iknow who have what
I want—which is to say, purpose, heart,
balance, gratitude, joy—are people with
a deep sense of spirituality. They are
people in community, who pray, or prac-
tice their faith; they are Buddhists, Jews,
Christians—people banding together to
work on themselves and for humanright.
They follow a brighter light than the
glimmer of their own candle; they are
part of something beautiful. I saw some-
thing once from the Jewish Theological
Seminary that said, **A human life is like
a single letter of the alphabet. It can be
meaningless. Or it can be a part of a great
meaning.”

This week’s texts urge the preacher to
be about the business of reminding the people
of the gifts they bring and the meaning that
they help impart to the community. Through-
out history God has gathered disciples from
near and far, and this Pentecost season the
Spirit stands ready to strengthen the souls,
renew the minds, and wansform lives and
communities in your place and time. What
shape that will take in your community re-
mains to be seen. It can be risky, but it will
be exciting to be counted among those who
boldly confess that Jesus is the Son of the
Living God.
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Fourteenth Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 17
August 29, 1999

Jeremiah 15:15-21
Psalm 26:1-8
Romans 12:9-21
Matthew 16:21-28

Prayer of the Day: O God, we thank you for
your Son who chose the path of suffering for
the sake of the world. Humble us by his
example, point us to the path of obedience,
and give us strength to follow his com-
mands; through your Son, Jesus Christ our
Lord.

First Reading
Last week we prayed that we and our
congregants would be counted among those
who “boldly confess.” This week we dis-
cover the consequence that comes with that
boldness. First we listen in on a dialogue
between a disillusioned Jeremiah and a chal-
lenging, reassuring God. Jeremiah’s words
move from a prayer for God to avenge him,
to a description of joy in God’s words, to
despair and indignation, and then, shock-
ingly, to an accusation that God has been
deceitful! Jeremiah describes God as “wa-
ters that fail.”

God comes back with some conditions:
“If you turn back, if you utter what is pre-
cious.” It appears that Jeremiah needs to
make the first move to reestablish the rela-
tionship with God. Although there willbeno
end to the people’s opposition to Jeremiah,
God will be present to support and sustain
him. God’s presence, God’s words in Jere-
miah’s mouth, are both the source of Jere-
miah’s suffering as well as a source of life.

The Romans text begins with “Hate
what is evil, hold fast to what is good” and
ends with “Do not be overcome by evil, but

overcome evil with good.” In between these
statements is a wonderful list of behaviors
that really would counter evil in our world.
Can you imagine a community in which
members wouldn’t get into the power plays
of getting even or taking revenge? *“Outdo
one another in showing honor.” Showing
honor is not something we see regularly.
How does one show honor? What would a
list of honorable deeds look like?

When people are attacked or criticized
for doing what they thought was right or just
or merciful, it is difficult for them not to
simply give up or come back with their own
attack. Weknow that the life of bold, faithful
discipleship is going to provide many oppor-
tunities to practice Paul’s challenge to over-
come evil with good. Fortunately, we know
that evil has already been overcome!

In Matthew 16 Jesus begins to unfold
the unpleasant news of what faces him. It
isn’t as though his life has been a breeze up
to this point. Even as a child, Jesus’ life was
threatened. By this time in the narrative, his
forerunner, John the Baptist, has died a vio-
lent death. When Jesus reveals what is to
face him in Jerusalem, Peter’s reaction is
“Noway! Never!” Jesus’ rebuke of Peter is
a sharp contrast to his response to Peter’s
confession last week. He again raises the
image of Peter as a “rock,” but this time it is
not a foundation stone but rather a satanic
stumbling block! Peter’s understanding of
his position as a disciple of this “Messiah”
follows the human rather than the divine
understanding of power.

Jesus continues to explain these divine
things: denying oneself, taking up the cross,
and following. Discipleship mans following
the “Divine Disciple,” Jesus, in his way of
life. Jesus the teacher struggles to teach this
radical way of saving one’s life by letting go
of the idea of saving it. His lesson plan will
be unfolded in the next chapters of Matthew’s
Gospel.
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Pastoral Reflections

The task for the preacher this week is espe-
cially difficult. All of this is so counter-
cultural. Every day we are bombarded with
the importance of looking out for ourselves.
We are urged to buy not only insurance but
supplementary insurance, in case the first
doesn’t take care of us. We are urged to
protect ourselves with security systems for
house, car, and computer.

It is also difficult to preach on a gospel
text that has often been used in very un-
gospel ways. Regularly one hears reports
that a victim of domestic violence has stayed
in an abusive situation, influenced by the
suggestion that the abuse was the cross s/he
needed to bear. I have also known clergy
who have remained in unhealthy, abusive
call situations because they felt they were
called to accept that abuse as their cross.

Yet Truth with capital “T” is being
revealed by Jesus’ teaching, “If any want to
become my followers, let them deny them-
selvesand take up their cross and follow. For
those who want to save their life will lose it,
and those who lose their life for my sake will
find it.” The idea of turning the focus away
from oneself to service to others is a theme
that runs through many faith traditions and
wisdom sayings. Pema Chodron, an Ameri-
can Buddhist nun, has written:

Curiously enough, if we primarily try to
shield ourselves from discomfort, we
suffer. Yet when we don’t close off and
we let our hearts break, we discover our
kinship with all beings. His Holiness the
Dalai Lama describes two kinds of self-
ish people: the unwise and the wise.
Unwise selfish people think only of them-
selves, and the result is confusion and
pain. Wise selfish people know that the
best thing they can do for themselves is to
be there for others. As a result, they
experiencejoy. (ThingsFallApart:Heart
Advice for Difficult Times [Shambala,
1997], 87)

Every preacher this week needs to listen
again to the prediction that Jesus made, that
he “must go to Jerusalem and undergo great
suffering . . . and be killed and on the third
day be raised.” Jesus denied himself, took
up the cross, gave his life, and was raised
from the dead. Here is the good news: Jesus
set his mind on divine things, taught us that
life comes through death, and then gifted us
with Christ’s victory over death. The prom-
ise to us, as to Jeremiah, is that of God’s
saving presence in the midst of our human
existence. Itis thatsaving presence of Christ
that brings life out of death and enables us to
be “wise selfish people” who know that the
best thing we can do for ourselves is to be
there for others. In doing so we will be in the
presence of the living Christ

So this day we give thanks for the One
who chose the path of suffering for the sake
of the world. And we ask God to grant us the
wisdom to choose the humble path of obedi-
ence and to give us the Spirit of the Resur-
rected Christ that we may have the strength
to follow Christ’s commands.

Fifteenth Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 18
September 5, 1999

Ezekiel 33:7-11
Psalm 119:33-40
Romans 13:8-14
Matthew 18:15-20

Prayer of the Day: Almighty and eternal
God, you know our problems and our weak-
nesses better than we ourselves. In your love
and by your power help us in our confusion
and, in spite of our weakness, make us firm
in faith; through your Son, Jesus Christ our
Lord.
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First Reading

The final chapters of Ezekiel are devoted to
oracles of hope or restoration. With restora-
tion as a goal, the charge comes for the
individual to challenge offenders to turn
from their ways. The charge is followed by
the wonderful words: “As I live, says the
Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of
the wicked, but that the wicked turn from
their ways and live.”

Psalm 119:30-40 serves as a prayer for
God’s help in this turning. “Teach me, O
Lord. . . . Give me understanding. . . . Lead
me. . .. Turnmy heart. . . . Turnmyeyes. . . .
Confirm your promise. ... in your righ-
teousness give me life.” And Romans con-
tinues the instructions for this restoration
life, “Owe no one anything, except to love
one another; for the one who loves another
has fulfilled the law. ... The command-
ments are summed up in this word, ‘Love
your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no
wrong to a neighbor; therefore, love is the
fulfilling of the law.”

The themes of restoration, righteous-
ness, and love fulfilling the law are natural
companions to the Gospel of Matthew with
its theme of Jesus as the fulfiller of all righ-
teousness. Today’s text from chapter 18 lays
out the plan for living out this all-rightness in
the community of believers. Thispericopeis
preceded by the story of one lost sheep (vv.
12-14) and is followed by the story of the
unmerciful servant (vv. 23-35). Paying at-
tention to this framing of the instruction to
the community for dealing with offenders
within its membership allows us to hear this
as an oracle of restoration.

Our text is not a prescription for excom-
municating someone but rather a gracious
method for restoring community. Where
the NRSV translates, “If another member
of the church,” the Greek reads, “If your
brother. . . .” We are dealing with people in
relationship, siblings, sisters and brothers.

We are about the business of restoring fam-
ily. The steps are spelled out. First, attempt
tosettle it privately. Ifthatdoesn’t work take
one or two witnesses with you. If s/he still
doesn’t listen, take it to the whole assembly
of sisters and brothers and have the whole
family attempt the task of restoration. Only
if all this fails, let that person be to you as a
Gentile and a tax collector.

This final name-calling seemsespecially
interesting, if the author is himself one of
these former tax collectors. Was the Gospel
writer suggesting that, even at that, “Gen-
tiles and tax collectors” may not be outside
the community for good? that Jesus might
yet call them (as Matthew had been called)
and so restore them to community?

Jesus concludes with the promise that
“where two or three are gathered in my
name, I am there among them.” With the
presence of Jesus, the fulfiller of all righ-
teousness, love is present, and where love is
present, law is fulfilled. Community is re-
stored by the powerful presence of the love
of Christ.

Pastoral Reflections

Confronting those who sin against us is not
any easy task. I have seen many congrega-
tions who allow the vicious gossips to hurt
countless sisters and brothers without ever
confronting them. Instead, the victims are
told, “Don’t mind her, that’s just how Frieda
is,” or “Harry finds fault with everyone and
everything, so don’t take it personally.”
Allowing someone with a vicious tongue to
have free rein in a community can be just as
damaging as letting someone run loose with
a machete.

The words from Ezekiel accuse those
who would stand by in silence and watch
such destructive wickedness.” If I say to the
wicked, ‘O wicked ones, you shall surely
die,” and you do not speak to warn the
wicked to turn from their ways, the wicked
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shall die in their iniquity, but their blood I
will require at your hand” (v. 8).

It is awesome to see what a powerful
impact confronting destructive behavior can
have. WhenI wenttoa parishionerin private
and pointed out how hurtful a comment she
made had been to another member, she was
quite surprised. Her response was, “Oh, I
never wanted to hurt anyone.” The conver-
sation that followed was rich and powerful.
This woman had a long history of speaking
without thinking. That one confrontation
didn’t instantly change her behavior, but it
wasabeginning. We had agreed thatI would
help her overcome the habit by.reminding
her when I witnessed the behavior in the
future. It was hard for her to be confronted
by her pastor, but our relationship improved
as a result. She discovered that I cared
enough about her as a person that I didn’t
simply commiserate with the victims behind
herback. Sherealized thatI believed that she
would want to change her behavior if she
were aware of the damage she was causing.

Itisalsoapowerful grace moment when
we are confronted with our own careless
behavior. A seminarian had been deeply
hurt by an offhand comment that I had made
injest. When the student came into the office
to discuss it with me, my first thought was to
say, “Well, I was just joking. Ididn’t mean
to hurt you.” However, I saw the deep pain
on the student’s face. Irealized that whether
I'meant to hurt himor not, T had hurthim! So
what 1 did say was, “I’m sorry that I hurt you.
I can see that I was careless in joking about
an issue that was of deep importance to you.
Thank you for trusting me enough to come
and tell me. I hope I willremember thisin the
future so that I will not cause someone else
similar pain.” The response was amazing.
The student’s facial expression relaxed and
I could see he was able to let go of much of
the anger. Instead of defensiveness, which
would have forced him to find additional

language to convict me, I offered a sincere,
“I’m sorry.” And he was able to forgive me.
Receiving his forgiveness was a gift of grace.
We both knew that Jesus was in the midst of
us without our saying a word. Relationship
was restored.

Practicing this text will be as powerful
asany preaching. Practicing this text will be
powerful preparation for preaching. Freder-
ick Buechner says, “For both parties, for-
giveness means the freedom again to be at
peace inside their own skins and to be glad in
each other’s presence” (Wishful Thinking
[Harper & Row, 1979], 29).

Sixteenth Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 19
September 12, 1999

Genesis 50:15-21
Psalm 103:[1-7] 8-13

"Romans 14:1-12
‘Matthew 18:21-35

Prayer of the Day: O God, you declare your
almighty power chiefly in showing mercy

: and pity. Grant us the fullness of your grace,

that, pursuing what you have promised, we
may share your heavenly glory; through your
Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.

First Reading

The story of Joseph and his brothers touches
much of the human predicament. Today’s
text is poignant. The father has died. Will
Joseph take this opportunity to geteven? His
brothers know that they have it coming.
They come begging forgiveness. The sight
is too much for Joseph, who is brought to
tears. The brothers also weep because they
see forgiveness in Joseph’s tears. They are
so grateful to be forgiven that they offerto be
Joseph’s servants. ButJoseph says, “Do not
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be afraid! Am I in the place of God?”

In the prayer of the day we say, “O God,
you declare your almighty power chiefly in
showing mercy and pity.” In this story,
powerful Joseph showed mercy and pity. He
reassured his brothers, speaking kindly.

Psalm 103 speaks of the kindly nature of
God. “The Lord is merciful and gracious,
slow to anger and abounding in steadfast
love. . . . As a father has compassion for his
children so the Lord has compassion for
those who fear him.” Forgiveness is the
greatest power for restoration.

“Why do you pass judgment on your
brother or sister?” asks Paul (Rom 14:10).
This is another aspect of the human predica-
ment that catches us before we know it! 1get
caught when I pass judgment on the Reli-
gious Right.

Our reading from Matthew picks up
where we left off last week, confronting the
sins of brothers and sisters. Peter asks Jesus,
“How often should I forgive? As many as
seven [the complete, perfect number] times?”
How many chances do we give someone?
Jesus answers, “ Not seven times, but, I tell
you, seventy times seven.” Jesus piles seven
on top of sevens to point out the limitlessness
of forgiveness. Forgiveness isn’t calculat-
ing. To make his pointJesus tells the story of
the unmerciful servant. One slave owed the
king zillions! The terms used, “ten thou-
sand” and “talents,” describe the biggest
stack of money imaginable. I read that when
the Romans first occupied Palestine in 63
B.C.E., they levied on the whole nation an
annual tax of 10,000 talents, a sum so enor-
mous, soimpossibly burdensome, that Julius
Caesar later reduced it. There was no way a
single servant could ever repay such an
amount. This monstrous debt was forgiven.
One would have thought that the servant
would weep like Joseph’s brothers. One
would have thought that the servant’s life
would be transformed. Butthatisn’t the way

the story ends. This forgiven servant, who
has justbeen freed from his humongous debt
by the mercy and pity of his king, turns
around and in a most unmerciful act, throws
into prison one who owes him a much, much,
smaller amount. Witnesses to this exchange
are shocked and report back to the king. The
king isenraged and says, “You wicked slave!
I forgave you all that debt because you
pleaded with me. Should you not have had
mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy
on you?” The king hands him over to be
tormented. This, says Jesus, is what will be
done to every one who does not forgive a
brother or sister from the heart.

God’s generosity is meant to generate
mutual forgiveness within the new commu-
nity. A compassionate heart filled with
mercy and pity would never calculate the
number of times one must forgive. “I’m up
to 7 times, atleast amjustified in letting him
have it next time!” Real generosity is not
possible without the “fullness of God’s
grace.”

Pastoral Reflections

The forgiveness we dealt with last week
seems child’s play compared to the chal-
lenge presented in this week’s texts. Cut
from the same cloth, these texts unfold a
reality that touches the heart and confounds
the mind. The prayer of the day presents the
radical nature of God’s way of forgiveness.
“0 God, you declare your almighty power
chiefly in showing mercy and pity.”

The Joseph story demonstrates the awe-
some impactof forgiveness, especially when
itis offered from a position of power and by
someone who is your own flesh and blood.
In Traveling Mercies, Anne Lamott speaks
of forgiveness in the context of her relation-
ship with her mother:

I look at this newest photograph of us,
and I see how deeply she loves me and
always did, how much she has forgiven
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me . . . and her forgiveness hurts me be-
yond my ability to put it into words. . . .
Who was it who said that forgiveness is
giving up all hope of having had a differ-
ent past? The pictures do help some-
times, and I’m gentler with my mother,
more understanding. They help by mak-
ing me sad at how hard we all try and how
far short we fall, and the sadness softens
me for love. I go around trying to do
better by her, trying to be God’s tender
hands and eyes. (p.213)

This week the task of the preacher is to
attempt to proclaim the divine forgiveness
that flows through our families of faith, that
makes us weep at how hard we all try and
how far short we fall. But this sadness
softens us for love. So we do not pass
judgment on ourselves or our sisters and
brothers. We are accountable to God alone,
and God has an unfathomably forgiving heart.
This is the heart of God, wide open to us in
Jesus, teaching us how to welcome and care
for the least of these. This isthe heartof God,
wide open to us in Jesus, helping us to
imagine living incommunity of forgiveness,
mercy, justice and love—hallmarks of dis-
cipleship. This is the heart of God, wide
open to us in Jesus, staying with us in this
Jesus to the end of the age, empowering our
-discipleship.

Seventeenth Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 20
September 19, 1999

Jonah 3:10-4:11
Psalm 145:1-8
Philippians 1:21-30
Matthew 20:1-16

Prayer of the Day: Lord God, you call us to
work in your vineyard and leave no one
standing idle. Set us to our tasks in the work
of your kingdom, and help us to order our
lives by your wisdom; through your Son,
Jesus Christ our Lord.

First Reading
Jonah’s preaching has had powerful results.
The whole city of Nineveh, from the king on
down, repents. So God’s mind is changed,
and God does notbring down calamity on the
people of Nineveh. Most preachers might be
quite pleased that their message was heeded,
but not Jonah. He becomes angry that God
is gracious, merciful, slow to anger, abound-
ing in steadfast love, and ready to relent from
punishing. Jonah says he might as well die.
His prophecy will not materialize, and he
will be labeled as a false prophet. God asks,
“Is it right for you to be angry?” Jonah
doesn’t answer God’s question but simply
goes away. Is he planning to wait the forty
days and see what happens to the city?
God is gracious and merciful withJonah
as with Nineveh, and as a good teacher
knows that actions speak louder than words.
God appoints a castor plant to grow and
shade Jonah. At first Jonah is happy. Then
God appoints a worm to attack the bush so
that it wilts. At sunrise, God sends a sultry
east wind (a symbol of God’s anger in Exod
10:13,1sa27:8,and Jn 1:4, 13), plusahot sun
to beat down on Jonah. Now Jonah is really
angry as well as feeling faint. This time
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when God asks, “Is it right for you to be
angry about the bush?” Jonah says, “Yes,
angry enough to die.”

God turns the event into a parable. God
notes that if Jonah is concerned for the castor
plant for which Jonah neither labored nor
caused to grow, a plant which came and went
in just one short 24-hour period, shouldn’t
God be concerned with Nineveh, “that great
city, in which there are more than a hundred
and twenty thousand persons who do not
know their right hand from their left, and
also many animals?”

The generosity of God is also the topic
of the parable in Matthew 20. Vineyard
laborers are recipients of generosity. The
landowner is especially generous to those
who were hired late in the day. They worked
only one hour, and yet they received a whole
day’s wage. When those who had worked all
day long saw that, they expected big sums to
be paid into their hands, beyond what they
had agreed to early in the morning. Natu-
rally grumbling broke out when those who
had labored allday alsoreceived one denarius,
the same as the latecomers. But the owner
says, “Am I not allowed to do what I choose
with what belongs to me? Or are you envi-
ous because I am generous?” And Jesus
says, “So it is in the kingdom of heaven, the
last will be first, and the first will be last.”

Pastoral Reflections
“The last will be first, and the first will be
last.” This saying brackets the parable of
the laborers in the vineyard. At the end of
chapter 19, Peter has asked, “What about us?
We left everything and followed. What do
we get for being first to follow?” Jesus
answers Peter withalist of blessings that will
be theirs. But the story that follows teaches
them that blessings are not reserved only for
the first. In fact, in God’s reign shocking
reversals take place.

The parable isunsettling. Fairnessisthe

motivating factor for the landowner. The
owner’s behavior is prompted by seeing
people in need of work while there is plenty
of work to do in his vineyard. One could say
wisdom rather than fairness is operating here.
Involving as many people as possible seems
to be important. The theme of participation
in thiskingdom hasbeen in other stories such
as the feeding of the 5,000. God wants no
one left out. No one is left out of the joy of
participating in the new creation. No one is
left out of the generosity of God. The lastin
line, the last chosen, are first!

We are some four months into this sea-
son of Pentecost. Now is a good time to take
stock of the growth of the Spirit in the people
of God in our place. Does the ministry
communicate thisradical generosity of God?
God calls us and leaves no one standing idle.
Are the gifts of each of the members of the
body being enlisted for the ministry? The
past weeks we have focused on the impor-
tance of forgiveness within the body. Today
we are compelled to be sure thatour lives and
our ministries are ordered by Holy Wis-
dom—Holy Wisdom which upsets the order
of things. Generosity is chosen over fair-
ness. God is gracious, merciful, slow to
anger and abounding in steadfast love and
has been known to wait for the last stragglers
and treat them like firstborns.




Eighteenth Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 21
September 26, 1999

Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32
Psalm 25:1-8 [1-9, NRSV]
Philippians 2:1-13
Matthew 21:23-32

Prayer of the Day: God of love, you know
our frailties and failings. Give us your grace
toovercome them; keep us from those things
that harm us; and guide us in the way of
salvation; through your Son, Jesus Christour
Lord.

First Reading
Whose fault is it? Ezekiel (18:2) quotes a
proverb about children paying for their par-
ents’ misdeeds. Ezekiel then proceeds to
refute this proverb. Each one is responsible
forhis/herownacts. “Itisthe only the person
whosins that shall die.” Thatis then the basis
of a call to repent and turn from iniquity. “I
have no pleasure in the death of anyone,”
says the Lord God. “Turn, then, and live.”
For Ezekiel life is intimate communion with
God, the giver of life, who urges, “Come!
Getyourselves anew heartand anew spirit.”
Psalm 25 is a prayer for turning and
getting a new heart and new spirit. “Make
me to know your ways. . . . Teach me your
paths. . . . Lead me in your truth. . . . Do not
remember the sins of my youth. . . .Remem-
ber me according to your steadfast love.”
It cuts against the grain to “look not to
your own interest but to the interests of
others” (Philippians 2). But Paul summons
the Philippians to have the mind of Christ,
“who emptied himself, taking on the form of
a slave, becoming obedient to death” after
which God “highly exalted him.” Why do
we need to look out for our own interests so
jealously and zealously? A gracious God is
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looking after our interests. God will raise us
up as Christ was raised up high, not only at
the end but from every act of obedient dying
along our path toward our end.

Matthew 21. Reversals continue. Inthe
templeJesus has driven out the money-chang-
ers, and he has welcomed the blind and the
lame (vv. 12-14), angering the authorities
but delighting the children (vv. 15-16). The
last are becoming the first.

Matthew’s Jesus preaches and teaches
as one with authority (7:29), and at the end
of the Gospel, Jesus’ last words announce
that “All authority in heaven and earth has
been given to me (28:18). The “authorities”
(chiefpriests and elders) question Jesus about
his “authority”: “By what authority are you
doing these things?” (21:23)

Part of Jesus’ response is a parable. He
begins, “A man had two sons.” Familiar?
However this parable has a teaching differ-
ent from that of the more famous story of that
other man with two sons, one a prodigal and
the other a conscientious drudge (Luke 15).
Luke’s story is all about mercy. Matthew’s
is about obedience. “Which of the two sons
did the will of his father?” asks Jesus. Was
itthe one who said, “No!” but then later went
out to work? Or was it the one who at first
said, “Yes!” but then failed to do what his
father willed? Which one did the father’s
bidding? The answer from the chief priests
and elders is, “The first, of course!” Jesus
then sends them a zinger: Although the lives
of tax collectors and prostitutes seem to say
“No” to the will of God, they are the ones
who believed John the Baptist and so were
obedient to God’s program, here called “the
way of righteousness.” They turn out to be
“obedient children,” entering the kingdom
of God ahead of the priests and elders!

Pastoral Reflections
No one is marked in an indelible manner by
the acts of parents or by his or her own




previous actions, good or bad. Both repen-
tance and turning away are possible! God
knows our frailties and failings all too well.
God knows how often we say “Yes” and
carry out “No”! God also knows our tenden-
cies to utter the defiant “No!” and then,
washed and empowered by the Spirit of the
Christ of our baptism, we find ourselves
changing our minds and going off to do that
which we thought was inconvenient, irritat-
ing, or impossible. *“Turn then and live,”
says God. And we pray earnestly: “Give us
your grace to overcome our frailties and
failings. Keep us from those things that
harm us. Guide us in the way of salvation, in
the way of healing.”

The preacher’s first duty this week is to
turn herself and live. Concentrating on life
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in communion with God, the giver of life,
will guide us in the way of healing our own
frailties and failings. Have we said “Yes” to
work in the vineyard, only then to live out a
“No”? At our ordination we answered a
whole series of questions, “I will, and I ask
God to help me.” God is gracious, merciful,
slow to anger and abounding in steadfast
love toward preachers and toward those to
whom preachers minister. God says, “Ihave
no pleasure in the death of any one of you!”

Walk through your vineyard as you pre-
pare the sermon this week. What are the
answers that people are giving to God’s
invitation to work in the vineyard? Their

.answers will depend on whether they have

heard the message of the abundant grace of
the inviting God.

Change of
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Whether you write or call, please include the six-digit code at the top left
of your address label for our reference. Thank you!
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