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The word became flesh and blood, and 
	 moved into 
	 the 
		
			   neighbor-
		     hood.

The Word was first,
      the Word present to God,
      God present to the Word.

The Word was God.

Everything was created through him;
      nothing—not one thing!—
      came into being without him.
 
What came into existence was Life,
      and the Life was Light to live by.
The Life-Light blazed out of the darkness;
      the darkness couldn’t put it out.

He came to his own people,
      but they didn’t want him.

But whoever did want him,
      who believed he was who he claimed
      and would do what he said,
He made to be their true selves,
      their child-of-God selves.

These are the God-begotten,
      not blood-begotten,
      not flesh-begotten,
      not sex-begotten.
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icons of the orthodox 

Church, stained-glass 

windows in European 

cathedrals, and sunday 

school art in low-

church america all 

depict on flat planes 

a placid, “tame”jesus, yet 

the jesus i met in 

the gospels was anything 

but tame. his searing 

honesty made him seem 

downright tactless in 

some settings. few people 

felt comfortable around 

him; those who did were 

the type no one else 

felt comfortable around. 

he was notoriously 

difficult to predict, 

pin down, or even 

understand.
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Jesus is   

 radically unlike  

  anyone  else who  

 has ever 

    lived.

two words one could n
ever

think ofapplying to t
he jesus 

of the gospels : boring

and predictable.

8 9



the jesus of  the gospels 
is the best-k e pt secret of 
christianity. 11



The God who roared, who could order armies and empires about like 
pawns on a chessboard, this God emerged in Palestine as a

baby who could not speak or eat solid food or control 
his own bladder, who

depended on a teenager for 
shelter, food, and love.
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	 The burning bush of Moses, the 
hot coals of Isaiah, the extraterrestrial visions of 

Ezekiel—a person “blessed” with a direct encounter 
with God expected to come away scorched or 
glowing or maybe half-crippled like 
Jacob.These were the fortunate 
ones: Jewish children also 
learned stories of the 

sacred mountain in the 
desert that proved 

	 In the 
modern 
United States, 
where each year a 
million teenage girls get 
pregnant out of wedlock, 
Mary’s predicament has 
undoubtedly lost some of its force, but 
in a closely knit Jewish community in the first 
century, the news an angel brought could not 
have been entirely welcome. The law regarded 
a betrothed woman who became pregnant as an 
adulteress, subject to death by stoning. 
	 Today as I read the accounts of Jesus’ birth 

I tremble to think of the 
fate of the world resting 
on the responses of 
two rural teenagers. 
How many times 
did Mary review 
the angel’s words 
as she felt the Son 
of God kicking 
against the walls 
of her uterus? How 

many times did Joseph 
second-guess his own 

encounter with an angel—
just a dream?—as he endured 

the hot shame of living among 
villagers who could plainly see the changing 
shape of his fiancée?

fatal to everyone 
who touched it. 
Mishandle the ark 
of the covenant, 
and you died. 
Enter the Most Holy 
Place, and you’d 
never come out alive. 

	 Among people who 
walled off a separate 

sanctum for God in the 
temple and shrank from 

pronouncing or spelling out the name, God 
made a surprise appearance as a baby in a manger. 	
What can be less scary than a newborn with his limbs wrapped 
tight against his body? In Jesus, God found a way of relating 
to human beings that did not involve fear.
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john lennon pat robertson

pacifist warrior

spontaneous planner

catholic protestant

multiracial jewish

calm excitable

kind mean

apathetic concerned

erratic steady

liberal conservative

ugly handsome

hater lover

shy outgoing

independent patriotic

man God

communist capitalist

Jesus is more:

thinker feeler
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Jesus’ entire life stands or falls on his claim to be God. I cannot trust his promised 
forgiveness unless he has the authority to back up such an offer. I cannot trust 

his words about the other side (“I go to prepare a place for you . . .”) unless I 
believe what he said about having come from the Father and returning to the 

Father. Most important, unless he was in some way God, I must view the cross as 
an act of divine cruelty rather than sacrificial love.

Jesus’ entire life stands or falls on his claim to be God. I cannot trust his promised 
forgiveness unless he has the authority to back up such an offer. I cannot trust 

his words about the other side (“I go to prepare a place for you . . .”) unless I 
believe what he said about having come from the Father and returning to the 

Father. Most important, unless he was in some way God, I must view the cross as 
an act of divine cruelty rather than sacrificial love.

Jesus’ audacious claims about himself pose what may be the central problem of all history, the 
dividing point between Christianity and other religions. Although Muslims and, increasingly, 
Jews respect Jesus as a great teacher and prophet, no Muslim can imagine Mohammed claiming 
to be Allah any more than a Jew can imagine Moses claiming to be Yahweh. Likewise, Hindus 
believe in many incarnations but not one Incarnation, while Buddhists have no categories in 
which to conceive of a sovereign God becoming a human being. 

Jesus’ audacious claims about himself pose what may be the central problem of all history, the 
dividing point between Christianity and other religions. Although Muslims and, increasingly, 
Jews respect Jesus as a great teacher and prophet, no Muslim can imagine Mohammed claiming 
to be Allah any more than a Jew can imagine Moses claiming to be Yahweh. Likewise, Hindus 
believe in many incarnations but not one Incarnation, while Buddhists have no categories in 
which to conceive of a sovereign God becoming a human being. 

1918



the jesus i learned about as a child was sweet 
and inoffensive, the kind of person whose lap 
you want to climb onto. indeed jesus did have 
qualities of gentleness and compassion that 
attracted children. mister rogers, however, he 
assuredly was not. / / in all the movies made 
about jesus’ life, surely the most provocative — 
and perhaps the most accurate — portrayal of the 
sermon on the mount appears in a low-budget bbc 
production entitled son of man. roman soldiers 
have just invaded a galilean village to exact 
vengeance for some trespass against the empire. 
they have strung up jewish men of fighting age, 
shoved their hysterical wives to the ground, even 
speared babies. into that tumultuous scene of 
blood and tears strides jesus with eyes ablaze. 
“i tell you: love your enemies and pray for those 
that persecute you,” he shouts above the groans. 
you can imagine the villagers’ response to such 
unwelcome advice. the sermon on the mount did not 
soothe them; it infuriated them. / / in my studies, 
i encountered a terrifying aspect of jesus, one 
that i never learned about in sunday school. the 
jesus i met in the gospels was anything but tame.20



in-

exhaust-

ible patience 

wi th ind iv idua ls 

but no patience at all 

with inst i tut ions 

and injustice.

T h r e e  t i m e s ,  a t 

least, he cried in front 

o f  h i s  d i s c i p l e s .  H e 

d id not h ide h is fears or  

hesitate to ask for help: “My 

soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to 

the point of death,” he told them in Gethsemane; 

“Stay here and keep watch with me.”

J e s u s ,  I  f o u n d ,  b o re  l i t t l e  

resemblance to the Mister 

Rogers f igure I  had met  in  

S u n d a y  s c h o o l ,  a n d  w a s  

remarkab ly  un l i ke the person  

I had studied in Bible college. 

Fo r  o n e  t h i n g ,  h e  wa s  f a r 

less tame. In my pr ior image,  

I  rea l i zed,  Jesus’  persona l i t y 

matched that of a Star Trek Vul-

can: he remained calm, cool, and 

collected as he strode like a robot 

among excitable human beings on 

spaceship earth. That is not what I 

found portrayed in the Gospels. 

O the r  peop le  a f fec ted Jesus 

deeply: obstinacy frustrated him, 

se l f - r i gh teousness in fu r i a ted 

him, simple faith thrilled him. 

Indeed, he 

seemed more emotional 

and spontaneous 

than the average person, 

not less. 

More passionate, not less.

The 

Gospels 

present 

a  m a n 

who has 

s u c h  c h a r i s -

ma that people wi l l 

s i t  three days stra ight, 

without food, just to hear his 

r i ve t ing words.  He seems ex-

c i table, impuls ive ly “moved 

w i t h  c o m p a s s i o n” or 

“ f i l l e d  w i t h  p i t y . ” 

The Gospels reveal a range of  

Jesus’ emotional responses: sudden 

sympathy for a person with leprosy, 

exuberance over h is d is -

c i p l e s ’  s u c c e s s e s ,  a 

blast of anger at cold-

hearted legalists, grief 

ove r  an unrecept i ve 

c i t y, and then those  

awful cries of anguish 

in  Gethsemane and 

on the cross. He had  

 nearly 

22 23



I have a friend in the 

UK who talks about “dirty theology” — that we have 

a God who is always using dirt to bring life and healing 

and redemption, a God who shows up in the most unlikely 

and scandalous ways. After all, the whole story begins with 

God reaching down from heaven, picking up some dirt, and 

breathing life into it. At one point, Jesus takes some mud, 

spits in it, and wipes it on a blind man’s eyes to heal him. 

(The priests and producers of anointing oil were not happy 

that day.)

In fact, the entire story of Jesus is about a God who did 

not just want to stay “out there” but who moves into the 

neighborhood, a neighborhood where folks said, “Nothing 

good could come.” It is this Jesus who was accused of being a 

glutton and drunkard and rabble-rouser for hanging out with all 

of society’s rejects, and who died on the imperial cross of Rome 

reserved for bandits and failed messiahs. This is why 

the triumph over the cross was a triumph 

over everything ugly we do to 

ourselves and to 
others. 

It is the final promise that love wins.
It is this Jesus who was born in a stank manger 

in the middle of a genocide. That is the God that we are 

just as likely to find in the streets as in the sanctuary, 

who can redeem revolutionaries and tax collectors, 

the oppressed and the oppressors... a God who is 

saving some of us from the ghettos of poverty, and 

some of us from the ghettos of wealth.—Shane Claiborne

One of Jesus’ most scandalous stories is 

the story of the Good Samaritan. As sentimental as we may have made it, 

the original story was about a man who gets beat up and left on the side 

of the road. A priest passes by. A Levite, the quintessential religious guy, 

also passes by on the other side (perhaps late for a meeting at church). 

And then comes the Samaritan... you can almost imagine a snicker in 

the Jewish crowd. Jews did not talk to Samaritans, or even walk through 

Samaria. But the Samaritan stops and takes care of the guy in the ditch 

and is lifted up as the hero of the story. I’m sure some of the listeners were 

ticked. According to the religious elite, Samaritans did not keep the right 

rules, and they did not have sound doctrine... but Jesus shows that true faith 

has to work itself out in a way that is Good News to the most bruised and 

broken person lying in the ditch.It is so simple, but the pious forget this lesson constantly. God may 

indeed be evident in a priest, 

but 
God is just as likely 

to be at work through a Samaritan or a 

prostitute. In fact the Scripture is brimful of 

God using folks like a lying prostitute named 

Rahab, an adulterous king named David... at 

one point God even speaks to a guy named 

Balaam through his donkey. So if God should 

choose to use us, then we should be grateful 

but not think too highly of ourselves. And if upon 

meeting someone we think God could never use, 

we should think again.

After all, Jesus says to the religious elite who 

looked down on everybody else: “The tax collectors 

and prostitutes are entering the Kingdom ahead of 

you.” And we wonder what got him killed?

ISRAEL. Gaza. Al Aqsa Martyr Brigades. 
Militants patrol a side road outside Gaza city 
in the eventuality of an Israeli incursion.
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“I think Jesus is setting us free from an oppressive way of life. 
I know plenty of people, both rich and poor, who are suffocating 
from the weight of the American dream, who find themselves 
heavily burdened by the lifeless toil and consumption put upon 
ourselves. This is the life we are being set free from. The new 
life is still not easy (it’s a cross, for heaven’s sake), but we carry 
it together, and it is good and leads us to rest, especially for the 
weariest traveler.” —Shane Claiborne
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Jesus 

captured succinctly the 

paradoxical nature of life in 

“Whoever finds his life will lose it, 

and whoever loses his life for my 

sake will find it.”  Such a statement 

goes against the search for 

“self-fulfillment” in advanced 

psychology.

Christianity offers 

the further insight that true 

fullfillment comes not from ego 

satisfaction, but through service to 

others. If I spend my life searching 

for happiness through drugs, 

comfort, and luxury it will 

elude me.
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“m ichael  jor d on  i s  l iv ing  the  amer ican 

dream,” said the owner of the chicago bulls. 

“the american dream is to reach a point in 

yo u r  l i fe  w h e r e  yo u  d o n ’ t  h av e  t o  d o 

anything you don ’t want to do and can do 

everything that you do want to do.” —  that 

may be the amer ican dream,  but it  dec idedly is 

n ot  j esus ’  d r e am  as  r evealed  i n  the  gosp els . 

s t r e n g t h ,  g o o d  l o o k s ,  c o n n e c t i o n s ,  a n d  t h e 

competit ive inst inct may br ing a person success 

in a soc iety l ike ours, but those very qualit ies 

may  block entrance  to  the  k i ngdom of  heaven . 

d ep en den ce ,  s o r r ow,  r ep entance ,  a  long i n g  to 

change—these  a r e  the  gates  to  god ’s  k i n gdom .
3130



the  real, living female 
butterflY opens and closes 

her wings in vain.

I n  e x p e r i m e n t s ,   W R I T E S  A N N I E  D I L L A R D ,

e n t o m o l O g i s t s  e n t i c e 

 
with a 

larger & more enticing than the females 

of their species. 

Excited, the male butterfly mounts THE 

ag a in  a nd ag a in  he  mounts it.   

MALE butterflies 

piece of cardboard; 

painted cardboard replica

ne a rby,
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FREEDOMfr e ed omPOWERPOWER
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PEACEPeac eSUCCESSSUCCESS
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WEALTHWealthMONEYMONEY

38 39



INTIMACYIntimacySEXSEX
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JOYPLEASUREPLEASURE
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Paradoxically, we get this abundant life 
in ways we may not have counted on. We 
get it by investing in others, 
by taking courageous stands for justice, 
by ministering to the weak and needy, 
by pursuing God and not self.

The kingdom of heaven, Jesus said, is like a treasure of such value 
that any shrewd investor would “in his joy” sell all he has in order 
to buy it. It represents value far more real and permanent than 
anything the world has to offer, for this treasure will pay dividends 
both here on earth and also in the life to come. Jesus places the 
emphasis not on what we give up but on what we receive. Is it not 
in our own self-interest to pursue such a treasure?

to the 
“life

Jesus came, he told us, not to 
destroy life but 
that we 
may have it more 
abundantly, 

full.”
L i f e
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X the closest thing evangelical christians have to an icon—in the “sacred 
picture” sense of the word—is the celebrated oil painting, head of christ, 
by warner sallman. first published in 1940, it’s now been 
printed more than 500,000,000 times, making it the most 
popular religious image in the world. people carry it 
in their wallets. it hangs in every sunday school room 
from here to jerusalem. and no matter how old you 
are, this painting probably comes to mind when you think 
of jesus. (this and, perhaps, a bloody jim caviezel.) X 
unfortunately, the image is probably wrong. i’m not a 
trained anthropologist, but sallman’s jesus—with his 
shiny brushed hair, neatly trimmed beard, limpid upturned 
eyes, plucked eyebrows, delicate nose and fine anglo 
cheekbones—doesn’t strike me as very authentic. jewish carpenters just 
weren’t that pretty. X don’t let the manly beard fool you: sallman turned 
jesus into a woman. X head of christ is the capstone in a long history 
of sentimental feminine approaches to christ, beginning in the victorian 
era. back then, women dominated the church scene and were believed to 
be morally and spiritually superior to men. religious education occurred 
in the home, and guess who ruled the roost? the prevailing view of jesus 
trickled down into the culture from these pious and pure moms. the 
sermon on the mount was a frequent text, and they emphasized the stuff 
about sacrifice and submission. their jesus became a tender, lamb-carrying 
good shepherd. X want proof? check out the major protestant hymns 
composed during this time: “what a friend we have in jesus,” by joseph 
scriven; “softly and tenderly jesus is calling,” by william l. thompson; and 
“gentle jesus, meek and mild,” by charles wesley. X good: there is great 
value in servanthood and humility, and it’s appropriate to associate those 
divine qualities with jesus. X bad: proper hair care is not a divine quality. 
and good luck getting this meek and mild patsy to whip moneychangers out  
of the temple or to endure the blood and guts of the cross. X —jason boyett
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book of Acts, the contrast jolted me. 
Now God’s followers, good Jews most of them, were meeting 

in private homes, singing hymns, and addressing God with 
the informal Abba. Where was the fear, and the solemn 

protocol required of anyone who dared approach mysterium 
tremendum? No one brought animals to sacrifice; death did not 

enter into worship except for the solemn moment when they 
broke bread and drank wine together, reflecting on the once-for-

all sacrifice Jesus had made. In these ways, Jesus introduced 
profound changes in how we view God. Mainly, he brought 

God near. To Jews who knew a distant, ineffable God, Jesus 
brought the message that God cares for the grass of the field, 
feeds the sparrows, numbers the hairs on a person’s head. To 
Jews who dared not pronounce the Name, Jesus brought the 
shocking intimacy of the Aramaic word Abba. It was a familiar 

term of family affection, onomatopoeic like “Dada,” the first 
word many children spoke. Before Jesus, no one would have 

thought of applying such a word to Yahweh, the Sovereign Lord 
of the universe. After him, it became a standard term of address 

even in Greek-speaking congregations; imitating Jesus, they 
borrowed the foreign word to express their own intimacy with 

the Father. An event happened as Jesus hung on the cross that 
seemed to seal the new intimacy for the young church. Mark 

records that just as Jesus breathed his last, “The curtain of 
the temple was torn in two from top to bottom. ” This massive 

curtain had served to wall off the Most Holy Place, where 
God’s presence dwelled. As the author of Hebrews would later 

note, the tearing of this curtain showed beyond doubt exactly 
what was accomplished by Jesus’ death. No more sacrifices 
would ever be required. No high priest need tremble to enter 

the sacred room. Those of us in modern times have lived under 
the new intimacy for so long that we take it for granted. We sing 

choruses to God and converse in casual prayers. To us, the 
notion of sacrifice seems primitive. Too easily we forget what it 
cost Jesus to win for us all—ordinary people, not just priests—
immediate access to God’s presence. We know God as Abba, 

the loving Father, only because of Jesus. 

The Old Testament underscores the vast gulf between 
God and humanity. God is supreme, omnipotent, 
transcendent, and any limited contact with him puts 
human beings at risk. The worship instructions in a 
book like Leviticus remind me of a manual on handling 
radioactive material. 
—Bring only spotless lambs to the tabernacle. 
—Do not touch the Ark. 
—Always let smoke cover it; 
—if you look at the ark, you’ll die. 
—Never enter the Most Holy Place, except for the high 
priest on the one permitted day of the year. 
—On that day, Yom Kippur, fasten a rope around his 
ankle, and a bell, so that if he makes a mistake and 
dies inside, his corpse can be dragged out. 
Jesus’ disciples grew up in such an environment, 
—never pronouncing God’s name, 
—complying with the intricate code of cleanliness, 
heeding the requirements of Mosaic law. 
They took for granted, as did most other religions 
of the time, that worship must include sacrifice: 
something had to die. Their God had forbidden human 
sacrifice, and so on a festival day Jerusalem was filled 
with the bleats and cries of a quarter million animals 
destined for the temple altar. The noise and smell of 
sacrifice were sharp sensory reminders of the great 
gulf between God and themselves. I worked in the Old 
Testament for so long that, when one day I skipped 
over to the 
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Anyone who 
sacrifices home, 

family, fields—whatever—
because of me will get it 
all back a hundred times 
over, not to mention the 

considerable bonus 
of eternal life. 

 
This is 

the great reversal: 
many of the first ending 

up last, 
and the last first.

—Jesus
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“Do not resist an evil 
person. If someone strikes 
you on the right cheek, 
turn to him the other 
also. And if someone
wants to sue you and take 
your tunic, let him have 
your cloak as well.”
—JESUS

Bernard L Madoff walks down Lexington Ave to his apartment December 17, 2008 in New York City. On June 30, 2009 the self-

confessed author of the biggest financial swindle in history, was sentenced to the maximum 150 years behind bars for what his judge 

called an “extraordinarily evil” fraud that took “a staggering toll” on rich and poor alike.

“I tell you that anyone who 
looks at a woman lustfully has 
already committed adultery 
with her in his heart. If your 
right eye causes you to sin, gouge 
it out and throw it away. It is 
better for you to lose one part 
of your body than for your whole 
body to be thrown into hell.”—JESUS
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“You’re familiar with 
the old written law, 
‘Love your friend,’ and 
its unwritten companion, 
‘Hate your enemy.’ 
I’m challenging that. 
I’m telling you to love 
your enemies.”
—JESUS

“I tell you that anyone 
who is angry with his 
brother will be subject 
to judgment. . . . anyone 
who says ‘You fool!’ 
will be in danger of the 
fire of hell.”

—JESUS
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but we will never have to.

Jesus forgave an adulteress, a thief on the cross, a disciple who had denied ever knowing him. He tapped that traitorous 
disciple, Peter, to found his church and for the next advance turned to a man named Saul, who had made his mark 
persecuting Christians. Grace is absolute, inflexible, all-encompassing. It extends even to the people who nailed Jesus to the 
cross: “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing” were among the last words Jesus spoke on earth.

There is only one way for any of us to resolve the tension between the high ideals of the gospel and the grim reality of 
ourselves: to accept that we will never measure up, but that we do not have to. 

“There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus”

We will never measure up,
Jesus never lowered God’s Ideal. “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly 
Father is perfect,” he said. “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your mind.” Not Mother Teresa, not anyone has 
completely fulfilled those commands.
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Fight
Flight
We a see a Jesus who abhors both passivity and violence, who carves out 
a third way that is neither submission or assault, neither fight nor flight. It is 
this third way, Wink writes, that teaches that ‘evil can be opposed without 
being mirrored... oppressors can be resisted with out being emulated... 
enemies can be neutralized without being destroyed.’ Then we can look into 
the eyes of a centurion and see not a beast but a child, and then walk with 
that child a couple of miles. Look into the eyes of tax collectors as they sue 
you in court. See their poverty and give them your coat. Look into the eyes 
of the ones who are hardest for you to like, and see the one you love.” 

—Shane Claiborne

what i love about jesus is that he always 
has imagination. talking about the familiar 
“turn the other cheek” verses, author 
and professor walter wink points out that 
jesus is not just suggesting that we 
masochistically let people step all over 
us. instead, jesus is pointing us toward 
something that imaginatively disarms others. 
when hit on the cheek, turn and look the 
person in the eye. do not cower and do not 
punch them back. make sure they look into 
your eyes and see your sacred humanity, and 
it will become increasingly harder for them 
to hurt you. when someone tries to sue 
you for the coat on your back and drags you 
before the court, go ahead and take all of 
your clothes off and hand them over, 
exposing the sickness of their greed. when 
a soldier asks you to walk a mile with them 
and carry their pack (as was roman law 
and custom), walk with them two miles instead 
of one, talk with them and woo them into 
our movement by your love.
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“the kingdom of heaven is near,” he proclaimed 
in his very first message. X each time he 
spoke it, that word stirred memories to life: 
bright banners, glittering armies, the gold 
and ivory of solomon’s day, the nation of 
israel restored. what was about to happen, 
jesus said, would far surpass anything from 
the past. X zealots stood at the edge of 
jesus’ audience, armed and well organized 
guerrillas spoiling for a fight against rome, 
but the signal for revolt never came. X in 
time, jesus’ pattern of behavior disappointed 
all who sought a leader in the traditional 
mold. the one time a crowd tried to crown 
him king by force, he mysteriously withdrew. 
and when peter finally did wield a sword on 
his behalf, jesus healed the victim’s wounds. 
X to the crowds’ dismay, it became clear 
that jesus was talking about a strangely 
different kind of kingdom. the jews wanted 
what people have always wanted from a 
visible kingdom: a chicken in every pot, full 
employment, a strong army to deter invaders. 
jesus announced a kingdom that meant denying 
yourself, taking up a cross, renouncing wealth, 
even loving your enemies. X as he elaborated, 
the crowd’s expectations crumbled. 60
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He was frequently sad and sometimes depressed.
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Normally in this world we 
look up to the rich, the 
beautiful, the successful. 
Jesus, however, 

introduced a world of 
new logic. 

Because 
God loves the poor, 

the suffering, 
the persecuted, so 

should we. Because God 
sees no undesirables, 

neither should we.
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accept almost anybody’s 
invitation to dinner, and as a 
result >

Jesus did not mechanically follow a list of “Things I Gotta Do Today,” and I doubt he would have 
appreciated our modern emphasis on punctuality and precise scheduling. He attended wedding 
feasts that lasted for days. He let himself get distracted by any “nobody” he came across, whether a 
hemorrhaging woman who shyly touched his robe or a blind beggar who made a nuisance of himself. 
Two of his most impressive miracles (the raising of Lazarus and of Jairus’s daughter) took place 
because he arrived too late to heal the sick person.

Jesus was “the man for 
others.” He kept himself free 
– free for the other person. 
He would > 

Tony Blair and
 U2 singer Bono greeting 

other participants at a 
discussion of Africa.

Amsterdam 

Two ex-
prostitutes, both former 

heavy drug users, hug a sex 
worker in Amsterdam’s Red 

Light district. Through religious 
faith, they both kicked off their 

addiction and spend much 
of their time healing 

others.
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roman centurions, 
and religious leaders to 
tax collectors,  >no public figure had a more 

diverse list of friends, ranging 
from rich people,  >

USA. 
A group of bikers 

pray on the beach. 
Although they have adopted 

their tattoos and wear identical 
paraphernalia, they are no Hells 

Angels. They are Bikers for 
Christ, ministering to fellow 

bikers some of whom 
are outlaws.

Kerkorisogol, 
Turkana, Kenya, Oct. 

24, 2008. Ekomol and other 
Turkana women divide up corn 
received in World Vision food 

distribution. Shadrack Mutiso works 
with food monitor, Celine Ekitela 
Achuku, 23, to ensure the food 

is distributed evenly with a 
peaceful dignity.
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where he was, 
joy was.

prostitutes, and leprosy 
victims. People liked being 
with Jesus; >

BELARUS. 
Minsk. 

Childrens Cancer 
Hospital. A young orphan 

who is undergoing 
chemotherapy has adopted 

every doctor as her 
“new mother.” 

CINCINNATI. 
2002 Billy Graham. An 

estimated 201,600 people 
turned out at Paul Brown 

Stadium over the four 
day mission to bring healing 

and to encourage racial 
harmony in the 

area.
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I first 
got acquainted 

with Jesus when I was a child, 
singing “Jesus Loves Me” in Sunday 

school, addressing bedtime prayers to “Dear 
Lord Jesus,” watching Bible Club teachers 

move cutout figures across a flannelgraph board. 
I associated Jesus with Kool-Aid and sugar cookies 
and gold stars for good attendance. —— Recently, I 

read a book that the elderly Charles Dickens had written 
to sum up the life of Jesus for his children. In it, the 

portrait emerges of a sweet Victorian nanny who pats 
the heads of boys and girls. With a start I recalled 

the Sunday School image of Jesus I grew up 
with: someone kind and reassuring, with 

no sharp edges at all. As a child I felt 
comforted by such a 

person.
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—Luke’s 
gospel
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Anyone 
who intends to 

come with me has to 
let me lead. You’re not 

in the driver’s seat; I am. 
Don’t run from suffering; 
embrace it. Follow me 

and I’ll show you how. 
Self-help is no help 

at all. 

Self-
sacrifice is 

the way, my way, to 
finding yourself, your 

true self. What kind of deal 
is it to get everything you 

want but lose yourself? 
What could you ever 

trade your soul for?
—Jesus
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I find it strangely comforting that when Jesus faced pain he responded 
much as I do. He did not pray in the garden, “Oh, Lord, I am so 
grateful that you have chosen me to suffer on your behalf. I rejoice in 
the privilege!” No, he experienced sorrow, fear, abandonment, and 
something approaching even desperation. Still, he endured because he 
knew that at the center of the universe lived his Father, a God of love he 
could trust regardless of how things appeared at the time.

Hebrews tells us, Jesus “offered up…loud cries and tears to the one who 
could save him from death.” But of course he was not saved from death. 
Is it too much to say that Jesus himself asked the question that haunts 
me, that haunts most of us at one time or another: Does God care? What 
else can be the meaning of his quotation from that dark psalm, “My God, 
my God, why have you forsaken me?”

BELARUS. Children’s Cancer Hospital, Minsk. 
Mother and daughter.



Jesus raised his friend Lazarus from the dead, and a few years later, Lazarus died 
again. Jesus healed the sick, but they eventually caught some other disease. He fed 
the thousands, and the next day they were hungry again. But we remember his love. 
It wasn’t that Jesus healed a leper but that he touched a leper, because no one 
touched lepers. —Shane Claiborne

Jesus reached out his hand and 
touched the man.

A man with leprosy came to Jesus and begged him on his 
knees, “If you are willing, you can make me clean.”

Filled with compassion, 

Netherlands 
Evangelists pray 

for a crack addict in 
Amsterdam’s Red-Light 
district. The evangelists 

are former addicts 
themselves. 
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love, not coercion. People who looked to Jesus as their political savior were 
constantly befuddled by his choice of companions. He became known as a friend of 

tax collectors, a group clearly identified with the foreign exploiters, not the 
exploited. Though he denounced the religious system of his day, he treated 

a leader like Nicodemus with respect, and though he spoke against the 
dangers of money and of violence, he showed love and compassion 
toward a rich young ruler and a Roman centurion. In short, Jesus 
honored the dignity of people, whether he agreed with them or not. 

He would not found his kingdom on the basis of race or class or other 
such divisions. Anyone, even a half-breed with five husbands or a thief 
dying on a cross, was welcome to join his kingdom. The person was more 
important than any category or label. I feel convicted by this quality of 

Jesus every time I get involved in a cause I strongly believe in. 
How easy it is to join the politics of polarization, to find myself 
shouting across the picket lines at the “enemy” on the other side. 
How hard it is to remember that the kingdom of God calls me to 
love the woman who has just emerged from the abortion clinic 
(and, yes, even her doctor), the promiscuous person who is dying 
of AIDS, the wealthy landowner who is exploiting God’s creation. 

If I cannot show love to such people, then I must question whether I 
have truly understood Jesus’ gospel. A political movement by nature 
draws lines, makes distinctions, pronounces judgment; in contrast, 
Jesus’ love cuts across lines, transcends distinctions, and dispenses 
grace. Regardless of the merits of a given issue—whether a pro-life 
lobby out of the Right or a peace-and-justice lobby out of the Left—
political movements risk pulling onto themselves the mantle of power 

that smothers love. From Jesus I learn that, whatever activism I 
get involved in, it must not drive out love and humility, or 
otherwise I betray the kingdom of heaven. 

Those of us in the twentieth century, an era that has few literal “kings,” conceive of 
kingdoms in terms of power and polarization. We are the children of revolution. Two 
centuries ago in the U. S. and France the oppressed rose up and overturned 
the reigning powers. Later, in places like Russia and China, Marxists led 
revolts with an ideology that became a kind of religion: they began, in 
fact, to view all history as an outgrowth of class struggle, or dialectical 
materialism. “Workers, unite! Throw off your chains!” cried Marx, 
and so they did for much of our bloody century. For a period of time 
I tried to read the Gospels through the eyes of liberation theology. 
Ultimately I had to conclude that, whatever else it is, the kingdom 
of God is decidedly not a call to violent revolution. First century Jews 
were doubtless looking for such an upheaval. Battle lines were clear: 
oppressed Jews versus the bad-guy Romans—pagans who collected 
taxes, trafficked in slaves, regulated religion, and quashed dissent. 
Under these conditions the Zealots issued a call much like Marx’s: 
“Jews, unite! Throw off your chains!” But Jesus’ message of the 
kingdom had little in common with the politics of polarization. As 
I read the Gospels, Jesus seems to speak a two-pronged message. 
To the oppressors, he had words of warning and judgment. He 
treated the powers of government with an attitude of mild contempt, 
dismissing Herod as “that fox” (a Jewish expression for a worthless or 
insignificant person) and agreeing to pay a temple tax “so that we may 
not offend them.” He placed little store in politics; it was government, 
after all, that tried to exterminate him. To the oppressed, his primary 
audience, Jesus offered a message of comfort and consolation. He 
called the poor and the persecuted “blessed.” Never did he incite the 
oppressed to rise up and throw off their chains. In words that must 
have galled the Zealots, he commanded, “Love your enemies.” 

He invoked a different kind of power: 84 85



His choice of images is telling: everyday sketches of farming, fishing, women 

baking bread, merchants buying pearls. The kingdom of heaven is like a farmer 

going out to sow his seed. As every farmer knows, not all the seed you plant 

ends up yielding crops. Some falls among rocks, some gets eaten by birds and 

field mice, some gets crowded out by weeds. All this seems natural to a farmer, 

but heretical to a traditional kingdom-builder. Are not kings judged by their 

power, their ability to impose their will on a populace, their strength in repelling 

enemies? Jesus was indicating that the kingdom of God comes with a resistible 

power. It is humble and unobtrusive and coexistent with evil—a message that 

surely did not please patriotic Jews intent on revolt. Consider the mustard seed, 

a seed so tiny it can fall to the ground and lie unnoticed by human beings and 

birds alike. Given time, though, the seed may sprout into a bush that overtakes 

every other plant in the garden, a bush so large and verdant that birds come 

and nest in its branches. God’s kingdom works like that. It begins so small 

that people scorn it and give it no chance for success. Against all odds, God’s 

kingdom will grow and spread throughout the world, bringing shade to the 

sick, the poor, the imprisoned, the unloved. The kingdom of heaven is like a 

businessman who specializes in rare gems. One day he finds a pearl gorgeous 

enough to make princesses drool with envy. Recognizing its value, he liquidates 

his entire business in order to buy it. Although the purchase costs everything he 

owns, not for a moment does he regret it. He makes the trade with joy, as the 

crowning achievement of his life: the treasure will outlive him, enduring long after 

the family name has disappeared. God’s kingdom works like that. The sacrifice—

deny yourself, take up your cross—turns out to be a shrewd investment, its outcome 

not remorse but joy beyond all telling. These are the stories Jesus told.

Despite the shame and sadness of it all, somehow what took place on a hill called Calvary 

became arguably the most important fact of Jesus’ life—for the writers of the Gospels and 

Epistles, for the church, and, as far as we can speculate on such matters, for God as well. 

It took time for the church to come to terms with the ignominy of the cross. Church fathers 

forbade its depiction in art until the reign of the Roman emperor Constantine, who had 

seen a vision of the cross and who also banned it as a method of execution. Thus not until 

the fourth century did the cross become a symbol of the faith. (As C. S. Lewis points out, 

the crucifixion did not become common in art until all who had seen a real one died off.) 

Now, though, the symbol is everywhere: artists beat gold into the shape of the Roman 

execution device, baseball players cross themselves before batting, and candy 

confectioners even make chocolate crosses for the faithful to eat during 

Holy Week. Strange as it may seem, Christianity has become a religion 

of the cross—the gallows, the electric chair, the gas chamber, in modern 

terms. /// By the time he was nailed to wooden crossbeams, everyone had 

lost hope and fallen away. As for the Twelve, no matter how often or how 

plainly Jesus warned them of his impending death, it never sank in. 

No one could imagine a Messiah dying. What did Jesus mean 

by the kingdom of God? The word kingdom meant one thing to Jesus 

and quite another to the crowd. Jesus was rejected, in large part, 

because he did not measure up to a national image of what a Messiah 

was supposed to look like. A question has long puzzled me. In view of 

their expectations, why did Jesus keep arousing his followers’ hopes with 

the word kingdom? He insisted on associating himself with a term that 

everyone seemed to misunderstand. Jesus never offered a clear definition 

of the kingdom; instead he imparted his vision of it indirectly through a series of stories. 86 87



Jesus’ healings 
are not supernatural 

miracles in a natural 
world. They are the only 
truly ‘natural’ things in a 
world that is unnatural, 

demonized and 
wounded.
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“Blessed are the poor in spirit,
      for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.
	B lessed are those who mourn,
      for they will be comforted.
	B lessed are the meek,
      for they will inherit the earth.
	B lessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,
      for they will be filled.
	B lessed are the merciful,
      for they will be shown mercy.
	B lessed are the pure in heart,
      for they will see God.
	B lessed are the peacemakers,
      for they will be called sons of God.
	B lessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness,
      for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

Any Greek scholar will tell you the word “blessed” is far too sedate 
to carry the percussive force Jesus intended. The Greek word 
conveys something like a short cry of joy, 	

“Oh, you lucky person!”

The Beatitudes (blessings):

ARE ThELuCKY

Though I have tried at times to dismiss it as 

rhetorical excess, the more I study Jesus, the 

more I realize that the statements contained in 

his Sermon on the Mount lie at the heart of his 

message. If I fail to understand this teaching, I 

fail to understand him. Jesus delivered the famous 

sermon at a time when his popularity was soaring. 

Crowds pursued him wherever he went, obsessed with 

one question: Has the Messiah come at last?  On 

this unusual occasion Jesus skipped the parables 

and granted his audience a full-blown “philosophy 

of life,” somewhat like a candidate unveiling a 

new political platform. What a platform. Jesus 

knew how life works, in the kingdom of heaven 

as well as the kingdom of this world. 

unlUCky.
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unluCKy?

THE

HAITI. Port-Au-Prince. 2010. Carrel 
RAPHAEL, a Haitian ‘Tap-Tap’ driver 
who lost his wife and two of his 
children in the earthquake just after 
returning to his neighborhood.

HAITI 2010 A survivor in Carrefour. 
Earthquake aftermath. ARE

luCKY
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USA. New York. Homeless man 
passed out on a train. 

 LuCKY?

UNLUCKY?

Bill Gates Huge Residence finally reaches com-
pletion after 4 years of work. The 5,000-square-
meter palace the richest man on Earth has had 
built on 2 hectares of land on the shore of Lake 
Washington in Medina, June 2, 1998.

USA. New York. Homeless man 
passed out on a train. 
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AMAICA. Kingston. Bethlehem Center 
(Children’s Center), 10:30 - 12:00 noon.

UNLUCKY?
Pittsburgh Steelers Ben Roethlisberger 
(7) in action vs Tennessee Titans. 

 LuCKY?
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 LuCKY?

UNLUCKY?

UNITED STATES Job seekers line up outside of 
the Metropolitan Pavilion for a Careerbuilder.com 
career fair in New York, U.S., on Thursday, April 2, 
2009. The number of Americans seeking jobless 
benefits climbed to the highest level in 26 years.

UNITED STATES : Matthew Fergueson, president 
and chief executive officer of CareerBuilder.com, 
speaks at a session on talent management during 
the National Summit in Detroit, Michigan, U.S., on 
Wednesday June 17, 2009.
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UNLUCKY?

 LuCKY?

INDIA. West Bengal, Calcutta.  A woman 
with burn scars begs at the Oberoi Hotel.
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LUCKY are the strong.
*******
LUCKY ARE THE TRIUMPHANT.
**********
********
LUCKY are the armies 
wealthy enough to possess 
smart bombs and patriot 
missiles.
***************
LUCKY are the liberators, 
the conquering soldiers.
***

???????

K
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urgan oil fields. A
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S

 M
arine inspects a charred corpse. 19

91.

In a ground campaign   that lasted a scant one hundred hours, allied forces had 

achieved a stunning victory over Iraq in the Gulf War. Like most Americans, I could hardly 

believe the longfeared war had ended so quickly, with so few American casualties. CNN 

announced an interruption in scheduled programming: they would shift to live coverage of 

the morning-after press conference by the commander of allied forces. For a time I tried 

to continue preparing for my class. I watched five minutes of Pasolini’s version of Jesus 

delivering the Beatitudes, then several minutes of General Schwarzkopf ’s version of allied 

troops bearing down on Kuwait City. Soon I abandoned the VCR altogether—Stormin’ 

Norman proved entirely too engaging. He told of the “end run” around Iraq’s elite Republican 

Guard, of a decoy invasion by sea, of the allied capability of marching all the way to Baghdad 

unopposed. A general confident in his mission and immensely proud of the soldiers who 

had carried it out, Schwarzkopf gave a bravura performance. I remember thinking, 

That’s exactly the person you want to lead a war. **************

************************************
The briefing ended, CNN switched 

to commercials, and I returned to the VCR tapes. Max von Sydow, a blond, pasty Jesus, was 

giving an improbable rendition of the Sermon on the Mount in The Greatest Story Ever Told.

“ B l e s s e d  .  .  .  a r e  .  .  .  t h e  .  .  .  p o o r  .  .  .  i n  s p i r i t, ”  he intoned in a 

slow, thick Scandinavian accent,
  “ For  .  .  .  t h e i r s  .  .  .  i s  .  .  .  t h e  .  .  .  k i n gdom  .  .  . 

( lucky )

 of .  . . heaven.” ****************  I had to adjust to the languid pace of the movie 
compared to General Schwarzkopf’s briefing, and it took a few seconds for the irony to sink in: I had just 
been watching the Beatitudes in reverse! **********************************
The bizarre juxtaposition of two speeches gave me a feeling for the shock waves the Sermon 
on the Mount must have caused among its original audience, Jews in first-century Palestine. 
Instead of General Schwarzkopf, they had Jesus, and to a downtrodden people yearning for 
emancipation from Roman rule, Jesus gave startling and unwelcome advice. If an enemy 
soldier slaps you, turn the other cheek. Rejoice in persecution. Be grateful for your poverty. 

**************
**************

**************
**************

**************
*** 

???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????

??????
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Because I have written books with titles like Where Is God When It Hurts? and 
Disappointment with God, I have spent time among mourners. They intimidated me at first. 
I had few answers for the questions they were asking, and I felt awkward in the presence 
of their grief. I remember especially one year when, at the invitation of a neighbor, I joined 
a therapy group at a nearby hospital. This group, called Make Today Count, consisted of 
people who were dying, and I accompanied my neighbor to their meetings for a year. 

Certainly I cannot say that I “enjoyed” the gatherings; that would be the wrong word. 
Yet the meetings became for me one of the most meaningful events of each month. In 
contrast to a party, where participants try to impress each other with signs of status 
and power, in this group no one was trying to impress. Clothes, fashions, apartment 
furnishings, job titles, new cars—what do these things mean to people who are 
preparing to die? 

Later, when I wrote about what I had learned from grieving and suffering people, I 
began hearing from strangers. I have three folders, each one several inches thick, filled 
with these letters. They are among my most precious possessions. One letter, twenty-
six pages long, was written on blue-lined note paper by a mother sitting in a lounge 
outside a room where surgeons were operating on her four-year-old daughter’s brain 
tumor. Another came from a quadriplegic who “wrote” by making puffs of air into a 
tube, which a computer translated into letters on a printer. 

Many of the people who have written me have no happy endings to their stories. Some 
still feel abandoned by God. Few have found answers to the “Why?” questions. But 
I have seen enough grief that I have gained faith in Jesus’ promise that those who 
mourn will be comforted.

Lucky are those who mourn? 
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I NF I N I T E JOY
like an ignorant child who wants to go 
on making mud pies in a slum because
           he cannot imagine what is 
meant by the offer of 

is offered us,
A holiday at 

—C.S. LEWIS
the sea.”

drinkSEX
AMBITION

“if we consider the unblushing 
promises of reward and the 
staggering nature of the 
rewards promised in the 
Gospels, it would seem that Our 
Lord finds our desires, not 
too strong, but too weak.

We are half-hearted creatures, fooling 
about with AND

AND WHEN

In the Beatitudes, Jesus honored people who may 
not enjoy many privileges in this life.To the poor, the 
mourners, the meek, the hungry, the persecuted, the 
poor in heart, he offered assurance that their service 
would not go unrecognized.They would receive ample 
reward.
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nowhere else

long for.

deliverance

offer the

who can

the only one

to Jesus,
just may turn

to turn,
the desperate

WithlUCKY ArE 
THE deSPER-
ATE?

they
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 LuCKY?
BELARUS. 

Gonel. Intensive therapy 
Hematology Unit at the Gonel 

regional Clinical hospital. Aleysa 
Beoia, 17 years old, has leukemia that 
was first diagnosed when she was 11 

years old. Although Aleysa was treated in 
Russia, Ireland, USA and Belarus during 

that six years, none of the treatments 
worked. Her mother, Lida, cries in 

the hallway after Aleysa dies 
in the hospital.

110 111



UNLUCKIEST

LUCKIER

UNLUCKIER

LUCKY
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UNLUCKY

Mr.President, First I want to advise 
you to stop worrying so much about 
the economy and jobs. A lower Gross 
National Product is actually good for 
the country. Don’t you understand that 
the poor are the fortunate ones? The 
more poor we have in the U.S., the 
more blessed we are. Theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven. And don’t devote so 
much time to health care. You see, Mr. 
President, those who mourn are blessed 
too, for they’ll be comforted. I know 
you’ve heard from the Religious Right 
about the increasing secularization 
of our country. Prayer is no longer 
allowed in schools, and protesters 
against abortion are subject to arrest. 
Relax, sir. Government oppression 
gives Christians an opportunity 
to be persecuted, and therefore 
blessed. Thank you for the expanded 
opportunities.

President Bill Clinton, alarmed about his low standing among 
evangelical Christians, summoned twelve of us to a private 

breakfast in order to hear our concerns. Each of us would have 
five minutes to say whatever we wanted the president and  

vice president to hear. The question, “What would Jesus say in

such a setting?” crossed my mind, and I realized with a start 
that the only time Jesus met with powerful political leaders, 
his hands were tied and his back was clotted with blood. 
Church and state have had an uneasy relationship ever since. I 
turned to the Beatitudes and found myself startled anew. What 
if I translated their message into contemporary terms?

LUCKY
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i have spent time with people i call 

“servants.” doctors and nurses who work 

among the ultimate outcasts. leprosy patients 

in rural india,a princeton graduate who 

runs a hotel for the homeless in 

chicago,health workers who have left high-

paying jobs to serve in a backwater town of 

mississippi,relief workers in somalia, 
sudan,Ethiopia,bangladesh,and other 

repositories of human suffering. the ph.d.s 
i met in arizona,who are now scattered 

throughout jungles of south america 

translating the bible into obscure languages. 
i was prepared to honor and admire these 

servants,to hold them up as inspiring 

examples. i was not prepared to envy them.
yet as i now reflect on the two groups side 

by side,stars and servants,the servants 

clearly emerge as the favored ones,the 

graced ones. without question,i would rather 

spend time among the servants than among 

the stars:they possess qualities of depth 

and richness and even joy that i have not 

found elsewhere. servants work for low 

pay,long hours,and no applause,“wasting” 
their taelnts and skills among the poor and 

uneducated somehow,though,in the process 
of losing their lives they find them.

LUCKY ARE THE MEEK.

UNLUCKY ARE THE LUCKY?
My career as a journalist has afforded me opportunities to 

interview “stars,” including NFL football greats, movie actors, 

music performers, bestselling authors, politicians, and TV 

personalities. These are the people who dominate the media. 

We fawn over them, poring over the minutiae of their lives: 

the clothes they wear, the food they eat, the aerobic routines 

they follow, the people they love, the toothpaste they use.Yet 

I must tell you that, in my limited experience, I have found that 

our “idols” are as miserable a group of people as I have ever 

met. Most have troubled or broken marriages. Nearly all are 

incurably dependent on psychotherapy. In a heavy irony, these 

larger-than-life heroes seem tormented by self-doubt.
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“doesn’
t�the�

�����
new�t

estame
nt�sa

y�if�
an�en

emy�s
trikes

�you�
on�th

e�righ
t

cheek�you�shou
ld�offer�him�

the�left?”
andrews�mumbles�that�he������thought�the�phrase�was�used�metaphorically.�“i’m�not�

so�sure,”gandhi�replies.�“i�suspect������he�meant�you�must�show�courage--be�willing�to�take�a���

blow,�several�blows,�to�show������you�will�not�strike�back�nor�will�you�be�turned�aside.

and�when�you�do�that���� �it�calls�on�something�in�human�nature,�something�that

makes�his�hatred������decrease�and�his�respect�increase.”

Martin Luther King Jr., against all odds, against all instincts of     

              self-preservation, stayed true to the principle of  

        peacemaking. He did not strike back.

May 3, 1963 17-year-old civil rights demonstrator is attacked by a police dog during protests in Birmingham, Ala.

LUCKY 
ARE THE 

PEACEMAKERS?
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beautiful may well go through life relying on their natural 

gifts. people who lack such natural ad vantages, hence 

underqualified for success in the kingdom of this world, just 

might turn to god in their time of need.

i now view the beatitudes not as patronizing slogans, but as profound 

insights into the mystery of human existence. god ’s kingdom turns the 

tables upside down. the poor, the hungry, the mourners, and the oppressed 

truly are blessed. not because of their miserable states, of course--

Jesus spent much of his life trying to remedy those miserie
s. 

rather, they are blessed because of an innate advantage they hold over

those more comfortable and self-sufficient. people who are rich, 

successful, AND

human beings do not readily admit desperation. when they do, 

the kingdom of heaven draws near.
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From nursery 
school on we are 

taught how to succeed 
in this world. The early bird 

gets the worm. No pain, no 

gain. There is no such thing 

as a free lunch. Demand 

your rights. I know 
these rules. 

Yet if I care 
to listen, I hear a 
loud whisper from 

the gospel that I did not get 
what I deserved. I deserved 
punishment and got forgiveness.

I deserved wrath and got love. 
I deserved stern lectures and 

crawl-on-your-knees repentance; 
I got a banquet spread 

for me.
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You live in terms of 

what you can see
and touch.

I ’m living on other terms.”

Jesus said, 

“You’re tied down 

to the mundane; 
I’m in touch with what 
i s  b e y o n d

you r  ho r i z on s .



You’re here to be light, bringing out the God-colors in the world. 
God is not a secret to be kept. 

We’re going public with this, as public as a city on a hill. If I make you light-
bearers, you don’t think I’m going to hide you under a bucket, do you? 
I’m putting you on a light stand. Now that I’ve put you 
there on a hilltop, on a light stand—shine! Keep open house; be generous with 
your lives. By opening up to others, you’ll prompt 
people to open up with God, this generous 
Father in heaven.

—JESUS

“Jesus thrown everything off balance.”
— Flannery O’Connor, Missfit

You’re blessed when you 
get your inside world, your mind and heart put right. 

Then you can see God in the outside 

world.
—Jesus

“My kingdom,” said Jesus, “doesn’t consist of 

what you see around you. If it did, my followers 

would fight so that I wouldn’t be handed over to 

the Jews. But I’m not that kind of king, not the 

world’s kind of king.”

T
he gospel of Jesus 
is a rogue elem

ent 
w

ithin history, a 
dem

ythologizing virus 
that w

ill underm
ine 

the false gods of any 
culture that w

ould 
presum

e to contain it.
—

D
avid D

ark
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I came into the world 
to bring everything into the clear light of 

day, making all the distinctions clear, 
so that those who have 

never seen will see, and those 
who have made a great pretense of seeing 

will be exposed as blind.
—Jesus

W
hen I understood that the decision to follow

 Jesus w
as very 

m
uch like the decision the hostages had to m

ake to follow
 the rescuing N

avy SEA
LS, I 

knew
 then that I needed to decide w

hether or not I w
ould follow

 H
im

. 

T
he decision 

w
as sim

ple once I asked m
yself, Is Jesus the Son of 

G
od, are w

e being held captive in a w
orld run by Satan, a 

w
orld filled w

ith brokenness, and do I believe 

Jesus can rescue m
e from

 

this condition?

—
D

onald M
iller, B

lue Like Jazz When your eyes are healthy, your whole body 

also is full of light. But when they are unhealthy, 

your body also is full of darkness. 

See to it, then, that the light within 
you is not darkness.
—Jesus

You’ve observed how
 godless rulers throw

 their w
eight around, and w

hen 

people get a little pow
er how

 quickly it goes to their heads. It’s not going to 

be that w
ay w

ith you. W
hoever w

ants to be great m
ust becom

e a servant. 

W
hoever w

ants to be first am
ong you m

ust be your slave. T
hat is w

hat 

[ I’V
E ] done: [ I ] cam

e to serve, not to be served--and then to give aw
ay 

[m
y] life in exchange for m

any w
ho are held hostage.

—
JE

S
U

S

Jesus reveals
a God who comes in search of us, 
a God who 
makes room for our freedom even when 
it costs the Son’s life, 
a God who is vulnerable. Above all, 
Jesus reveals 
a God who is love.

May you believe in God. But may you come to see that 

God believes in you. May you have faith in Jesus. But may you come to see 

that Jesus has faith that you can be like him. A person of forgiveness, and 

peace, and grace, and joy, and hope. And may you be covered in 

the dust of your rabbi, Jesus.
—Rob Bell, Dust
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If 
yo

u 
liv

e 
w

id
e-

ey
ed

 in
 w
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de

r 
an

d 
be

lie
f, 

yo
ur

 b
od

y 

fil
ls

 u
p 

w
ith

 li
gh

t. 
If 

yo
u 

liv
e 

sq
ui

nt
y-

ey
ed

 in
 g

re
ed

 a
nd

 

di
st

ru
st

, y
ou

r 
bo

dy
 is

 a
 d

an
k 

ce
lla

r.
—

JE
S

U
S

The apostle Paul boldly called Jesus “the image of 

the invisible God.” 

God is, in a word, Christlike. Jesus presents a God 

with skin on whom we can take or leave, love or 

ignore.

In this visible, scaled-down model we can discern 

God’s features more 

clearly.

Tony read me this ancient scripture recently that talked about loving either darkness 

or loving light, and how hard it is to love light and how easy it is to love darkness. I think that is true. 

Ultimately, we do what we love to do. Because of sin, because I am self-addicted, 

living in the wreckage of the fall, I am prone to love the things that will kill me. Tony says Jesus gives us the 

ability to love the things we should love, the things of Heaven. 

—Donald Miller, Blue Like Jazz

I came so they can have real and 
eternal life, more and better life than 
they ever dreamed of.
—JESUS You’re here to be light, bringing out the God-colors in the world. 

God is not a secret to be kept. Now that I’ve put you there on a hilltop, on a light stand—
shine! Keep open house; be generous with your lives. 
By opening up to others, you’ll prompt people to open up with God, this generous 
Father in heaven. 
—JESUS

The prospect of 
future rewards
in no way cancels out 
our need to fight
for justice now,
in this life. 

Yet it is a plain fact of history that for convicts in the
Soviet Gulag and slaves in America and Christians in
Roman cages 
awaiting their turn
with the wild beasts, the promise
of reward was a source of hope. It keeps you alive. It allows
you to believe in a just God after all. Like a bell tolling from 
another

world, Jesus’ promise
of rewards proc
laims that no matter 
how things appear, 
there is no future in 
evil, only in 

good.
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				    When the pious criticized his disciples for their laxity in spiritual 		
	                    disciplines, Jesus replied, “how can the guests of the bridegroom fast when he 	
				    is with them?” of all the images he could have chosen for himself, 
					     Jesus settled on that  of the groom whose 
				    radiance cheers up the 
			    			             entire wedding party.

             The Gospels depict him performing 
			   his first miracle at a wedding, 
		     givi  ng pl ayfu l n icknames  to 
            his  d isciples, and somehow gaining 
	                 a reputation   
                                           as a  “gluttonous man and a 
		     	                                         wine-bibber”. 
				  

130 131



When I ask a stranger. “What is an evangelical Christian?” I get 

an answer something like this: “Someone who supports family 

values and opposes homosexual rights and abortion.” H H H H H

H H H H H H H This trend troubles me because the gospel of Jesus 

was not primarily a political platform. The issues that 

confront Christians in a secular society must be faced and 

addressed and legislated, and a democracy gives Christians 

every right to express themselves. But we dare not invest so 

much in the kingdom of this world that we neglect our main  

task of introducing people to a different kind of kingdom, one 

based solely on God’s grace and forgiveness. Passing laws to 

enforce morality serves a necessary function, to dam up evil, 

but it never solves human problems. If a century from now all 

that historians can say about evangelicals of the 2000s is 

that they stood for family values, then we will have failed 

the mission Jesus gave us to accomplish: to communicate God’s 

reconciling love to sinners. H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H

H H H H H Jesus did not say, “All men will know you are my 

disciples… if you just pass laws, suppress immorality, and 

restore decency to family and government,” but rather “…

if you love one another.” He made that statement the night 

before his death, a night when human power, represented 

by the might of Rome and the full force of Jewish religious 

authorities, collided head-on with God’s power. All his life, 

Jesus had been involved in a form of “culture wars” against 

a rigid religious establishment and a pagan empire, yet he 

responded by giving his life for those who opposed him. On the 

cross, he forgave them. He had come, above all, to demonstrate 

love: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and 

only Son…” H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H H
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of lust 
or greed 
or anger 
or pride 
or lying,

would you really want to?

if you could be healed

Just like this crippled man whose identity was defined by his disability, 
our lives too are arranged around such moral furniture and would look 
quite different without them. And what if  “getting well” spiritually meant 
a painful amputation of  a beloved habit, the denial of  a personal passion 
or the death of  a dream? Would you still want to be well? When the 
patient is our souls and not our bodies, everything changes. The issue is 
no longer ‘Can Jesus heal?’ but “Do I want to get well?” – Rick James

“Do you want to get well?” 

When Jesus saw him lying there and learned that he had 
been in this condition for a long time, he asked him, 

First century Judaism took the connection between the 
spiritual and physical so concretely that those with such 
diseases were automatically labeled as “sinners.” Thus to 
heal someone of  blindness or leprosy intrinsically carried the 
meaning of  spiritual forgiveness and moral cleansing. With 
that in mind, take a look at this haunting question that Jesus 
asked a man who had been an invalid for thirty-eight years. 

“Do you want to get well?” I should think the 
answer would be rather obvious, but seen through 
a spiritual lens, as this man perhaps would have, 
it’s anything but rhetorical. I mean,

(John 5:6)
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Sometimes, he was lonely.
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Maybe we’ve been livinG with our eyes half open
Maybe wE’re bent and broken, broken

We were meant to live for so much more
Have we lost ourselves?
Somewhere we live inside

We want more than this world’s got to offer
And everything inside screams for second life

—Jonathan + Timothy David Foreman
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Jesus did not 
seek out the rich and 

powerful in order to 
trickle down his kingdom. 
Rather, he joined those 
at the bottom, the 

outcasts and 
undesirables,

and 
everyone was 

attracted to his love for 
people on the margins. 

(We know that we are all 
poor and lonely anyway, 

don’t we?) 
—Shane Claiborne
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                                         and began to wash 
the feet of his followers. In that one act Jesus 
symbolically overturned the whole social order. 
Hardly comprehending what was happening, 
even his own disciples were almost horrified by 
his behavior.” Later that same evening a dispute 
arose among the disciples as to which of them 
was considered to be greatest. Pointedly, Jesus 
did not deny the human instinct of competition 
and ambition. He simply redirected it: “the 
greatest among you should be like the youngest, 
and the one who rules like the one who serves.” 
That is when he proclaimed, “I confer on you a 
kingdom”—a kingdom, in other words, based 
on service and humility. In the foot washing, the 
disciples had seen a living tableau of what he 
meant. Following that example has not gotten any 
easier in two thousand years. 

down on the bottom.

As I read John’s account, I keep coming back to a peculiar incident that 
interrupts the progress of the Last Supper. “Jesus knew that the 

Father had put all things under his power,” John begins with a flourish and then 
adds this incongruous completion: “so he got up from the meal, took off his outer 

clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist.” In the garb of a slave, he then 
bent over and washed the grime of Jerusalem from the disciples’ feet.

What a strange way for the guest of honor to act during a final meal with his friends. 
What incomprehensible behavior from a ruler who would momentarily announce, “I 

confer on you a kingdom.” In those days, foot washing was considered so degrading 
that a master could not require it of a Jewish slave. The scene of the foot washing 

stands out to author M. Scott Peck as one of the most significant events of Jesus’ life. 
“Until that moment the whole point of things had been for someone to get on top, and 

once he had gotten on top to stay on top or else attempt to get farther up. 

A
R

LIN
G

TO
N

, TX
 : LeB

ron Jam
es #23 of the W

estern C
onference is 

w
elcom

ed by fans during introductions before the 2010 N
B

A
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ll-S
tar G

am
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N
icknam

ed “K
ing Jam

es”, at just 18, he w
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num
ber one pick in the 2003 N

B
A

 D
raft by the C

avaliers. 

But here this man already on top—who was rabbi, teacher, master— suddenly got
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LOVE

LOVE

will achieve the response he desires. Although power 
can force obedience, only love can summon a response 
of love, which is the one thing God wants from us and 
the reason he created us. 

WER>

> obediEnce

The more I get to know Jesus, the more impressed I am by “the miracle of restraint.” The 
miracles Satan suggested, the signs and wonders the Pharisees demanded, the final proofs 
I yearn for–these would offer no serious obstacle to an omnipotent God. More amazing is his 
refusal to perform and overwhelm. God’s terrible insistence on human freedom is so absolute 
that he granted us the power to live as though he did not exist, to spit in his face, to crucify 
him. I believe God insists on such restraint because no pyrotechnic displays of omnipotence 
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	 The crowd at Jesus’ crucifixion challenged him to prove himself by climbing down 
from the cross, but not one person thought of what actually would happen: that he 
would die and then come back. Once the scenario played out, though, to those who 
knew Jesus best it made perfect sense. The style fit God’s pattern and character. God 
has always chosen the slow and difficult way, respecting human freedom regardless 
of cost. “God did not abolish the fact of evil: He transformed it,” wrote Dorothy 
Sayers. “He did not stop the crucifixion: He rose from the dead.” The hero bore all 
consequences, yet somehow triumphed.
	 I believe in the Resurrection primarily because I have gotten to know God. I know 
that God is love, and I also know that we human beings want to keep alive those 
whom we love. For whatever reason—human freedom lies at the core, I imagine—
God allows a planet where a man dies scuba diving in the prime of life and a woman 
dies in a fiery crash on the way to a church missions conference. But I believe—if I did 
not believe this, I would not believe in a loving God—that God is not satisfied with such 
a blighted planet. Divine love will find a way to overcome. God will not let death win.
	 One detail in the Easter stories has always intrigued me: Why did Jesus keep the 
scars from his crucifixion? Presumably he could have had any resurrected body he 
wanted, and yet he chose one identifiable mainly by scars that could be seen and 
touched. Why?
	 I believe the story of Easter would be incomplete without those scars on the hands, 
the feet, and the side of Jesus. When human beings fantasize, we dream of pearly 
straight teeth and wrinkle-free skin and sexy ideal shapes. We dream of an unnatural 
state: the perfect body. But for Jesus, being confined in a skeleton and human skin 
was the unnatural state. The scars are, to him, an emblem of life on our planet, a 
permanent reminder of those days of confinement and suffering.
	 I take hope in Jesus’ scars. From the perspective of heaven, they represent the most 
horrible event that has ever happened in the history of the universe. Even that event, 
though—the crucifixion— Easter turned into a memory. Because of Easter, I can hope 
that the tears we shed, the blows we receive, the emotional pain, the heartache over 
lost friends and loved ones, all these will become memories, like Jesus’ scars. Scars 
never completely go away, but neither do they hurt any longer. We will have re-created 
bodies, a re-created heaven and earth. We will have a new start, an Easter start.150



Easter 
hits a 

new note of
hope and

faith
that 

what God
did

once 
in a 

graveyard in 
Jerusalem, 

he 
can and 

will repeat 
on grand 

scale.

For 
us. 

For 
the 

world.

Against 
all odds, 

the 
irrevers-

ible will be 
reversed.
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The Bible from Genesis 3 to Rev  elation 22 tells the story of a 

God reckless with desire to get     his family back. God struck the 

decisive blow of reconciliation     when he sent the Son on the long 

journey to planet earth. The Bible’s     last scene ends in jubilation, 

the family united once again.

The Bible from Genesis 3 to Rev  elation 22 tells the story of a 

God reckless with desire to get     his family back. God struck the 

decisive blow of reconciliation     when he sent the Son on the long 

journey to planet earth. The Bible’s     last scene ends in jubilation, 

the family united once again.
CambodiaN 

girl reunited with
 her father in 

camp for displaced 
persons.
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This is how 
much God loved 

the world: He gave his 
Son, his one and only Son. 
And this is why: so that no 
one need be destroyed; by 
believing in him, anyone 

can have a whole and 
lasting life.

God didn’t go to all 
the trouble of sending 

his Son merely to point an 
accusing finger, telling the 
world how bad it was. He 
came to help, to put the 

world right again. 
—Jesus (John 3:16-17)
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