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Series Editor�’s Preface

TTED GRIMSRUD AIMS to introduce Christianity’s “main convic-
tions.” His is no generic introduction, however; rather, Grim-
srud wants to theologize “as if Jesus matters.“ Suppose instead
he theologized “as if Paul matters.” Or using, say, such earlier
church formulations as the Apostles’ or Nicene creeds. Such
starting points would have generated a different book. I be-
lieve each book could have been a Christian one, illuminating
some Christian understandings while shadowing others. The
fact that such different books could have been written suggests
that the starting point we choose for Christian theologizing is
a “living issue” deserving serious discussion and an examina-
tion of various ways Christians may view such agenda.

This is what makes Grimsrud’s book fit the Living Issues
Discussion Series. To set the conversation in motion, typically
books in the series include a vigorous statement of position re-
garding an issue or set of issues sometimes controversial in
faith circles. Then, after a book’s main text, a Responses chap-
ter provides affirming and critical commentary.

The result in this case is a fruitful one. Grimsrud shows us
what theologizing as if Jesus matters can look like. Then Brenda
Martin Hurst, Douglas Harink, David Neville, and Duane
Friesen help us envision Grimsrud’s contributions as part of a
mutually enriching discussion in which Grimsrud at times
challenges their views and vice-versa yet the five of them to-
gether generate an exciting foundation for further thought and
discernment regarding—precisely—how Jesus matters. 

—Michael A. King, Living Issues Discussion Series Editor



Author�’s Preface

SINCE THE FALL OF 1996, I HAVE TAUGHT Introduction to Theol-
ogy at Eastern Mennonite University, a class for lower-level
undergrads. At the beginning of the semester, when I go over
the course goals, I tell the students that by successfully com-
pleting the class, they will discover that theology is interest-
ing, fun, and important.

I have not done a survey of students who took the class to
see if indeed the class did achieve the predicted outcome, but I
am happy to make the same claim for any who successfully
complete reading this book!

My sources for the chapters that follow, along with years
of reading theological writing, come from two places. The
dozen or so times I have taught Introduction to Theology and
dozens of sermons over the years on theological themes. Most
immediately, with this book in mind, I preached thirteen ser-
mons at Shalom Mennonite Congregation in Harrisonburg,
Virginia. Reflecting this “sermonic” agenda, I seek in this book
mostly to encourage readers toward themselves embodying
Jesus’ way—more than simply supplying academic informa-
tion.

I am grateful to my friends who are part of Shalom both
for the opportunity to take on this experiment of constructing
doctrinal theology in the pulpit and for the follow-up discus-
sions after the sermons that pushed, prodded, and affirmed.

I am also grateful to the couple of hundred college students
who, in my Introduction to Theology classes, also pushed,
prodded, and (occasionally) affirmed.
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My most important theological influence continues to be
John Howard Yoder. One Yoder theme that looms large in what
follows is his understanding of “tradition.” As I seek to do,
Yoder wrote as an Anabaptist theologian—one who orients all
elements of Christian theology and ethics in relation to the
Jesus Christ of the Gospels.

Yoder proposed that we best understand tradition not so
much like “an ongoing growth like a tree” but more like a vine:
“a story of constant interruption of organic growth in favor of
pruning and a new chance for the roots.” This “pruning” is a
kind of “looping back,” “a glance over the shoulder to enable
a midcourse correction, a rediscovery of something from the
past whose pertinence was not seen before, because only a new
question or challenge enables us to see it speaking to us” (“The
Authority of Tradition,” in The Priestly Kingdom: Social Ethics
as Gospel, University of Notre Dame Press, 1984, p. 69).

I understand the story of Jesus to be the “root” for Chris-
tian theology, and I attempt to use it as a basis for criticism and
ongoing evaluation for present-day faith convictions. This ap-
proach leads to a kind of relativizing of post-biblical creeds,
confession, and “orthodoxies.” This relativizing is not a move
toward a general relativism born out of modernist or “liberal”
sensitivities. To the contrary, it is a profoundly conservative in-
terpretive move in the sense of placing priority on the origi-
nating vision of our faith. And it stems from a confession of
Jesus’ divinity, his identity as God incarnate—that is, God
manifest in this flesh-and-blood life. (Here again I follow
Yoder. See especially his classic text built on this link between
the content of Jesus’ life and teaching and our confession of his
divinity, The Politics of Jesus, 2nd. ed., Eerdmans, 1994). 

To relativize post-biblical creeds, confessions, and “ortho-
doxies” is not to reject them. It is simply to insist that they be
evaluated in light of the founding revelation in Jesus. The roots
are not grown away from as the “tradition as tree-like” image
suggests. Rather, they retain a living presence meant to en-
hance our continuing theological reflection and our lived con-
victions.

Christian theology, of course, emerges as a communal en-
terprise. Along with my several congregations and college
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classes, I also have gained immeasurably from conversations,
short and lengthy, relaxed and heated, over many years with
friends. Most directly related to this book, I want to thank EMU
colleagues such as Ray Gingerich, Christian Early, Nancy
Heisey, Earl Zimmerman, and Mark Thiessen Nation for all
the great talk.

Even more, I want to thank former EMU colleague and
Shalom congregant, David Kratz Mathies, not only for great
talk but also for reading through my manuscript and offering
innumerable perceptive comments.

And most of all, as always, I want to thank my partner in
so many things, Kathleen Temple, for great talk and everything
else.

—Ted Grimsrud
Harrisonburg, Virginia
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What Do We 
Do with Theology?

[Introduction]

DO YOU THINK OF YOURSELF AS A THEOLOGIAN? If you’re like my
students, you’d probably say no. Every spring I teach a class
aimed at first- and second-year college students called “Intro-
duction to Theology.” Few have taken a theology class before.
In our first session, when we do introductions, I ask students
to tell the rest of us what theological issues most interest them.
Every time, most students say, “Well, I guess I don’t really have
an issue.”

For their first reading assignment, I give them an essay that
suggests that all Christians actually are “theologians,” since
we all think and talk about what we believe. After reading that
essay, many students who had said they had no “theological
issue” they were interested in come back to say, “I hadn’t
thought about it that way before, but maybe I am a theologian.
I do have life issues I am interested in, and I do care about my
faith and how it relates to life.”

Usually we go on then to have numerous stimulating con-
versations over the semester about “theological issues.” The
students come to realize that when they think and write and
talk about “faith issues” and “life priorities issues” and “com-
ing to terms with my parents and grandparents issues,” they
usually are dealing with “theological issues.” It takes them a
while to figure this out, though, because of negative associa-
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tions they have with what they think “theology” has to do
with.

What do you associate with the term theology? When I do
word association discussions in my classroom or congregation,
often terms such as boring, self-satisfied, otherworldly, heavy, and
irrelevant come up. And these are people going to church or at-
tending a church-related college! Theology has an image prob-
lem.

This book seeks to help rehabilitate theology. Or, at least, I
hope to help you see how theology may actually be fascinat-
ing, important, and even potentially life changing.

WHAT IS THEOLOGY?
Beyond rapid-fire word association, what do we mean by

theology? These are some possibilities, most of which may rein-
force the negative feelings many Christians have about this
term and what they think it stands for:

Theology is an academic discipline. One takes classes in
theology. One gets degrees in theology. We have theology de-
partments. To be a theologian one must have specialized, grad-
uate school training and be able to use technical, insiders-only
language (with terms such as soteriology, ontological trinity, and
hypostatic union).

Or, theology is a collection of formal written statements of
doctrinal belief issued by various Christian bodies—creeds,
confessions, statements of faith. If you want to know what, say,
Mennonite theology is, you read the 1995 Confession of Faith in
a Mennonite Perspective formally adopted by the Mennonite
Church General Assembly. If you want to know what Presby-
terian theology is, you read the Westminster Confession of
Faith.

Or, theology is the basis for determining boundary lines,
an elaboration of official beliefs for an organized religious
group that serves as the basis for determining which beliefs are
acceptable and which are heretical, who may be considered in-
side the circle of membership and who is to be outside.

Or, theology could be defined as the study of what theolo-
gians have written. This would be parallel to how Robert Pir-
sig describes philosophy in his book Zen and the Art of Motor-
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cycle Maintenance. He coined the term philosophology—philoso-
phy as the study of what philosophers write.1 Maybe we could
say “theologology,” theology as the study of what theologians
write. To study theology one must be well educated, able to
understand a lot of technical language. One must be able to
sustain intense levels of concentration with highly abstract and
often speculative formulations that compare and critique other
highly abstract and often speculative formulations from
thinkers recognized as theologians.

All of these definitions may be valid, perhaps—at least as
descriptions of how the term theology is used in actual practice.
However, I have something different in mind when I write
about theology in this book.

I believe that our “theology” is made up of the convictions
that matter the most to us. We each have a hierarchy of values
and commitments, things that we see as most important in our
lives. At the very top of this hierarchy is our God or gods. The
term theology does literally mean “the study of God”—theos
being the Greek word for God. (My first name, Theodore means
“gift of God.”)

For right now, let’s say that the term God signifies what we
believe is ultimate or supreme. This ultimacy may or may not
be associated with a “supreme being,” as in Yahweh or Allah.
To understand the actual theology we live by, we should be
asking first of all about how we order our lives. What in prac-
tice are the priorities in our lives that reflect what we truly ac-
cept as ultimate? What priorities are reflected in the actual
ways we live? These priorities tell us what our actual God or
gods are.

So, first of all, theology describes our priorities, our most
fundamental beliefs and values. Theology deals with the con-
victions and commitments we order our lives around and de-
vote our best energies toward.

We do theology when we reflect on and describe these val-
ues. Theology is about communication. To express our own
convictions to others, we must find ways to communicate. This
process of learning to communicate about our most basic val-
ues and commitments may be defined as “doing theology.”

Let me give an example. My mom’s hierarchy of values
could be seen in her commitments to love her children, as a
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teacher to help her fourth-graders feel acceptance and an ex-
citement about the world of which they were part, and to cre-
ate beauty through her music, her painting, and her crafts.
These values revealed what she truly believed about God and
life and our place in the world.

My mother didn’t put this theology into words very often.
When she did, however, she talked about the importance of
unconditional love toward her children (both biological and in
school) and how this stemmed both from her sense of her own
mother’s love (and her father’s love) and her understanding
of God being a God of love.

So, my mom’s “theology” had to do with how she lived her
life, her highest priorities, the matters that led her to make the
choices she made of how to spend her time and energy. She op-
erated as a “theologian” when she tried to say where these val-
ues came from and why they mattered to her.

My mom’s lived theology had little to do with official
church statements or the writings for formal theologians, as is
true of most people, even the most devout Christians. How-
ever, when we are attentive we will probably find ways that
theology in the more traditional sense of that term does influ-
ence our lived theology.

DISHONEST THEOLOGY
Defining theology in terms of our actual values, I suggest

that if we talk about bad theology or false theology, we might
mean mostly dishonest theology. Theology is dishonest when
one’s stated beliefs and values are quite a bit different from the
values that actually determine what one does.

This proclivity for dishonest theology should push us to
be more self-conscious about our true convictions, more self-
aware of how we actually do or don’t implement ultimate con-
victions. Certainly the problem of hypocrisy—obvious contra-
diction between stated convictions and actions (or we could
say, contradiction between stated convictions and true convic-
tions as evidenced in the actual way we live)—takes a terrible
toll on the witness of communities of faith. Working to be self-
conscious about our theology should help us to live more
closely in line with the ideals we sincerely hold.
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Certainly none of us lives with full honesty or in total har-
mony with our deepest values. However, the goal of integrity
remains central for authentic theology. Most of us can think of
people whose lives inspire and encourage us. In most cases we
are likely thinking of people of integrity—those whose belief
and practice hang together. I think of two of my friends who
during the 1960s believed the war in Vietnam was immoral. To
express their opposition, they joined a development and relief
organization and actually put their own lives on the line living
in Vietnam and helping those whose lives were disrupted by
that war. In the years since, they have continued to live lives of
integrity that encourage those who know them.

In seeking to do Christian theology, we should want to dis-
cern the factors that make it difficult to integrate our beliefs
about Jesus with our actual lives. Our surrounding culture im-
poses a kind of theology on us on most of us. Walter Wink sug-
gests that the predominant “religion” in our world today is
“the myth of redemptive violence,” the belief that violence is
necessary and effective and worth untold amounts of time,
money, and natural resources.2

Now I imagine few Christians in North America would
overtly affirm this theology that makes its highest priorities the
redemptive power of violence. However, look at the message
our national government gives with its budget priorities. Those
of us who pay taxes spend over half of those taxes on military
related items. The highest presidential approval ratings almost
always occur at the moment when our nation is about to go to
war or is in the midst of battle.

We are challenged to be self-conscious and name our deep-
est convictions. Then we may find ourselves in our actual lives
simply living by the priorities and values with which our wider
society inundates us (such as the myth of redemptive violence).

BRINGING OUR TRUE 
CONVICTIONS TO THE SURFACE

How do we work at bringing our true convictions closer
to the surface? How do we work at conforming our lives to the
vision we truly do want to affirm? How do we resist living by
a theology we do not really want to embrace?
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The first step may be simply starting to reflect on where
our beliefs about ultimate things come from. This process of
self-reflection itself will move us closer to being able to exert
some self-determination on what we believe and how we live.

All of us grow up internalizing beliefs and commitments
passed on to us by our families and communities. We may call
this our “embedded theology”3—a set of values we have
maybe before we can even talk, mostly beliefs that seep into
our hearts with no self-awareness at all.

I had a friend once who told me that her strongest concern
growing up as a Mennonite was “What will other people
think?” This ranked about at the top of her hierarchy of values.
But it was certainly not a value she chose. It was deeply em-
bedded long before she was self-aware.

All of us may have similar examples. Think back to your
earliest memories. Then, try to flesh how you saw the world
then. What did you value? How did you want to spend you
time? Who mattered to you the most? What would you have
said was most meaningful, most important in your life?

How most of us answer these questions probably tells us a
great deal about our embedded theology. What we valued the
most when we were five years old came from our environ-
ments, our parents, our siblings, our friends, maybe our expo-
sure to television and movies. These values reflected the theol-
ogy we had embedded in our hearts and minds. This “embed-
ded” theology did not come to us through our own choices,
our own quest for answers. It was given to us; we inherited it.

We take the various elements of our embedded theology
with us our entire lives. They are part of who we are. For some
people, embedded theology is all that is ever needed. They stay
in the same communities and live around the same people all
their lives and face few threatening questions or traumas.

For most of us, though, our embedded theologies are not
enough. When we face a world bigger and more diverse than
we experienced in younger years. When we suffer, when we
face questions and struggles that shake us up, when we are
asked by someone else who does not share our background
what we believe and why, then we will be pushed to move from
embedded to what we could call deliberative theology. Then we
think and apply and expand and understand and articulate.
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I think of myself as an eighteen-year-old, packing up and
leaving home for the first time. It wasn’t as if Oregon College
of Education was the city that never sleeps or populated by
many people not from small-town Oregon. However, after liv-
ing my whole life in a village of 150 people fifty miles from the
nearest movie theater, I wasn’t exactly sophisticated. I did find
this new place scary. I had to ask, What do I really believe? How
can I make sense of what I am hearing from these Vietnam War
vets, these kids who grew up in Portland, my dorm neighbor
smoking those funny-smelling cigarettes?

As is typical of new college students, I had to be more self-
conscious about what I valued and why. I not only had to make
choices about how to behave, how to spend my time and
money, and who to spend time with—I also had to explain my
choices, sometimes to others, always to myself. Why am I doing
what I am doing? Being removed from the secure womb of
home and childhood community, I couldn’t just rely on social
convention or assumed values. I had to think, to deliberate, ac-
tually to choose among a number of options.

Hopefully, as we grow and become more self-conscious
about our theology, we will mostly find that the things we ab-
sorbed as children are useful for us. Hopefully, the move from
embedded to deliberative theology will mostly be a process of
affirmation—but with a sense that we know what and why we
make the affirmation. But for just about all of us, there will be
things we need to cast aside or at least revise in major ways.

Often, no matter how comfortable and safe our youthful
environment was, we will find that quite a bit of our embed-
ded theology needs revision. And sometimes much of the em-
bedded theology needs to be discarded.

Neither of my parents spent much energy openly describ-
ing and defending their beliefs to their five children. They
taught us more by example than proclamation. One of the les-
sons they taught that did indeed have theological importance
was how closely they linked God and country. Both of my par-
ents were World War II veterans. They regularly flew the Amer-
ican flag at appropriate holidays.

When I left home, I began to encounter a different perspec-
tive. Several of my college classmates in the early 1970s were
recent returnees from combat in the Vietnam War. They told
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stories of how this was not a noble war. Many were deeply dis-
illusioned with America and with God. I also studied the his-
tory of the war. Then I learned of a stream in the Christian tra-
dition of believers who rejected the close identification of God
and country I had grown up with. Learning of the Anabaptist
take on Jesus’ message led me to a deliberate choice: Would I
continue to worship a God who placed a higher priority on the
United States than most of the rest of world? Or would I wor-
ship a God who, in the John Prine song of that era, “don’t like
killing, no matter what the reason for”?4

My choice marked a decisive move away from my embed-
ded theology that so linked God and country. Yet I have come
to understand since that I didn’t move from my embedded the-
ology quite as decisively as I thought at the time. I had many
other elements in my own embedded theology that supported
the new vision of Christian faith I embraced when I turned
from my God-and-country theology—the priority on love over
ideology and the value placed on independent thinking, for
example. And I find that I have retained a deep appreciation
for and commitment to the ideals of the democratic vision my
parents both believed they were serving during World War II.

Our embedded theology gives us our start. It is a mixture
of truth and falsehood. We cannot fully transcend it or live as
if it never were a part of us. Yet from my own experience I con-
clude that we generally need self-conscious deliberation to sep-
arate what should be affirmed in our embedded theology from
what should be jettisoned.

We hopefully do become more self-conscious about our hi-
erarchy of convictions as we are exposed to other people with
other theologies. Likely, we will become aware that we have a
whole range of things to sort out, many options and choices.
William James accurately wrote about life in the modern world
being lived amid the “blooming, buzzing, mass of confusion.”5

Does this cacophony of voices, values, priorities, philoso-
phies, commitments, and opinions that makes up our contem-
porary world leave us without any sure guidance? Do we have
any criteria to guide our deliberation and quest for self-con-
sciousness about our theology? Christians claim that we do.
We claim that in Jesus Christ we have God’s definitive revela-
tion for shaping our theology.
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However, one big problem with many ways of thinking
about Christian theology is that they allow us to focus only on
beliefs, only on doctrines, only on what we say we believe. This
is why it has been possible for so many Christians over the
years to proclaim our belief in Jesus as savior while at the same
time fighting wars, owning slaves, abusing our children, and
destroying the earth. Problematic doctrinal beliefs have taken
the place of Jesus’ own message in the hierarchy of convictions
for many Christians. As a consequence, other values and com-
mitments (many of them variations on the myth of redemptive
violence) have taken priority over the content of Jesus’ own life
and words in the hierarchy of Christian theology (“theology”
again defined in terms of how people actually live).

THEOLOGY AS IF JESUS MATTERS
Let me suggest that we need fresh attention to Jesus in our

theology. In this book, I intend to consider each of the main tra-
ditional Christian doctrines. How might they look if pursued
consistently in light of Jesus’ life and teaching? I will present
an alternative to the disjunction between belief and practice
that has too often characterized the lives of Christians.

It seems obvious to me that when we talk about Christian
theology, our ordering point should be Jesus’ life and teaching.
But as I will suggest, this has not typically been characteristic
of Christian theology. Still, the path I take in this book does
treat Jesus’ life and teaching as its ordering point. I will add a
second, complementary ordering point—our vision for whole-
ness in our lives and the lives of all creatures. We look back at
what Jesus said and did. He shows us God as nothing else does.
And we look forward. How might we envision being whole?

In the actual history of Christianity, what seems obvious
to me today has not usually been obvious for traditional theol-
ogy. Going clear back to the Apostles’ Creed, perhaps first for-
mulated only 100 years after Jesus’ death, we see an amazing
omission. This is how what matters most about Jesus is con-
cisely stated in the Apostles’ Creed: “I believe in Jesus Christ,
God’s only Son our Lord, who was born of the Holy Spirit and
the Virgin Mary, crucified under Pontius Pilate, and buried; the
third day he rose from the dead.”6 What’s missing?
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The Creed jumps from “born of the Virgin Mary” straight
to “crucified under Pontius Pilate”—as if what matters theo-
logically are only Jesus’ birth, crucifixion, and resurrection. It
totally leaves out Jesus’ words and deeds. No wonder Chris-
tians have found it so easy to confess Jesus as Savior while liv-
ing in ways that contradict how he lived and how he taught
his followers to live. No wonder theology became the domain
of experts, focused on abstract ideas, and the tool of institu-
tional control and boundary marking.

Such an omission makes it easier to see Christian theology
as being about general ideas, abstract doctrines, spiritualized
banalities, and hopes for heaven after death. When the actual
deeds and words of Jesus are excised from the picture, we lose
our main source of concrete guidance about life in the here and
now—and the sense that this source links directly to God. As
Jesus said in John 14, when we see his life and works we see
God—and are challenged to share in those works ourselves as
a core aspect of our identity as Jesus’ disciples.

I suggest something quite different than that theology is
something constructed only by experts. Theology is something
all people do. Our theology reflects our commitments that
shape how we actually live in the world. Christian theology, as
a self-conscious task, looks at our values and convictions and
actions in light of the life and teaching of Jesus. If we approach
theology as I suggest, this is what it may involve:

(1) We engage in self-reflection and conversation that helps
each other to clarify our lived values.

(2) We seek to know ourselves better and to discern how
closely our lives actually fit with our stated ideals.

(3) We work to find ways to name our true convictions, to
hold them to the light of day, to test them, and to revise them
accordingly.

(4) We grow in our understanding of what kind of people
we truly want to be, how better to become such people, and
what hinders us from doing so.

(5) We learn better and better what our gods actually are
and how to differentiate the God of Jesus from other, lesser
gods.

Insofar as they help us work at such self-reflection and con-
versation, traditional Christian doctrinal categories may still
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be useful. At least they will provide the framework for this
book. These doctrines (such as Christology—the doctrine of
Jesus Christ; ecclesiology—the doctrine of the church; and an-
thropology—the doctrine of humanity) must not be made into
absolutes. The doctrines are not ends in themselves that serve
as definitive statements of Truth and become the center of our
religion.

The doctrines are aids. They serve to help us reflect on real
life and real practices and real values by pointing beyond them-
selves to the living God and the model of Jesus. Doctrines are
valid when they help us to love God and neighbor.

We run the danger, when we speak of discrete doctrines,
of reifying (or absolutizing) them. We too easily think of doc-
trines as having some kind of static existence rather than being
fluid human creations. Doctrines are constructed as guidelines
that help us order our thinking and better communicate; they
do not transcend human finitude.

Yet, when they work properly, doctrines help us think
about the life of faith more fully. They aid us as we consider
the many different aspects of how we live and think and relate
to one another. More importantly, doctrines help us consciously
to think about our theology (our highest values) in light of
Jesus’ life and teaching.

This is what I will seek to do in what follows in this book. I
will use the life and teaching of Jesus as our key for reading the
Bible, for reflecting on Christian tradition and understanding,
and for adapting what we want to be most important in shap-
ing our lives. Jesus’ message and way of life will serve as our
basis for evaluating what we find when we read the Bible,
when we reflect on the Christian theological tradition, and
when we consider present-day experience.

BIBLICAL RESOURCES
With Jesus as our clue, we will find much in the entire Bible

to help us clarify what matters most. Let’s touch on three rep-
resentative biblical texts from different parts of the Bible—
Psalm 146, Luke 10:25-37, and James 2:1-17. These passages,
and many more help us as we shape our sense of what matters
the most for Christian theology done as if Jesus matters.
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Let me start with some worship literature from the Old Tes-
tament. We may characterize the Book of Psalms as Israel being
honest before God. In the Psalms, the worshiping community
finds words for its hope, doubt, fear, joy, anger, and gratitude.

Psalm 146 captures some of the people’s deepest hopes. In
this psalm, Israel’s aspirations find expression. The hopes in
this psalm reflect a theological view of human social life. The
psalm contrasts trusting in princes with trusting in the Maker
of heaven and earth. The psalmist emphasizes that trust in
princes and trust in God are competing alternatives; trust in one
leads to mistrust of the other.

The Lord is trustworthy for people committed to genuine
justice, the psalm proclaims, because the Lord’s life continues,
unlike human leaders who die. This steadfast God, the creator,
sides not with the princes but with the oppressed, the hungry,
prisoners, those who can’t see, the bowed down, resident
aliens, orphans, and widows. This clear statement of God’s pri-
orities obviously points ahead to Jesus’ own message, as we
see clearly in Jesus’ opening words in Luke 4.

Psalm 146 puts in the language of worship the ideals that
stood behind the Hebrew prophets’ critique of the nations
around Israel, the great empires such as Egypt, Assyria, and
Babylon. More pointedly, though, the sentiments in this psalm
critique political life within Israel itself. The prophetic critique
of Israel included concern with trust in “princes” rather than
God and with disregarding justice for the oppressed. True jus-
tice, which is Israel’s reason to exist, involves loving God and
loving the vulnerable neighbor.

Praise the Lord! Praise the Lord, O my soul! I will praise
the Lord as long as I live; I will sing praises to my God all
my life long. Do not put your trust in princes, in mortals,
in whom there is no help. When their breath departs, they
return to the earth; on that very day their plans perish.
Happy are those whose help is the God of Jacob, whose
hope is in the Lord their God, who made heaven and
earth, the sea, and all that is in them; who keeps faith for-
ever; who exercises justice for the oppressed; who gives
food for the hungry. The Lord sets the prisoners free; the
Lord opens the eyes of the blind. The Lord lifts up those
who are bowed down; the Lord loves the righteous. The
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Lord watches over strangers; he upholds the orphan and
the widow, but the way of the wicked he brings to ruin.
The Lord will reign forever, your God, O Zion, for all gen-
erations. Praise the Lord! (Ps. 146)

Jesus himself took several opportunities to name his prior-
ities, the priorities he followed in his own life. Perhaps the most
famous moment in his teaching came in an encounter with an
expert on the Law (a “lawyer” in the NRSV translation)
recorded in Luke 10. The lawyer asks Jesus a theological ques-
tion of the utmost importance: “What must I do to inherit eter-
nal life?” This question touches on just about every theological
issue that matters.

Jesus likely did not know of Socrates, but he follows good
Socratic method. He asks the lawyer to answer the question for
himself. Jesus affirms the answer the lawyer gives: To inherit
eternal life one must love God with one’s whole being and love
one’s neighbor as oneself. In Matthew’s parallel account, these
words are spoken by Jesus himself, who then adds that the
command to love God and neighbors sum up the Law and
Prophets (Matt. 22:34-40). These few words summarize the
message of the Bible.

The lawyer’s response emphasizes the connection between
love and God and love of neighbor. The true test of love of God
is to love the neighbor. Paul, another “expert on the Law,” also
makes this point when he summarizes the Law as “love your
neighbor as yourself” (Rom. 13:8). The lawyer’s next question
zeroes in on the call to love neighbor. The lawyer recognizes
that the most crucial measure of love of God and neighbor is
one’s love of one’s actual neighbors.

So he asks, “Who is my neighbor?” This question leads to
a story so powerful it will reappear several times in this book,
a tale of a man mugged then left unattended by the in-group
members and religious leaders who pass him by, but cared for
by a Samaritan, a despised outsider. Jesus then asked which of
the men the lawyer thought “was a neighbor to the man who
fell into the hand of the robbers?” The lawyer got the point:
“The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and
do likewise” (Luke 10:30-37).

Jesus’ story makes clear the inextricable link between what
we believe and how we live. One’s relationship with God has
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everything to do with one’s relationship with others. Jesus’
story also radicalizes the nature of neighbor love born out of
faith in God. The object of neighbor love should not only be
one’s friends; it also includes one’s enemies. A key background
point in relation to this story is that “orthodox” Jews whose
worship centered in the Jerusalem temple held powerful an-
tipathy toward Samaritans, who did not accept the Jerusalem
temple. Jesus cuts through this antipathy with this story.

Finally, let’s consider James 2:1-17. This text condemns
church folk who favor wealthy people over those in need. It
also asserts that the core of the Law is love of neighbor. James
2 claims that since mercy triumphs over judgmentalism peo-
ple of faith must practice mercy. Faith without works is dead.

James challenges his readers with their own claims to “be-
lieve in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ.” He insists that belief
and practice must go together. The one who believes in Jesus
must show evidence of this belief and imitate Jesus’ own way
of life. Did Jesus show acts of favoritism, favoring the wealthy
and powerful over the poor and socially insignificant? Of
course not. Neither, then, can those who claim to believe in him.

If a person with gold rings and in fine clothes comes into
your assembly, and if a poor person in dirty clothes also
comes in, and if you take notice of the one wearing the fine
clothes and say, “Have a seat here, please,” while to the
one who is poor you say, “Stand there,” or, “Sit at my
feet,” have you not made distinctions among yourselves,
and become judges with evil thoughts? (James 2:2-4)

Just as Jesus taught “blessed are the poor,” James echoes:
“God has chosen the poor in the world to be rich in faith.” Iron-
ically, many of those wealthy people that the churches are
prone to fawn over have in fact contradicted Jesus’ love com-
mand.

Listen, my beloved brothers and sisters. Has not God cho-
sen the poor in the world to be rich in faith and to be heirs
of the kingdom that he has promised to those who love
him? But you have dishonored the poor. Is it not the rich
who oppress you? Is it not they who drag you into court?
Is it not they who blaspheme the excellent name that was
invoked over you? (James 2:5-7)
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James directly quotes Jesus in stating the Christian hierar-
chy of values: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” And
like Jesus, James emphasizes that this command summarizes
the basic message of Scripture. James insists that belief and ac-
tion belong inextricably together. If we confess Jesus as Lord,
our lives must embody the love command or we prove that our
confession is empty.

What good is it, by brothers and sisters, if you say you
have faith but do not have works? Can faith save you? If a
brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of
you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your
fill,” and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is
the good of that? So faith by itself, if it has no works, is
dead. (James 2:14-17)

Amen.
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2

Who Is That Guy?

[The Doctrine of the Person of Christ]

IN TITLING THIS BOOK THEOLOGY AS IF JESUS MATTERS, I have in
mind especially “theology” in the sense of articulating our cen-
tral convictions. “As if Jesus matters” signals a desire to orient
these convictions in terms of Jesus’ life and teaching.

Such an approach to theology requires that the first doc-
trine we consider be Christology.1 We start by thinking care-
fully about Jesus, since he establishes our hierarchy of what
matters most. Then, in light of Jesus’ message, we look at the
other doctrines. We treat each doctrine as if Jesus matters. By
doing so we will avoid theologizing that ignores or minimizes
the directives Jesus’ life and teaching give us for faithful liv-
ing.

WHO IS THAT GUY?
As I thought about this chapter on Jesus Christ, I remem-

bered one of my favorite movies, “Butch Cassidy and the Sun-
dance Kid,” from back when I was a teenager. This movie
starred a young Paul Newman and Robert Redford as two lov-
able and smart-mouthed outlaws who rob trains in the South-
west.

Butch and the Kid are robbing the railroads blind. Finally,
the railroad line hires a superstar tracker to get the outlaws.
They try to escape through endless mountains and gorges and
canyons. They try all the tricks in the book and then some to
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get away. But they can’t shake the tracker. They make one par-
ticularly fancy escape move, then look back in the distant hills,
and there he is. “Who is that guy?” Butch and Sundance cry
time after time.

Who is that guy? That made me think of Jesus. Christians
have gone to a lot of trouble to escape from the Jesus of the
Gospels—and almost have made it. But he remains at the edge
of the picture, always “tracking” those who have taken his
name. “Who is that guy?” We can’t quite get away from him.

We may also think of the famous account in Mark’s Gospel
(8:27-30), where Jesus travels with his disciples after a time of
healing and proclaiming the good news. People are marveling
at this great prophet. So are the disciples. Who are people say-
ing I am? Jesus asks the disciples. John the Baptist. Elijah. One
of the prophets. Then Jesus ask, “But who do you say that I
am?” This remains the big question. Who do we say that he is?
Who is that guy?

We could answer the question “Who is that guy?” in line
with the little boy during a Sunday morning children’s story.
The pastor has a stuffed animal. She asks, “Does anyone know
what this is?” And a little boy says, “It looks like a squirrel but
I bet it’s Jesus.” Who is that guy? A soft, cuddly friend?

Or, we could answer the question more in line with much
of Christian tradition. Who is that guy? He is God incarnate.
He is the one whose perfect sacrifice saves us from sin—and
who was without sin himself. He is all-powerful and mighty.
That is, he’s anything but human and his actual life has little
to do with how we answer this question of who he is. Remem-
ber how the Apostles’ Creed jumps from “born of the Virgin
Mary” straight to “crucified under Pontius Pilate.”

One of my first classes as a college professor was on Jesus.
I made a comment once about Jesus having to pee. Later, a stu-
dent told me that that comment really shook him up. In fact, it
opened his mind to a whole new way of thinking about Jesus.
He said never before had he imagined that Jesus actually peed.
As he thought about this, he realized that his Jesus actually
wasn’t a human being at all. Rather, he had seen Jesus as a
super-being who never truly touched down in history. He re-
alized he needed to revise his Christology to allow for a human
Jesus.
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Instead of a warm, cuddly friend, and instead of the super
not-actually-a-human-being of much of the Christian tradition,
I want to suggest a different answer. Who is that guy? Let me
propose this: Jesus Christ was a human being, just as human
as we are, who lived among us. In his life, he showed us how
God wants all human beings to live.

For Christians, “that guy” should be our central guide for
discerning our theological convictions. Our “theology” has to
do with our hierarchy of values, the things that matter the most
to us and are expressed in the way we live our lives. The con-
victions at the top of our hierarchy are the ones that reveal what
our God is like. Christian theology, I believe, should identify its
highest values in terms of Jesus’ way, the convictions Jesus had,
Jesus’ hierarchy of values.

THE DOCTRINE OF JESUS CHRIST
Often the doctrine of Jesus Christ—called Christology—is

divided into two parts. First, the “person of Jesus Christ”; sec-
ond, the “work of Jesus Christ.” The doctrine of the person of
Jesus Christ focuses on his identity—”Who is that guy?” His
second name, “Christ,” is about his identity. Who is he? He is
the Christ, the king, the Messiah.

The doctrine of the work of Christ focuses on how Jesus
brings salvation—”What did that guy do to reunite us with
God?” His first name, “Jesus,” is about his work. This name
Jesus (the Hebrew version is “Joshua”) means “God saves” or
“God liberates.” In this chapter, I want to talk about the per-
son of Jesus Christ, his identity. We’ll wait to think more fully
about God, creation, the Holy Spirit, and humanity before we
take up the work of Christ (or the “doctrine of salvation”)
below in chapter 8.

In Christian theology, the order we discuss the themes or
doctrines shapes how we discuss those themes. The first theme
sets the tone for the others. It provides a point of orientation
that impacts how we develop each of the following themes.
Certainly, each of the themes relates closely to all of the others.
None really makes sense in isolation from the others. Yet we
have to start somewhere, and where we start impacts what fol-
lows.
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I propose that we start with the person of Christ. I propose
this because of what we learn about our hierarchy of values
from Jesus’ life and teachings. Jesus provides our lens for eval-
uating all of our values and convictions. He helps us under-
stand God. He provides the orienting point for making sense
of everything else—including every other theological theme.

What if we understand God first of all in terms of Jesus’ life
and teaching? Then we will likely have quite a different under-
standing of God than if Christology follows after we formulate
a doctrine of God based on other materials. All the other core
themes (e.g., the Holy Spirit, humanity, the end times, and the
church) would also be different if formed before Christology.

Of course, our Christology (how we answer “Who is that
guy?”) itself will be much different when we make Jesus’ life
and teachings the core content of that doctrine. It matters if we
self-consciously think of theology in relation to our hierarchy
of values. Then, we start with our revealed model for human
life, Jesus Christ in his life 2,000 years ago as interpreted by his
first followers.

THE CHRISTOLOGICAL EVASION OF JESUS
When we repeat the name Christ, we make a confession

about Jesus’ identity, about who we think he is. However, we
are not always that clear about what we mean by Christ. We
may act as if this is just Jesus’ last name with no special mean-
ing.

Or, if asked, we may say that by Christ we mean something
like Jesus is the Son of God (which is literally what “Christ”
can mean)—by which we may actually mean that Jesus is God,
that Jesus is divine. And when we think of Jesus as divine we
may have in mind Jesus as perfect, sinless, and all-powerful.
When we think of Jesus in this way, the name Jesus may actu-
ally disappear and be replaced with only Christ. And often the
life of the person Jesus tends actually to disappear. What mat-
ters is his perfection, god-ness, and perfect sacrifice for sin that
makes it possible for God to forgive our sins.

What happens then is what we could call the “christologi-
cal evasion of Jesus.” By this I mean the process whereby Chris-
tianity’s hierarchy of values ends up being very different from
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Jesus’ own hierarchy of values. We have Christology but we
don’t pay much attention to Jesus.

Too many Christians have a “Christ” like the one who led
the emperor Constantine’s armies into battle. Constantine be-
came the leader of the Roman Empire early in the fourth cen-
tury after deciding to embrace the Christian God. He ended
the Roman Empire’s policy of persecuting Christians. After
Constantine, the empire espoused a version of Christianity. For
its first couple of centuries of existence, the Christian church
had called on its members to reject fighting in wars. After Con-
stantine, such pacifism largely disappeared.2 For Constantine’s
armies, and many, many armies since, Jesus’ cross stood as a
call to battle, not a call to love.3

Too often Christians focus on belief instead of focusing on
following Jesus’ way of life. Christology then tends to have to
do with correct doctrine more than correct discipleship. Too
often theology focuses on the idea of Jesus dying and receiv-
ing God’s wrath that we deserve. Then theology concludes that
Jesus took up his cross—so we don’t have to.

This delinking of Jesus’ cross from our discipleship is the
opposite of what Jesus actually taught: he told us, indeed, to
take up our cross and follow him. A key example is Mark 8:34-
35, immediately after Peter’s confession of Jesus as the
“Christ.” For Jesus, the cross is not something he frees Chris-
tians from; it is what follows from being a Christian. For Jesus,
the cross had to do with standing for a love that resists oppres-
sion and injustice.4

The “christological evasion of Jesus” links with what we
could call a “doctrine-first Christology.” Doctrine-first Chris-
tology focuses on Jesus’ god-ness. It makes doctrine and belief
central and pays little attention to discipleship. In effect, doc-
trine-first Christology starts with a doctrine of God that em-
phasizes God’s “attributes” such as omniscience (“all-know-
ing”), omnipotence (“all-powerful”), impassibility (“non-emo-
tional”), and immutability (“unchangeable”). These attributes
focus on God’s “perfection” and do so in ways that distance
God from our human characteristics.

Such a focus on Jesus’ other-than-human attributes as what
matters most about Christology shapes how we view God.
When we confess Jesus as God Incarnate within the doctrine-
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first Christology framework, we typically start with God’s
other-than-human “attributes” as definitive of Jesus’ divinity.
When we do so, we likely will focus on beliefs about Jesus as
central and absolute. This may lead us to marginalize or ignore
altogether the actual shape of Jesus’ life as a human being.
Jesus’ words and acts will then have little theological relevance.
And they ultimately will then have little direct relevance for
how we live.

PRACTICE-FIRST CHRISTOLOGY
However, what if we take our cues from the Gospels them-

selves, and from Jesus himself? Then, we will be compelled to
seek instead a “practice-first Christology.” A practice-first
Christology will focus first on Jesus’ actual life and teaching.
Confessions we make about Jesus’ identity as God Incarnate
will be conclusions following from his life (coming from
“below”) rather than assumptions following from doctrines
about Jesus.

Jesus’ first disciples drew their conclusions about his iden-
tity from the quality of his life, validated by God raising him
from the dead. In his life, we see that Jesus was goodness,
mercy, and love incarnated. He fulfilled the true meaning of
the Law, and he embodied as no one else the message of the
prophets.

The following are only some of the ways Jesus did this. He
performed miracles of healing. He taught with authority of the
meaning of the kingdom (or reign) of God. He included mar-
ginalized people as full members of God’s community. He con-
fronted unjust structures, challenging oppressive and exclu-
sive legalism, hierarchical religion, and cynical politics. He
practiced nonviolence, even in the face of his own arrest and
impending death. He manifested deep trust in God, from the
time of his initial temptations in the wilderness down to his ex-
ecution.

With a practice-first Christology, we will realize that con-
fessing Jesus as “the Christ” comes as the conclusion his follow-
ers drew based on the quality of his life. It wasn’t so much
Jesus’ sinlessness or his own insisting that he is God that
showed him to be “the Christ.” The disciples saw that Jesus
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was the Christ due to his love and compassion, his entering
into life with sinners, outcasts, the poor and oppressed. God
confirmed Jesus’ messianic identity when God vindicated
Jesus’ way of life by raising him from the dead.

A practice-first Christology starts with the story of Jesus’
actual life, the story told (in various ways) by the four Gospel
writers. This story emphasizes Jesus’ humanity—and his faith-
fulness in living as a human being who embodied the life God
expects from all human beings. Jesus’ faithfulness and his em-
bodying what a trusting life looks like established his identity
as Christ.

Jesus’ Christ-ness mattered because it established a pattern
for others to follow to be Christians (Christ-followers). The dif-
ference between a doctrine-first Christology and a practice-first
Christology may be illustrated by two different ways of think-
ing about Jesus’ cross.

For the first view, Jesus’ cross is understood more as a nec-
essary sacrifice that allows God to forgive our sins. Jesus’ cross
is unique and only effective because of his utter sinlessness.
Jesus takes up his cross as a substitute, being punished for our
transgressions. That is, Jesus takes up the cross so we do not
have to.

The second view understands Jesus’ cross more as a model
for believers. When Jesus called upon his disciples to “take up
the cross and follow me” he meant it pretty literally. The
“cross” is a consequence of living with open and welcoming
mercy in a world that sustains oppressive social structures with
domination and violence. The people who take up the cross are
those who know that God’s love matters more than the sys-
tems’ dominating ways. They already know God’s mercy and
take up the cross as a response to this mercy.

In the first view, Jesus’ resurrection ends up being periph-
eral to the cosmic transaction that happens in the events of
Jesus’ sacrificial death. In the second view, Jesus’ resurrection
looms large as God’s vindication of Jesus’ way of life. In the
second view, Jesus does not take up the cross so we don’t have
to; Jesus takes up the cross to show us the kind of life God
wants from us all. God vindicates such a life.

For us to confess Jesus as Christ reveals our hierarchy of
values. When we say, “you are the Christ,” we do not simply
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make a statement about Jesus being divine in the doctrinal
sense. More so, we make a statement about Jesus’ values stand-
ing at the top of our hierarchy of values.

When we say, “you are the Christ” we confess that the kind
of life Jesus lived shows us what God values. Jesus’ life reflects
the core truths of what is means to be authentically human. We
also confess that these core values embodied by Jesus led di-
rectly to conflict. He bumped up against the Powers that be,
the human structures (religious and political) that responded
to his authentically human life by putting him to death.

A third aspect of our confession of Jesus as Christ (along
with his embodying God’s values and his living in conflict with
the Powers) is that God underscored God’s embrace of Jesus’
way by raising him from death, conquering the Powers with
persevering love.

Too often, theology, it seems to me, starts with a view of
God and kings as authoritarian and dominating. So when we
call Jesus the Christ, we tend to fit him within that view of
kings—almighty, perfect, aligned with wealthy and powerful
human beings, the great judge and punisher.

In contrast, I want to suggest we should define Christ by
looking first at Jesus’ life. What if we were to let Jesus (the ac-
tual Jesus of the Gospels) determine our understanding of
God? Instead of going from our preconception of kingly God
to Jesus, what if we were to go from Jesus to God?

Then we would have Christology as if Jesus matters. We
would look at what his life was like. We would confess that this
life shows us what God is like. We would say that Jesus pro-
vides our way of orienting ourselves theologically in relation
to everything. Nothing would be as high on our hierarchy as
the way of Jesus. Sharing that hierarchy is what it would mean
to confess him as the Christ. Jesus’ “kingliness” may be seen in
his practices of service and nonviolence.

PROBLEMS WITH THE THEOLOGICAL TRADITION
The christological evasion of Jesus has bedeviled Chris-

tianity for most of its history. I will mention just a couple of im-
portant markers. In the year 325, the leaders of the church in
the Roman Empire got together to write what became one of
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the Christianity’s definitive creeds, the Creed of Nicea. This is
part of what it says:

We believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, . . . God from God,
Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten not
made, of the same essence as the Father . . . ; who for us
men and our salvation came down and was incarnate, be-
coming human. He suffered and the third day he rose and
ascended into the heavens.5

This statement of faith still shapes Christian theology in
powerful ways. According to this core part of the creed, what
matters about Jesus Christ? He’s God, he was killed, and he
rose. What doesn’t get mentioned? We don’t learn anything
about what Jesus actually said. We don’t learn anything about
how Jesus lived. And we don’t learn anything about who killed
him and why.

Whatever the contextual issues were that shaped the creed
in the fourth century, these issues disappeared from the tradi-
tion and the timeless words of the creed remained. And these
words set a tone. What matters about Jesus Christ is his divin-
ity per se, his sacrificial death, and his resurrection as a mirac-
ulous act rather than as a vindication of a particular way of life.
This is doctrine-first Christology par excellence. It simply does
not provide any sense of Jesus’ life and teaching. It does not
speak to lived faithfulness. It does not reflect Jesus’ continuity
with the story of Israel and the core concerns of Torah.

The important elements (divinity, death, and resurrection)
are delinked from their context in Jesus’ life—and their mean-
ing is thereby transformed. They become independent events
rather than part of a single story that features Jesus’ words and
deeds.

Many centuries after the Creed of Nicea, the events we now
call the Protestant Reformation split the Catholic Church into
many parts, triggering a theological revolution. However, the
christological evasion of Jesus continued. We can see the eva-
sion in most of the theology of the magisterial Reformation
(Lutherans, Reformed, Anglicans). It finds obvious expression
in a document formulated as kind of a summation of Reformed
theology about 100 years after the ministry of John Calvin. This
document, one of the greatest Protestant theological state-
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ments, was the Westminster Confession of Faith, written in
1646. The Westminster Confession of Faith has been definitive
for Presbyterians and crucial for Congregationalists and Bap-
tists.

This is part of what Westminster says: 

The Son of God, the second person in the Trinity, being
very and eternal God, of one substance and equal with the
Father, did, when the fullness of time was come, take
upon himself man’s nature . . . yet without sin. . . . Which
person is very God and very man, yet one Christ, the only
mediator between God and man.6

Again, what matters most here? That Jesus Christ is “very
and eternal God” and that he is “the only mediator between
God and man” (that is, that he offers the necessary sacrifice to
save us from God’s wrath). The Westminster Confession says
nothing about what Jesus did and said between his virgin birth
and his death as a sinless sacrifice.

One key issue we must face in constructing our Christol-
ogy is how we weigh our various sources. Typically, Christians
who affirm creedal statements such as Nicea and Westminster
claim that these creeds do not operate with as high a level of
authority as Scripture itself. The creeds are given authority as
important interpretations of the Bible’s message. It is said that
this authority follows from the accuracy with which the creeds
are understood to reflect biblical teaching.

However, we find a significant tension with regard to the
role that Jesus’ words and deeds play in Christology. The creeds
and the Gospels seem clearly to emphasize different themes.
Should we see these different emphases as complementary? Or
do we actually have a near contradiction between the em-
phases of these key creeds and the Gospels’ account of what
mattered most to and about Jesus? Do the creeds complement
the Gospels’ story that focuses on Jesus’ mighty deeds, his mes-
sage of loving enemies, and his challenging religious and po-
litical hierarchies? When they assert as their core statement
about Jesus that he is “of the same essence as the Father,” are
they illuminating the story of Jesus? Or is this a different kind
of assertion altogether that implies that Jesus’ words and deeds
are peripheral for Christology?
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If we do our Christology as if the Jesus we meet in the
Gospels matters, we will be bound to side with the gospel ac-
counts should there in fact be incompatibility between the
creeds and the Gospels. I suggest that at a very fundamental
point, we do in fact find significant tensions.

It would appear that the message we get from the creeds is
that what matters most about Jesus is simply his being, his
God-ness that is part of who he is by definition. We find little
emphasis on a life with concrete acts and words that demon-
strate God’s ways in the world. The divinity of Jesus is a start-
ing point based simply on who he is, not a conclusion based
on how he lived.

Hence, the creeds pay little or no attention to the signifi-
cance of Jesus’ life for our lives. They do not present Jesus as a
model for authentic human living. They give no sense of the
social-spiritual context of Jesus’ struggle with the Powers and
his genuine struggle to trust God and live faithfully. The creeds
also give little sense of Jesus’ connection with the story of Is-
rael. They actually tend to turn the Bible’s emphases upside
down. They make abstract conclusions about Jesus’ divinity
central. And they make the actual story of Jesus’ message of
costly discipleship to his fellow Israelites in the nitty-gritty of
first century Palestine peripheral. It is small wonder that most
Christians who have made the creeds central for their Chris-
tology have not taken Jesus’ message of love of enemies as nor-
mative.

CHRISTOLOGY BASED ON THE GOSPELS
Based on what the creeds affirm, the titles “Son of God” or

“Messiah” or “Christ” at their heart seem to refer to Jesus
Christ’s divinity, his unity with the transcendent and perfect
God of omniscience and omnipotence. However, as these terms
appear in the actual story of Jesus, initiated at Jesus’ baptism,
they convey something different. They seem much more to
refer to Jesus’ vocation, to the shape of the life and ministry
Jesus will embrace as a response to God’s call.

God’s affirmation, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you
I am well pleased” (Luke 4:22), marks a transition into Jesus’
public ministry. Jesus next retreats into the wilderness and en-
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counters Satan. In this encounter, Jesus’ clarity about his voca-
tion is tested with three powerful temptations concerning what
kind of “Son of God” he would be. His life then repudiates the
visions of “Son of God” that Satan tempts him with. The
specifics of Jesus’ life and teaching have everything to do with
his identity as God’s Son/Messiah/Christ.

Let’s take just one statement from the Gospels that pro-
vides Jesus’ own take on his identity. We see that he affirms
that this identity could be understood in messianic terms. He
did offer a kind of definition of what he meant by “Christ” or
“messiah.” This statement is found in Luke 7.

The disciples of John [the Baptist] reported all [that Jesus
was saying and doing] to him. So John summoned two of
his disciples and sent them to the Lord to ask, “Are you
the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”
When the men had come to [Jesus], they said, “John the
Baptist has sent us to you to ask, ‘Are you the one who is to
come, or are we to wait for another?’” Jesus had just then
cured many people of diseases, plagues, and evil spirits,
and had given sight to many who were blind. And he an-
swered them, “Go and tell John what you have seen and
heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lep-
ers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the
poor have good news brought to them.” (Luke 7:18-22)

John the Baptist had wanted to know—was Jesus the one
who is to come (that is, was Jesus the Messiah)? Jesus replies,
in effect, yes I am the Messiah. You can know that I am the Mes-
siah because of what I am doing. Jesus states that bestowing the
title Messiah should be a conclusion based on what kind of life
he was living.

Jesus asserts: When you look at my actual deeds and words
you will see that I am healing people and bringing good news
to the poor. I am exercising power over demons and providing
sight to those who could not see. Luke’s Gospel has shown al-
ready that these very manifestations have messianic connota-
tions, drawn directly from Israel’s story.

When Luke tells of the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry
in his hometown (Luke 4:16-30), we read of Jesus reading di-
rectly from the prophet Isaiah, describing the “favorable year
of the Lord” (the messianic age that reinvigorates the Levitical



Jubilee legislation). Isaiah spoke directly of the very things
Jesus tells John the Baptist’s followers to report back to their
teacher. Jesus asserts that the deeds Isaiah prophesies are being
fulfilled in his presence.

The deeds Jesus mentions show us what God is like; these
are the kingly (messianic) values. “Son of God” is a vocation in
the Gospels, a calling Jesus received to live as the Messiah. His
confessed identity as God Incarnate follows from the life he
lived, his embodiment of what it meant to be the Messiah.

Contrary to the impression we get from the creeds, Jesus’
messianic identity included a direct call to his followers to imi-
tate his way. The creeds focus on aspects of Jesus’ identity that
separate him from humans (“of one essence with the Father”)
and underscore his uniqueness (“the only mediator between
God and man”). According to the Gospels, though, Jesus’ iden-
tity as Messiah fed into a sense of connection between Jesus
and other humans. Jesus as Christ is the definitive human being
who shows the rest of us how to live as humans in God’s image.

The report Jesus gives for John the Baptist includes actual
mighty deeds. The healings Jesus performed are certainly lit-
eral. Jesus did minister to people’s physical needs. However, I
think the healings also operate on a metaphorical level. And
the most basic metaphor is bringing sight to the blind.

The more I think about it and study the Bible, the more I’m
convinced that revelation is at the heart of Jesus’ message. Jesus
makes visible the true character of God and the true calling of
human beings. We need sight to perceive God as merciful.

Go back to the story of Eden. Adam and Eve violate God’s
command and eat the fruit. What we often miss, though, is that
after this, God still comes into the Garden to hang out with them
in the same way God always did. God does not turn against
them—but they hide from God. They hide from God because
they are afraid. They are blinded to God’s mercy. The traumas
of human history have followed from that blindness.

The Bible may be read as the story of God’s attempt to con-
vince human beings that we don’t have to hide from God. God
tries to help humans see that God offers mercy and healing, that
God is worthy of our trust. This story reaches its conclusion by
telling how God entered human history, showing us through
Jesus’ life the reality of this transformative mercy.

42 THEOLOGY AS IF  JESUS MATTERS



According to the gospel of Mark, Jesus’ first words when
he begins his ministry are, “The kingdom of God is here, turn
to God and believe the good news” (Mark 1:15). Jesus brings
sight. His actions and his words reveal the true nature of God
and God’s intentions toward human beings. He does this as
one who walks and talks with humanity and models a life that
does see God for who God truly is.

Jesus proclaims: See this, the universe bends toward jus-
tice and mercy. God is not a punitive God to run away from.
God is like the shepherd looking for the lost sheep (the one out
of 100) and the woman looking for the lost coin. Both rejoice
when they find what was lost—a model for Jesus’ welcome of
sinners (Luke 15:1-10). All it takes are eyes to see.

This truth about God of which Jesus spoke and that shaped
his life, is truth he means to shape his followers lives. “Love
your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return.
Your reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most
High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked. Be mer-
ciful, just as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:35-36).

JESUS AS THE CHRIST
Doing theology as if Jesus matters does include a version

of the creedal affirmation of Jesus’ identity. Jesus is God incar-
nate. Indeed, Jesus as Messiah is Jesus as God in the flesh. How-
ever, when we follow the biblical portrayal of this identity, we
will make this confession based on Jesus’ life. Our confession
will be a conclusion based on what we know of how Jesus lived,
what he taught, consequences of his way of living (the cross),
and God’s vindication of Jesus’ life through resurrection.

We cannot confess Jesus as Christ without being quite spe-
cific both about the content of his life that revealed him to be
the Christ and how he insists that his way should define his
followers’ lives. The problem with the creeds is that they start
and finish with the conclusion (Jesus’ divinity) as if the con-
tent of the life were irrelevant for Christology.

Our affirmation of Jesus’ identity as the Christ expresses
our commitment to make his hierarchy of values our own.
There is no authentic confession of Jesus as Christ without a
corresponding confession of his way of life as our norm.
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So when we confess Jesus as Christ, we affirm that we want
to see God as Jesus does. For Jesus, God is “Abba,” an endear-
ment for father. With this expression, Jesus seems especially to
be communicating a sense of intimacy and personal trust.

Jesus powerfully portrays a symbol of God as Abba in the
story he told about a son who disrespects his father, takes his
inheritance, and leaves to live a life of self-indulgence (Luke
15:11-32). When the son runs out of money and “comes to him-
self,” he returns home intended to be a hired servant. How-
ever, the father runs out to meet him, embraces him, offers full
restoration even before the son can apologize, and throws a big
party to celebrate.

When we confess Jesus as Christ, we affirm that we want
to stand for what Jesus stands for. We too want to embody rad-
ical love in our lives. We too want to value and respect people
who are vulnerable, exploited, and disrespected by the great
ones in our world and in our churches.

In story after story from the Gospels we see Jesus showing
respect to the disrespected and honor to the dishonored. He
touches lepers and “unclean” women. He heals children and
servants of religious and political leaders. He forgives sinners.
He eats with tax collectors. From the beginning of the story
(when disreputable characters such as shepherds recognize the
significance of his birth) to the end of the story (when he offers
forgiveness to the crucified criminal at his side at Golgotha),
Jesus models unilateral compassion.

When we confess Jesus as Christ, we affirm that we too
want to challenge the powers that be in our world. We want,
like Jesus did, to resist the politics of domination. We want, like
Jesus, to resist valuing wealth over workers, profits over na-
ture, or possessions over friends.

When we confess Jesus as Christ, we affirm that we too
want to order our communities so that the greatest are the ser-
vants. We too want to reject imitating the kings of the nations
in their authoritarian leadership.

Who is that guy? The one who stands with us as we stand
for life.
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News of God

[The Doctrine of God]

FOR THEOLOGY AS IF JESUS MATTERS, every other theme follows
after Christology. We start with Jesus, and then from that per-
spective we reflect on topics such as God, humanity, and the
church.

So, in this chapter we think about God in light of Jesus. Cer-
tainly in a genuine sense God is our most fundamental theme.
However, our understanding of God will be decisively shaped
by the kinds of questions we ask, by the concern with which
we begin. For Christians, these questions and concerns should
begin with the life and teaching of Jesus.

What might result if we approach our doctrine of God as a
news story? I think it might be fruitful to take a “journalistic”
approach to this theme.

When I was about twelve, I decided I wanted to be a jour-
nalist. But by the time I finished my journalism degree I had
decided journalism was not for me. I didn’t really like my pro-
fessors or fellow J-school students. I had the sense that if I
wanted to be a journalist I would have to start smoking and be
a much pushier kind of person!

About the time I finished college, I discovered theology. I
got hooked, and the focus of the rest of my life was pretty well
decided. I remember when I told my parents of my decision to
pursue church work and theology rather than journalism, my
dad (who was a preacher’s kid) said, “Sure, we will affirm you
in whatever you decide, but you need to be aware that if you
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go that route you won’t make much money.” I suppose he
knew what he was talking about.

One thing I learned in J-school, though, stuck with me.
When you write a news story, you use the “Six Ws”—these pro-
vide your basic questions. Who, what, when, where, why, and
how (a word that ends with “w”).

THEOLOGY AND OUR HIERARCHY OF VALUES
Well, I still have some journalistic impulses. I think doing

theology might be a bit like covering a news story. I define the-
ology as reflection on and self-awareness about our central val-
ues. How do we order our sense of what matters most? What
is our hierarchy of values? And how do the way we live, the
choices we make, and the priorities we follow express our hi-
erarchy of values? Our answers to these questions constitute
our “theology.”

The word theology means, literally, the study of God. (The
Greek word for God is theos.) Seeing our theology as built from
our hierarchy of values, we could say that whatever stands at
the top of our hierarchy of values and shapes how we actually
live our lives is our “God.”

When we reflect as Christians on what shapes our lives,
traditional doctrines may help clarify our reflections. We then
talk about the doctrine of Christ (“Christology”), the doctrine
of God (“theology proper”), the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, and
so on. I think, though, that we need always to keep our doc-
trines anchored in real life—viewing them in relation to how
we live. I’m not interested in a doctrinalizing of faith that too
easily tends toward being abstract, intellectualized, and jar-
gon-laden.1 Theological reflection should help us understand
how we live, why we have the commitments we do, what val-
ues matter—and to be more self-aware about our faith and its
relation to our lives.

I believe the doctrine of Jesus Christ should be our “mas-
ter doctrine.” As we confess Jesus as the definitive revelation
of God, we are saying (or, we should be saying) that in Jesus’
life and teaching we see our model for ordering our values and
convictions. Jesus’ faith, convictions, values, and way of living
shape the values we want to be our core values.
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Because Jesus provides our basic hierarchy of values with
his life and teaching, we draw on the general shape of those
values in reflecting on the rest of the central themes of Chris-
tian theology. Jesus’ message should determine how we think
of God, the Holy Spirit, the church, and everything else.

QUESTIONS ABOUT GOD
So, we turn to the doctrine of God. Our understanding of

God will be very different if we consider God from a Jesus-cen-
tered perspective rather than start with a definition of God that
doesn’t initially pay much attention to Jesus. So, as a would-be
journalist, I will approach the doctrine of God as a news story,
following questions suggested by the Six Ws.

Who is God? What does God do? When do we see God?
Where is God present? Why care about God? How does God
work? Seeking to answer these questions might help us get a
sense of “news of God.”

What would our news story about God say? Well, are we
looking for good news or bad news? Which kind of news we
look for when we think of news of God will shape what we ac-
tually see. 

Many people want a God who is bad news. That is, most
likely, they want a God who is bad news to their enemies. Gen-
erally, when we hear people arguing for the need to emphasize
God’s harsh, wrathful side they are thinking that harshness
and wrath needs to be expressed toward someone else, some-
one they do not like.

Once there were two neighboring shopkeepers who were
longtime bitter rivals. One night, an angel came to one shop-
keeper, hoping to bring some good news into the situation. The
angel told the man, “I am here to bless you. I will grant you
anything you wish—only, whatever I give you, I will give your
neighbor twice as much of the same thing.”

The old man thought for a second and exclaimed, “Praise
God, I knew he would answer my prayers. This is what I want;
strike me blind in one eye!”

A wish from God leads to a desire for his enemy to be
blinded, not to be blessed. The God this man wanted was bad
news, a God who would smite his enemy.
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Throughout history, God has often been associated with
human vengeance and retribution. What kinds of values, life
priorities, would lead people to construct a view of God cen-
tered on bad news? Why would we need a God of wrath? Prob-
ably we could find countless possible answers to such ques-
tions. One thought that comes to mind links feelings of fear
and insecurity with a desire for a God who will punish those
we fear.

Remember, though, that we are attempting here to develop
theological affirmations in light of Jesus. So we must ask, Does
Jesus’ portrayal of God (and his embodiment of God’s will for
human life in his own ministry) base itself on fearfulness and
insecurity? Is the God of Jesus a God who would smite Jesus’
enemies? Hardly.

According to Jesus, we best imitate God when we love our
enemies. God is gracious to those who don’t deserve it. Jesus
tells a story of a father (likely symbolizing God) offering un-
conditional acceptance to the returning rebellious son with no
payback required (the parable of the “Prodigal Son,” Luke
15:11-32). He tells another story that follows a close linking of
love of God and love of neighbor and makes clear that in Jesus’
view, the “neighbor” is embodied in the enemy (the parable of
the “Good Samaritan,” Luke 10:25-37).

Hand-in-hand with a God of wrath, and just as problem-
atic in relation to the message about God we get directly from
Jesus, we also find in the Christian tradition a God distant and
above the fray. Some Christian theology has confessed this ab-
solutely “sovereign” God to be without passions, unchange-
able, incomprehensible, always the actor, never a re-actor.

Such a notion of God runs into many difficulties. This kind
of “sovereign” God all too often has been the God of powerful
people who practice precisely the kinds of ethical behavior that
Jesus saw as most problematic: excluding those considered to
be unsuitable for the “pure” community of faith, focusing on
legalistic minutia and neglecting the weightier matters of the
law such as justice and compassion, lording it over those under
their power, remaining aloof from the sufferings and struggles
of vulnerable people. Why might so many Christians have felt
the need for this kind of separate-from-us God?

The Westminster Confession of Faith says that God
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is infinite in being and perfection, a most pure spirit, in-
visible, without body, or passions, immutable, immense,
eternal, incomprehensible, almighty, most wise, most
holy, most free, most absolute, working all things accord-
ing to the counsel of his own immutable and most right-
eous will, for his own power. (chapter II, article I)2

What kind of “news” would we associate with such a God?
It could be news that is intimidating, fearful, and impersonal.
Why would such news be attractive? It certainly would place
less responsibility on human beings to challenge political and
religious domination systems. This news would be of a kind of
God who reinforces patriarchal social relationships and dimin-
ishes movements toward empowering vulnerable people.

Again, this God is not much like Jesus (or Jesus’ portrayal
of God). Jesus’ God, the one he affectionately called “Abba,”
does not seem to be distant and patriarchal nor to exercise a
monopoly on power. Rather, Jesus’ Abba is notable for his ap-
proachability, his tender care for vulnerable people, and his
message of empowerment: “Blessed are the meek, for they will
inherit the earth” (Matt. 5:5).

GOD IN LIGHT OF JESUS
So, in light of our commitment to share Jesus’ hierarchy of

values, what kind of news of God should we be looking for?
Where do we expect to hear about God—and what do we ex-
pect to hear when we hear about God?

Now, there is a word for “news” in the Bible. It’s not “jour-
nalism.” It’s “gospel.” The gospel is news—and a certain kind
of news, good news, glad tidings. This idea of the news about
God as gospel seems quite different than the bad news about
God we have just noticed. Are there limits to the “goodness”
of the gospel of God?

If we consider news of God in light of Jesus, we will see
why the news is good. Christian theology should be theology
in light of Jesus. Christian theology should be theology that re-
flects Jesus’ own hierarchy of values. The Christian doctrine of
God should echo Jesus’ own portrayal of God.

Let’s return to our six Ws—though I will only take time to
touch on two of them.



Who is God? And, Where is God present? What do we learn
as we pursue these questions in relation to Jesus?

WHO IS GOD?
Who is God? God is Jesus’ Abba. When we hear Jesus say

“father” we too easily misunderstand his point. His point is
not that God is male. He’s not saying God is the great, all-pow-
erful patriarch standing above everyone else. No. When Jesus
calls God “Abba” he means to convey that God is like a loving
parent. Jesus uses Abba as a term of endearment.

Think of it like this. You are a young child and you see your
parent with a hand raised. Do you flinch, expecting a blow of
discipline? Or do you reach out your hand to share in the em-
brace you know is coming? Two very different views of the par-
ent. Two very different views of God. Jesus’ Abba is the one
who reaches out to embrace.

The great story that shows this is Jesus’ parable, “The
Prodigal Son.” Remember when the wayward son returns
home, beaten down by his failures, hoping simply to be hired
as a servant to his father. “While he was still far off, his father
saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his
arms around him and kissed him” (Luke 15:20).

Some of the prophets anticipated Jesus. Probably the most
poignant passage may be found in the prophet Hosea. Like his
contemporaries Amos and Micah, Hosea offers sharp critiques
of the injustices, idolatries, and violence of the people of Israel
and Judah. Hosea centers especially on idolatry and its disas-
trous consequences. To make the point personal, Hosea writes
of his own wife’s unfaithfulness.

But after the severe warnings and expressions of grief and
anguish, Hosea portrays a remarkable resolution within God’s
own heart. The prophet provides a nutshell account of Israel’s
history with God, but with a surprising conclusion.

He begins with God’s merciful calling of Israel that turns
to rebellion and idolatry.

When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I
called my son. The more I called them, the more they went
from me; they kept sacrificing to the Baals, and offering
incense to idols.
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Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk, I took them
up in my arms; but they did not know that I healed them.
I led them with cords of human kindness, with bands of
love. I was to them like those who lift infants to their
cheeks. I bent down to them and fed them. (Hos. 11:1-4)

Despite Yahweh’s care, the people continue to turn away.
So negative consequences inevitably follow. Hosea captures
the basic message of the Bible’s history books. God’s people
end up alienated from the land and return to the status they
had while living in Egypt before the exodus.

They shall return to the land of Egypt, and Assyria shall be
their king, because they have refused to return to me. The
sword rages in their cities, it consumes their oracle priests,
and devours because of their scheme. My people are bent
on turning away from me. To the Most High they call, but
he does not raise them up at all. (Hos. 11:5-7)

To this point, Hosea echoes a common prophetic refrain—
God’s love, the people’s faithlessness, inevitable consequences.
But now he comes to his punch line, a theological revolution.
God does some soul searching and decides to break the cycle
of transgression/punishment.

How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you
over, O Israel? How can I make you like Admah? How can
I treat you like Zeboiim? My heart recoils within me; my
compassion grows warm and tender. I will not execute my
fierce anger; I will not again destroy Ephraim; for I am
God and no mortal, the Holy One in your midst, and I will
not come in wrath. (Hos. 11:8-9)

God here leads “with cords of human kindness, with bands
of love.” Even more “Abba”-like, “I was to them like those who
lift infants to their cheeks.” Despite God’s kindness, Israel turns
away. However, the loving Abba’s response to this turning
away, captured by Jesus in his Prodigal Son story, here also
ends in mercy: “My heart recoils within me; my compassion
grows warm and tender. I will not execute my fierce anger . . . ;
for I am God and no mortal, the Holy One in your midst, and I
will not come in wrath.”

Who is God? Jesus’ loving parent, Hosea’s “Holy One”
whose holiness leads to healing mercy, not the punishment one



may expect from a “Holy God.” Hosea and Jesus both redefine
holiness. God indeed is holy. However, God’s holiness does
not destroy human beings who violate it—it enters their world
and brings them healing and transformation.

The news of God concerning God’s basic disposition to-
ward us may be summarized by the words Jesus quotes from
Hosea: “I desire mercy not sacrifice” (Matt. 9:13 and 12:7 quot-
ing Hosea 6:6). These words may be reframed as a description
of God: “In my deeds, I express mercy not retribution.”

WHERE IS GOD PRESENT?
Our second “W” question is this: Where is God present? We

answer this question by looking at the story of Jesus. Jesus’ life
makes clear where God is present in the world.

If Jesus shows us God, we see God present in the broken-
ness, in the pain and suffering, in the humiliation and shame
of vulnerable humanity. God’s holiness leads God to bring heal-
ing to sinners, not condemnation. God does not push imper-
fect human beings away. Rather, God in Jesus does enter the
fray, eating and drinking with sinners and lepers and others in
need.

As much as any of the accounts of events in Jesus’ life, the
story of his anointment by the woman “who was a sinner” in
Luke 7 illumines how he embodied God’s presence. Jesus is in-
vited to eat with one of the Pharisees at the Pharisee’s house.
While at the table, Jesus is approached by a woman “in the city,
who was a sinner.” This woman,

having learned that [Jesus] was eating in the Pharisee’s
house, brought an alabaster jar of ointment. She stood be-
hind him at his feet, weeping, and began to bathe his feet
with her tears and to dry them with her hair. Then she con-
tinued kissing his feet and anointing them with the oint-
ment. (Luke 7:37-38)

Jesus’ host thought harsh thoughts about his guest. What
kind of prophet is this who doesn’t realize that this woman he
allows to touch him is a sinner? Jesus realizes what is going on
and challenges his host. “Listen, Simon, I want to tell you some-
thing.” Then Jesus tells of two people who have their debts can-
celled, one debt is about ten times higher than the other.
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Wouldn’t the person with the larger debt love their creditor
more? Sure, Simon says.

And Jesus said to him, “You have judged rightly.” Then
turning toward the woman, he said to Simon, “Do you see
this woman? I entered your house; you gave me no water
for my feet, but she has bathed my feet with her tears and
dried them with her hair. You gave me no kiss, but from
the time I came in she has not stopped kissing my feet. You
did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my
feet with ointment. Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which
were many, have been forgiven; hence she has shown
great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves lit-
tle.” Then [Jesus] said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.”
(Luke 7:43-48)

Many of you will have seen Fritz Eichenberg’s famous
woodcut, “Christ of the breadline.” This portrait of Jesus stand-
ing with hungry people in a Depression-era breadline became
a symbol for the Catholic Worker movement. The Catholic
Workers for several generations now have sought to make clear
to the world where God is present—with people in need, with
the vulnerable, with those excluded by upright society.3

We also affirm that God is present wherever new life en-
ters the world—literally when babies are born, more figura-
tively when one’s cold heart is melted, when dead relation-
ships are restored, when hope takes the place of discourage-
ment, when faith is kindled in the ashes of despair. Where there
is life there is hope; where there is life there is God.

We saw such a restoration of life and hope in the story from
Luke 7 we just read. We see renewed life in many other of the
stories of Jesus, when he forgives the woman caught in adul-
tery and shares the water of life with the Samaritan woman at
the well, when he brings sight to the blind and freedom to the
demon possessed. God as present in such healings continues.

STORIES OF GOD�’S PRESENCE
God is present in melted hearts. We find a latter-day mani-

festation of such presence in this story of transformation.
The late C. P. Ellis was a leader in the Klu Klux Klan in the

1960s who told his story to Studs Terkel. His father had died



when Ellis was in the eighth grade. He’d had to quit school to
go to work. He married young and had four kids. His family
barely hung on. “I will never forget,” he said,

outside of my house was a 265-gallon oil drum, and I
never did get enough money to fill up that oil drum. What
I would do every night, I would run up to the store and
buy five gallons of oil and climb up the ladder and pour it
in that drum. I could hear that five gallons when it hits the
bottom of that oil drum, splatters, and it sounds like it’s
nothin’ in there. But it would keep the house warm for the
night. Next day you’d have to do the same thing.4

“I really began to get bitter,” he continues. “I didn’t know
who to blame. I tried to find somebody. I began to blame it on
black people. I had to hate somebody. Hatin’ America [in gen-
eral] is hard to do because you can’t see it to hate it. You gotta
have somethin’ to look at to hate.” Ellis joined the Klu Klux
Klan, finding a sense of power and purpose. “I didn’t like
blacks. I didn’t want to associate with ‘em. Blacks, Jews, or
Catholics. My father said: ‘Don’t have anything to do with ‘em.’
I didn’t.”

Ellis’s entire life changed due to an encounter with Ann At-
water, an African-American woman he served with on a com-
mittee formed to deal with problems in the schools. Both Ellis
and Atwater, coming from opposite positions, experienced
much resistance from their own communities, just for being
willing to talk.

They shared their frustrations one night, reporting the
many ways their children had come home every day in tears
as  a result of being made fun of from one end of the political
spectrum or the other. “At this point,” Ellis reports, “I begin to
see, here we are, two people from the far ends of the fence,
havin’ identical problems. From that moment on, I tell ya, that
gal and I worked together good. The amazing thing about it,
her and I had cussed each other, we hated each other. Up to
that point, we didn’t know each other. We didn’t know what we
had in common.”

The changes continued in Ellis. He hadn’t shed all preju-
dices but was “beginnin’ to look at a black person, to shake
hands with him, and see him as a human being.” He felt like
he was ”born again,” told others of dreaming of stopping wars
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and fights, and was told in turn that his “impossible dream”
made him “sound like Martin Luther King.” Now this ex-
Klansman even “listened to tapes of Martin Luther King. I lis-
ten to it and tears come to my eyes ‘cause I know what he’s
sayin’ now. . . .”

A second story of God’s presence began in summer 2006—
June 30, 5:45 p.m., to be precise. That was when my grandson
Elias entered the world. I have to admit, a bit sheepishly, that
the joy of parents and grandparents has generally seemed a bit
abstract to me. Sure, it’s nice when someone else’s child is born,
but what’s the big deal? I kind of forgot how I felt when our
son Johan was born. That was a long time ago.

Well, with Elias’ birth, that all changed. What a gift, what
a sense of the presence of God, what a ray of hope! Now, when
I think of a child being born, I think of the miracle of creation. I
think of the proverb that says rather than cursing the darkness
we should light a candle. I feel a lot more invested in the fu-
ture. It’s just amazing to observe the new person—beautiful,
fragile, like a sponge soaking in life. Where else could this all
come from except God?

I admire Elias’s parents, Jill and Johan, so much—and all
others who take this step into the future. But what better way
to resist the darkness? What better way to discover God’s pres-
ence in our world? What better way to resist our tendency to
settle for comfort and withdrawal? What better way to take on
the huge challenges that face us all as we seek to sustain life in
a world that seems so bent toward death? Steve Earle’s Christ-
mas song, “Nothing But a Child” captures this hope in God’s
presence as it imagines parents with tears washed away as they
gaze with awe at the children giving them another chance.5

We see news of God whenever a child is born, whenever
human relationships are healed, whenever hearts are melted,
whenever nature renews itself and brings forth green and
growing things. The news of God basically reports on the en-
hancement of life, the fulfillment of God’s purposes in creation,
the reconciling of all things to God (Col. 1:20). The definitive
news that helps us discern what news truly is God’s good news
is the gospel of Jesus Christ, the story of Jesus life, teaching,
death, and resurrection.

NEWS OF GOD  55



GOD�’S CHARACTERISTICS IN LIGHT OF JESUS
This good news of Jesus provides our basis for under-

standing a hierarchy of values that truly reflects the will of God
and should shape our theology. When we start with Jesus as
our lens for discerning what we believe about God, we will
come to several conclusions about God, conclusions about
what convictions help us cohere with Jesus’ own convictions.

God is loving. God is Jesus’ daddy who loves uncondition-
ally, toward whom we may turn with genuine trust and find
genuine security. God initiates healing action toward God’s en-
emies (see Rom. 5), always desiring the best for all God’s cre-
ation.

God’s love does include holiness and justice. As a just God,
God desires to heal that which is broken. God’s justice seeks
wholeness in its response to injustice—healing the alienation,
not simply punishing it. As a holy God, God desires to clean
up that which is dirty. God’s holiness does not destroy that
which is not holy, but seeks to transform it.

God does not heal or clean up as a means of making peo-
ple loveable; God initiates the healing and cleaning up because
God finds us loveable already (even while we are broken and
dirty).

However, human beings who experience brokenness and
refuse to respond to love perceive the love as harsh. God’s love
also includes “wrath.” Wrath may be understood as God al-
lowing the consequences of refusal of love to be manifested.
These consequences are best understood not so much as pun-
ishment but as aspects of God’s work to bring long-term heal-
ing to creation. The Book of Revelation portrays this work as a
process of creation being cleansed of the powers of evil.6

God is personal. God has (or, we could say, is) personality.
God is relational. God cares for specific people, not only peo-
ple in general. God feels and expresses emotions (especially
grief and joy). God is self-conscious and rational. However,
God is not a “person” like we are. Because God is not a person,
God cannot be reduced to a particular gender. God is both he
and she, and God is neither he nor she.

God is powerful, a better term than “omnipotent” (all-pow-
erful). God being powerful means that God is able to accom-
plish God’s purposes. God is not defeated by sin and evil. The
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power of God is the power of love, though, not the power of
dominance and control.

God endures over all time and is always present (there is
no “sacred”/”secular” split). The best descriptors of God’s
power are persistence, persuasion, awareness, and consistency.
God’s power is like the power of water gradually making a
path for itself. This understanding of power contrasts with the
notions of power as coercive, arbitrary, overwhelming, and like
a bulldozer.

God is knowledgeable, a better term than “omniscient” (all-
knowing). God’s knowledge is personal. God knows me and
you and all people, our relationships, needs, and sorrows.
God’s knowledge is not so much knowledge of “facts” as of
people. God is more like the wise, deeply loving matriarch in a
close-knit community than like an infinite computer.

God hears all and remembers all more than foresees all.
God’s knowledge does not have to do with God knowing about
everything before it happens. It is not the knowledge of facts
and figures. God is not the universe’s master computer. God’s
is like the knowledge of lovers and friends, parents and chil-
dren.

God knows that love wins out but not precisely how. God
does not override our freedom and responsibility. To speak of
God having a “plan” for our lives is not to say that God has
prepared a detailed blueprint for each of us. Rather, it is to be-
liever that God created life in such a way that faithfulness to
God leads to happiness, contentment, and joy.

God is steadfast, a better term than “immutable” (unchang-
ing). God’s will is consistent, dependable, always seeking heal-
ing. God is responsive and changeable in “tactics” in relation
to human beings because human consciousness of God does
(must) change. Since God’s power is the power of love, it will
be responsive to the actions and needs of those who are loved.
God’s steady love, thus, is inherently dynamic and takes the
shape of the new elements of the relationship God has with an
ever-changing creation.

God’s “plan” has more to do with God’s will to love and
heal than with God predetermining events and never waver-
ing from a detailed “script.” Going back to the story of creation
in Genesis and following the twisting path of the human quest
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for living in relationship with God, we see that God’s purposes
with creation have to do with loving relationships. Since God’s
creatures have their own integrity and will, God does not set
out to manipulate them like chess pieces to carry out a set-in-
stone “game plan.” The entire dynamic of the human/divine
relationship includes the openness to the future characteristic
of love.

God is seen most definitively in Jesus. The central element of
a Christian concept of God based on Jesus’ message is that God
is most clearly revealed in Jesus’ life and teaching. Jesus saw
God as compassionate, empathetic, forgiving (see the Sermon
on the Mount [“be merciful as God is merciful,” Matthew 5:48]
and the parable of the Prodigal Son), caring, saving, and liber-
ating.

God may be seen in Jesus’ way of life—peaceable, indis-
criminately loving, subversive of human power structures, and
steadfast in the face of resistance.

We may also speak of creation itself as consistent with God
as revealed in Jesus. Jesus was with God in creation. As Colos-
sians 1 tells us, 

In [Jesus Christ] all things in heaven and on earth were
created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or
dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been cre-
ated through him and for him. He himself is before all
things, and in him all things hold together. (Col. 1:16-17;
see also John 1:1-4 and Heb. 1:2-3)

Theologically, we might infer from this affirmation of Jesus’
presence in creation itself that the way the world works reflects
the same characteristics of God that Jesus’ life and teaching re-
flect. We will reflect more on this possibility in chapter five on
creation below.

The final theme about God that we need to consider is the
traditional understanding in Christianity that God is “Trinity.”
Although the Trinity is not a direct element of Jesus’ own teach-
ing about God, we should try to reflect on the doctrine of the
Trinity in relation to Jesus’ good news.

Trinitarian doctrine needs to be understood as part of the
Christian confession of God as one. This doctrine recognizes
that the one God relates to the world in various ways. The “trin-
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ity” motif specifies that God specifically relates to the world in
three distinct ways. (1) God relates to the world as its as creator
and sustainer (God, the “father”). (2) God relates to the world
as incarnated in Jesus, who embodied God’s will for human
life (God, the “son”). (3) God relates to the world as an imma-
nent, all-pervasive presence (God, the “spirit”).

If we understand Jesus to be the basis for our hierarchy of
values, we will understand the doctrine of the Trinity as an-
other way of discussing why Jesus’ hierarchy of values should
be seen as normative for Christians. If we understand Jesus as
part of the Trinity, one of the three expressions of the one God,
we will have a strong basis for recognizing Jesus’ way as God’s
way. We will also have a strong basis for discerning the on-
going presence of the Holy Spirit in the world and in our com-
munities of faith. We will recognize the Spirit as confirming the
message of Jesus throughout time and space.

Christian reflections on God as Trinity emphasize both
God’s three manifestations and the reality that nonetheless we
believe that God is one (“monotheism”). Each expression of God
is all God. There is no differentiation in will or strategy or con-
cern among the three members of the Trinity. God is always the
God of Jesus Christ. The Holy Spirit is always the Spirit of Jesus
Christ—as we will consider in our next chapter and in further
thoughts there on the Trinity.
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4

God�’s Spirit�—and Ours

[The Doctrine of the Holy Spirit]

CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY HAS ALWAYS MADE its trinitarian affirma-
tion central (God as three-in-one). However, the Holy Spirit as
a distinct doctrinal theme (called “pneumatology”) has re-
ceived less attention than Christology and the doctrine of God.

So, we have the possibility of turning to our theology of
the Holy Spirit with a bit of freshness. We do not have as many
deep-seated theological ruts to struggle free from. What might
we come up with if we think about the Spirit as if Jesus matters?
How should we approach debates about the meaning of the
Holy Spirit?

For most of my life I have been an intense sports fan. I’ve
watched a lot of sports on TV. I’ve learned to keep it under con-
trol in recent years. However, like a smoker who quit smoking,
I have never lost the desire to watch sports. So I have seen many
beer commercials. Some of them have been pretty clever, even
if pushing a pretty disgusting product. Older people may re-
member the Miller Lite, tastes great/less filling “debate.”

In thinking about theological debates, there might be an in-
structive parallel. Not that theological debates are no more im-
portant than whether a beer tastes great or is filling. Theologi-
cal issues do matter. However, the parallel is that in both cases
we are talking about the opinions of human beings. All theo-
logical debates are debates about human opinions. Some opin-
ions are worth more respect than others, but they all remain
human opinions. Because they are differences among human
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perspectives, theological differences should not be a matter of
life and death.

THE HOLY SPIRIT AS PART OF THE TRINITY
No human theological position is the same as upper-case R

“Reality.” No human being or group of human beings speaks
definitively for God. Certainly, though, theology does matter.
It is important. Our theological convictions are not simply a
matter of opinion with all views equally valid. Some theologi-
cal perspectives are better than others. However, theology al-
ways remains human work, never authoritative enough or ab-
solute enough or true enough to justify hurting those who have
different views.

I think of this point especially when I reflect on the doc-
trine of the Holy Spirit. I do not perceive that this particular
doctrine is in itself so controversial. Among Christians, the doc-
trine of the Holy Spirit (pneumatology) does not usually actu-
ally receive a great deal of direct attention. However, the doc-
trine of the Holy Spirit by necessity relates closely to theologi-
cal convictions concerning God (theology proper) and Jesus
Christ (Christology). When we include theology and Christol-
ogy along with pneumatology, we move into a bigger arena
than simply pneumatology.

We cannot reflect on pneumatology without reflecting on
the doctrine of the Trinity. Many Christians see this doctrine,
above all others, as the key theological boundary marker. As
one Mennonite theologian wrote several years ago, the doc-
trine of the Trinity is not simply a human idea; it corresponds
to Reality.1 To disagree is to put oneself outside the pale.

I believe that we encounter an important principle here.
How literally should we take our language about God? Does
our theology transcend our finite humanness? Can any human
idea about God be more than a metaphor, more than saying
“God is like this”? Can we say, definitively, that God is any-
thing? I think not.

No theological language can ever be more than metaphor-
ical. I would agree that trinitarian thinking, identifying three
aspects of God—Creator, Son, and Spirit—is helpful. However,
as a biblical Christian, I also insist that I believe in one God.
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God as seen in creation, God as seen in Jesus, and God as seen
in the Holy Spirit, is one God with one will—not so much a “Tri-
une” God, but simply God.

The danger with trinitarian language is that it too easily
lends itself to making distinctions within God, as if God as “Fa-
ther” is one way (judgmental, harshly holy, punitive) while
God in Jesus is different. This opens the door to acceptance of
violence in God. Such an acceptance would not be so possible
if God’s revelation in Jesus defined what God most truly is like.

We must respect our differences on such issues. All our
views are at most partly true. The point of theological reflec-
tion is to help us to be better people. “Doing theology” is about
conversation and testing our opinions with each other, not stak-
ing out truth territory that we must fight for, coercively if need
be.

I understand Christian theology to be critical reflection on
our convictions, seeking to identify what is most important. As
Christians, we do this in light of our commitment to Jesus as
our clearest revelation of what God is like and of what matters
most. Thinking theologically about the Holy Spirit should hap-
pen in terms of what we believe about Jesus.

Our pneumatology should not be simply a sub-point in our
trinitarian doctrine. As we reflect on the Holy Spirit theologi-
cally in this chapter, we will not focus mainly on how the Holy
Spirit functions as a distinct member of the Trinity. Rather,
pneumatology as if Jesus matters asks this: How does identi-
fying God’s-Presence-as-Spirit as the Spirit of Jesus help us live
faithfully?

The Holy Spirit is kind of like the end of the rainbow—elu-
sive, not stationary and stable, impossible to put your hands
on. I have heard it said that we don’t commune with the Holy
Spirit, the Holy Spirit is communion. The Holy Spirit is like
fire, like a rainbow, like the air we breath. It’s here. It’s real. It’s
crucial to life. But it is not containable, nor even that easy to
talk about.

In reflecting on the Holy Spirit biblically, I want to bring
together two points. The first point is that the Holy Spirit, the
Spirit of God, is the Spirit of life.2 Wherever there is life, the
Spirit is present. The second point is that wherever the Spirit is
present, then Jesus is also present. That is, Jesus’ hierarchy of
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what is most important (love the Lord your God with your en-
tire being and love your neighbor as yourself) is reflected in all
life. Life is holy. Each person is holy. All life (each life) is to be
valued and revered.

THE SPIRIT OF LIFE AND CREATION
Genesis 1 and Genesis 2 have become central for my un-

derstanding of the Holy Spirit. First, we read:

In the beginning when God created the heavens and the
earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered
the face of the deep, while the Spirit of God3 swept over
the face of the waters. Then God said, “Let there be light”;
and there was light. And God saw that the light was good;
and God separated the light from the darkness. God
called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night.
And there was evening and there was morning, the first
day. (Gen. 1:1-5)

“The Spirit of God swept over the face of the waters.” Gen-
esis 1:1-2 gives us the picture of God bringing order out of
chaos. Many translations have rendered the Hebrew word
ruach as “wind”—as if God blew a mighty wind to bring order
to the universe. However, ruach may also be translated “spirit”
(or, “Spirit” if we understand ruach here to refer to the direct
involvement of God). The sense then becomes one of God as
Spirit participating in creation. God as Spirit brings order out
of chaos, brings peace (shalom, wholeness) out of randomness.

If we read Genesis 1:1-2 as referring to the Holy Spirit, we
way see here a clear portrayal of God’s immediate presence
throughout the cosmos. Such a portrayal supports the belief
that all of creation in some sense then links with the Spirit of
God.

Western civilization has a lot to answer to the universe for,
not least our exploitation of creation. One key move toward
the profound alienation that has characterized our culture in
relation to creation came when the world became mere matter
and lost its spirit.

Ironically, it was human beings who created impersonal ma-
chines. Such entities never occur in nature. As we relied more
and more on these machines, we found ourselves more and



more alienated from creation. Then the fatal step: Human be-
ings projected from our own creation (impersonal machines)
on to nature and claimed that nature is impersonal, that nature
is merely matter. As Richard Tarnas writes, “This is the ulti-
mate anthropomorphic projection: a [human]-made machine,
something not in fact ever found in nature. From this perspec-
tive, it is the modern world’s own impersonal soullessness that
has been projected from within onto the world.”4

With the world understood as impersonal and soulless, we
then exploit what we believe to be inert matter. We extract fos-
sil fuel and poison the earth both in the extracting and in the
burning of this fuel. We treat the soil and the seas and the
forests as mere instruments from which we extract what we
then use for our utterly unsustainable “modern way of life.”

One way to see this problem is to say that by separating
the Spirit of God from the material universe, we have planted
the seeds of our own destruction—spiritual and physical.

So Genesis 1 provides a crucial basis for our doctrine of the
Spirit—though its teaching is reinforced throughout the Bible.
It is Godself who infuses the universe as it is shaped from dis-
order into its goodness and beauty. The Spirit of God is the
Spirit of creation.

Numerous Psalms underscore this emphasis on God’s di-
rection connection with the created universe. In Psalm 19 we
read of how 

the heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firma-
ment proclaims [God’s] handiwork. . . . In the heavens
[God] has set a tent for the sun, which comes out like a
bridegroom from his wedding canopy, and like a strong
man runs its course with joy. Its rising is from the end of
the heavens, and its circuit to the end of them; and nothing
is hid from its heat. (Ps. 19:1-6)

Later in the book of Psalms we find another direct refer-
ence to the role of God’s Spirit (ruach) in the creation of life:

O Lord, how manifold are your works! In wisdom you
made them all; the earth is full of your creatures. Yonder is
the sea, great and wide, creeping things innumerable are
there, living things both small and great. . . . When you
send forth your Spirit5 they are created; and you renew
the face of the ground. (Ps. 104:24-30)
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Another possible mention of the Spirit of God comes in
Genesis 2—and is also often obscured in English translations.

In the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heav-
ens, when no plant of the field was yet in the earth and no
herb of the field had yet sprung up—for the Lord God had
not caused it to rain upon the earth, and there was no one
to till the ground; but a stream would rise from the earth,
and water the whole face of the ground—then the Lord
God formed man from the dust of the ground, and
breathed into his nostrils the Spirit6 of life; and the man
became a living being. (Gen. 2:4-7)

The description of creation beginning in Genesis 2:4 fo-
cuses on human beings. A key point is made right away. “There
was no one to till the ground.” A caregiver is needed. So, God
forms the first human being out of the “dust of the ground.”
This dust becomes human when God “breathes into the
human’s nostrils the Spirit of life; and the human became a liv-
ing being” (2:7). We are being told here, I believe, that the Spirit
of God itself enters the dust of the earth and enlivens it, makes
it live, makes it human.

In a sense, this picture repeats what we are told in a differ-
ent way in Genesis 1. There, the completion of creation is God
creating human beings (male and female) in God’s own image.
And they are immediately given the task of caring for the rest
of creation (“have dominion”).

I believe that the very essence of life, the mystery of what
differentiates living organisms from the dust of the earth, is the
Spirit of God. Where there is life, the Spirit is present. In fact,
the Spirit is what makes it life. I want to make this claim for all
forms of life, but I also want to emphasize the idea that there is
indeed something special about human life. We manifest the
Spirit of God in an especially profound way.

The special way we manifest the Spirit of God is in our po-
tential (and our responsibility) to care for the rest of creation.
When we deny the Spirit of God’s presence in our physical
world by treating the world as an object to exploit, we deface
the Spirit of God’s presence in our own being. The same Spirit
of God that infuses the cosmos and infuses all life of whatever
form also infuses human beings created in God’s image. This
oneness of the Spirit, part of the oneness of God, requires us to



acknowledge the sacredness of all life. We should actually ac-
knowledge the sacredness of the inanimate elements of cre-
ation as well.

We thus should confess the oneness of God and the unity
of creation. We also should recognize that the “specialness” of
human beings makes us responsible to God. God calls us to
care respectfully for all of God’s creation. Such care should
stem from our pneumatology, our understanding that the Holy
Spirit is the Spirit of life in relation to all creation.

One of my favorite theologians is the Kentucky poet, es-
sayist, and farmer Wendell Berry. He embodies my under-
standing of what theology should be about—critical reflection
on what it is that matters most in life.

In his essay, “Is Life a Miracle?,” he puts into words part of
what I am trying to get at here. Berry says that amid all the
work done on learning about living things and their parts, none
of us 

knows much about the life of living things. I have seen
with my own eyes and felt with my own hands many
times the difference between live things and dead ones,
and I do not believe that the difference can be so explained
as to remove the wonder from it. What is the coherence,
the integrity, the consciousness, the intelligence, the spirit,
the informing form that leaves a living body when it dies?
What was the “green fire” that Aldo Leopold saw going
out in the eyes of the dying wolf?

So Berry is convinced that “life is a miracle” and that there
is a practical point to this belief: “If I believe it is a miracle, then
I cannot believe that I am superior to it, or that I understand it,
or that I own it.”7

If all of life is a miracle, certainly human life is such. If God
infuses the creation of each new creature, certainly God infuses
the life of each new human being. This link between human
life and other creatures is not a diminishment of human life; it
recognizes the holiness of all life. We diminish human life when
we deny the holiness of any form of life.

So, from Genesis 1 and 2, we get a clear sense of the Spirit
as part of the entire created order and, in a special way, as part
of each human life. We violate the Spirit when we separate
Spirit from matter and alienate ourselves from creation. Per-
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haps even more, we violate the Spirit when we think of some
human beings as less than fully infused with God’s Spirit.

The basic danger we face in either case is the same—divid-
ing that which God means to be unified. When we do so, we
resist the presence of God’s Spirit in all the places that it actu-
ally is present. This is why the story of creation in Genesis is so
important. It helps us see that God and creation go together
through the agency of God’s creative Spirit of life. As creator,
God’s Spirit infuses the entire cosmos.

The Genesis creation story also helps us better understand
the human role in the creative processes. Our role involves both
our spiritual (infused with the Spirit of God) and material
(made from the dust of the earth) realities—together in har-
mony as part of God’s good creation.

Early in the Genesis account we come to the key moment
in the alienation of human beings from the Spirit of God. The
very first act of blaspheming the Holy Spirit comes in Genesis
4. Cain murders his brother Abel. Almost always, we do vio-
lence to other human beings only after denying their full,
Spirit-infused humanity. When we deny the full, Spirit-infused
humanity of someone else violence in one form or another is
almost sure to follow.

THE HOLY SPIRIT AND COMMUNITY SUSTENANCE
God’s Spirit works throughout the biblical story with the

people Israel. At a particularly crucial moment in the story, we
read of the direct involvement of the Spirit in sustaining the
community that had gone astray. The prophets told of Israel’s
departure from the message of Torah, culminating in the de-
struction of their nation state and temple. However, God did
not abandon God’s people, as we read in Isaiah 42: “Here is my
servant, whom I uphold, my chosen in whom my soul delights;
I have put my Spirit8 upon him; he will bring forth justice to
the nations” (Isa. 42:1).

We read of the servant’s gentle and faithful doing of jus-
tice. At the heart of the work we find perseverance and com-
mitment in bringing the message for which even “the coast-
lands” wait. God, the creator of the heavens and the earth, calls
the servant and those who respond to his justice-making work.
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I am the Lord, I have called you in righteousness, I have
taken you by the hand and kept you; I have given you as a
covenant to the people, a light to the nations, to open the
eyes that are blind, to bring out the prisoners from the
dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness. I am
the Lord, that is my name; my glory I give to no other, nor
my praise to idols. See, the former things have come to
pass, and new things I now declare; before they spring
forth, I tell you of them. (Isa. 42:5-9)

This remarkable passage speaks of God’s Spirit sustaining
the life of God’s people in their vocation of bringing healing to
all the earth, of being “a light to the nations.” God’s mercy out-
lasts the brokenness that resulted from the people’s disregard
for their covenant with God. This merciful God continues to
call the people of the promise to the vocation of blessing all the
families of the earth, the vocation given originally in the call-
ing of Abraham and Sarah (Gen. 12:3).

The God who sustains this covenant through the presence
of the Holy Spirit is the same God who created the heavens and
earth. This God gave “breath to the people upon it and spirit
to those who walk in it.” The healing justice that God’s servant
people are still called to express in this broken world takes the
form of opening eyes that are blind and releasing prisoners
from dungeons. The Spirit of life brings healing amid the bro-
kenness of life.

THE HOLY SPIRIT AND JESUS
When we jump ahead in the biblical story to Jesus, we find

these points profoundly reinforced. Remember our confession
of Holy Spirit as the Spirit of Jesus. We see a close connection
between the presence of the Spirit and key moments in the
story of Jesus.

We first read of Jesus when his mother Mary is informed
of her pregnancy. The presence of the Spirit plays a crucial role
in conveying the significance of what the angel Gabriel tells
Mary. This young Galilean woman, not yet married, receives
some amazing news.

“Mary, you have found favor with God. You will conceive
in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him
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Jesus. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the
Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne
of his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of
Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.”
(Luke 1:30-32)

Mary, of course, finds this hard to believe. How will she
give birth to such a wondrous son when she still is a virgin?

“The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of
the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to
be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God.” . . .
Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it
be with me according to your word.” Then the angel de-
parted from her. (Luke 1:35-38)

God’s Spirit enters human existence through the giving of
new life to this young woman, Mary. The power of the Spirit is
the power of life. The transformation the Spirit brings to human
existence happens through the agency of this young woman’s
acceptance of her vocation (echoing the vocation given in Gen.
1 and the vocation given to the Servant in Isa. 42).

Then, years later, when Jesus’ time of preparation comes
to end and he readies to begin his public ministry, he submits
to the baptism of John. As this happens, Luke writes, “the
heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended upon him
in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven, ‘You
are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased’” (3:22).

The Holy Spirit is present in Mary’s faithfulness to her vo-
cation and her conception in a powerful way. This presence is
then reiterated in Jesus’ own step of faithfulness in accepting
John’s baptism as an act of commissioning. The identity of
Jesus as God’s Son finds its validation when the Spirit descends
on Jesus and God’s voice expresses his pleasure with Jesus’ ac-
tion.

Luke tells of two key events that emphasize Jesus’ empow-
erment by the fullness of the Spirit. These events, his tempta-
tions and his opening proclamation, make clear the nature of
his vocation as God’s Son.

Immediately after the baptism, Jesus moves deeper into
the wilderness for a time of testing and clarification before be-
ginning to manifest his special vocation: “Jesus, full of the Holy
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Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in
the wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by the
devil” (Luke 4:1-2).

What will Jesus do to express his vocation as God’s Son?
Given that “Son of God” is likely a term for “the Messiah” and
“king,” what kind of king will Jesus be? The tempter offers op-
tions. He offers Jesus ruling authority over “all the kingdoms
of the world.” He also offers the acclaim of the leadership of
the Jerusalem temple through a miraculous angelic rescue.
Empowered by the Holy Spirit, Jesus turns down the devil’s
temptations. The kingship God calls Jesus to embody does not
rule with top-down power. The Holy Spirit empowers Jesus
to hold fast to his true calling, a much more delicate and diffi-
cult expression of “kingly” power expressed through persever-
ing love.

After clarifying his vocation through the temptations, Jesus
returns to his home territory and begins his public ministry. As
he does so, we are told, he is “filled with the power of the
Spirit” (Luke 4:14). His teachings and deeds lead to his being
“praised by everyone” (4:15). He makes his message clear:

When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought
up, he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, as was
his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the
prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll
and found the place where it is written: “The Spirit of the
Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring
good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release
to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the
oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s
favor.” And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the at-
tendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue
were fixed on him. Then he began to say to them, “Today
this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” (Luke
4:16-21)

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,” Jesus asserts. And
what is the Spirit anointing Jesus to do? We go right back to the
affirmation that the Spirit is the Spirit of life and that each
human being is infused with God’s Spirit. Each human being
has infinite value. Each human being deserves all the respect
and care and compassion the rest of us can muster.
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We see the Spirit as the Spirit of life in Jesus’ description of
his task as the Son of God. Empowered by the Spirit, Jesus
“brings good news to the poor, proclaims release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind, and lets the oppressed go free”
(4:18). The poor, captives, blind, oppressed. These are the very
people whose humanity is being denied. These are the very
people who are treated as objects, as non-humans.

Jesus, the supremely Spirit-infused human being, centers
his Spirit-directed work on bringing good news, release, recov-
ery, and freedom to those whose human dignity is most at risk.
Jesus announces this work at the very beginning here—and the
rest of his life is spent putting these commitments into practice.

He suffered a great deal because he did so. The Spirit-deny-
ing forces of human culture fought him tooth and nail. And
killed him. But the Spirit was not to be denied. God raised Jesus
and confirmed that the Spirit that animated Jesus was indeed
the Spirit of God.

As the story continues, the Holy Spirit plays the essential
role of providing for continuity between Jesus and the commu-
nity that survived him. Jesus, the Son of God empowered by
the Holy Spirit, carries out his vocation of kingship through
persevering love. The way of Jesus becomes the way of his fol-
lowers through the empowerment of this same Holy Spirit.
After the transition from God as present in the human Jesus to
God as present in the Spirit-guided community, the Holy Spirit
becomes understood as the “Spirit of Jesus.”

Luke tells of the transition in his account that begins the
sequel to his Gospel, the Acts of the apostles:

After his suffering [Jesus] . . . appear[ed] to [his followers]
during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of
God. . . . They asked him, “Lord, is this the time when you
will restore the kingdom to Israel?” He replied, “It is not
for you to know the times or periods that the Father has
set by how own authority. But you will receive power
when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be
my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and
to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:3-8)

Here Jesus provides the basic focus and outline of what fol-
lows in the book of Acts. His ministry will continue due to the
presence of his Spirit in a new and powerful way among his



followers. The message will be the same, the Jubilee theology
of release, new sight, liberation. The Spirit is one with Jesus.

THE FRUITS OF THE SPIRIT
The followers of Jesus self-consciously turned to the Holy

Spirit as their guide into the shape of their vocation of contin-
uing Jesus’ ministry of making present God’s kingdom. The
apostle Paul summarized the characteristics of the follower of
Jesus when filled with the Spirit of Jesus:

The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kind-
ness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.
There is no law against such things. And those who be-
long to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its pas-
sions and desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us also be
guided by the Spirit. Let us not become conceited, com-
peting against one another, envying one another. (Gal.
5:22-26)

We best understand the Holy Spirit as where the holiness
of God, the holiness of the created world, the holiness of all liv-
ing creatures, and the holiness of each and every human being
come together. This convergence is all the one Spirit of God.

If we truly seek the fruits of the Spirit, we may first ac-
knowledge what they are not. The fruit will not so much be ec-
static experiences. The fruit will not be a strengthening of our
sense of our own uniqueness as “Spirit-filled Christians” in a
way that justifies our treating creation as a lifeless object to be
exploited. The fruit will not lead to justifying our treating other
human beings as things, or as enemies and objects of our na-
tion’s bombs.

If we seek truly to be filled with the Spirit, we will pray for
the courage and wisdom to follow Jesus’ path. We will pray for
the courage and wisdom to value each and every life—even
when doing so may lead to a cross.

Paul, in Romans 5, speaks of the connection between the
Holy Spirit and love. “God’s love has been poured into our
hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us” (5:5).
When we receive the Holy Spirit, God’s love is poured into our
hearts. The fruits of the Spirit all come down to one basic affir-
mation: “God loves.” When we know to the bottom of our souls
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that God loves us the rest follows: joy, peace, patience, kind-
ness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.

The power of God’s love poured into our hearts heals us
of hatred and fearfulness. This power helps us move from a
world of scarcity to a world characterized by abundant living.
The fruits of the Spirit are not about freedom from suffering or
knowing all the answers or constant happiness. More so, the
fruits of the Spirit have to do with knowing that God loves us,
with loving other people, and with living with patience, com-
passion, and openness to learning and growth.

God offers all of us life, abundant life. God offers us the gift
of the Holy Spirit to move us to trust in Christ as our savior, to
move us to seek to walk in Christ’s way, to empower us to live
according to the Spirit.

THE WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT
God as Holy Spirit provides strength, encouragement, and

guidance for people of faith and for faith communities. The
Holy Spirit gives gifts of insight, hopefulness, joy, and peace of
mind. The Holy Spirit enables us to connect with others, to give
and receive love and encouragement. The Spirit is the spirit of
reconciliation, empowering those who depend upon it to re-
store broken relationships, to forgive and to accept forgiveness.

The Holy Spirit is always everywhere. There is no sa-
cred/secular split whatsoever; there is no realm of life that is
Spirit-less. Where there is life the Spirit is present. Wherever
there is goodness, peace, and justice they are the work of the
Holy Spirit.

The Holy Spirit is gently persuasive and enlightening. It
clarifies as we go through life and always waits for our open-
ness. It walks the fine line between coercion and passivity, nei-
ther forcing a person to trust in God nor simply leaving us to
our own devices. As we open to God, the loving persistence of
the Spirit moves in our hearts. However, the Spirit is only as
powerful in our lives as we let it be. A good analogy for the
Spirit’s work in the lives of believers, perhaps, is a road map.
We need the map to know where to go, but we do the driving.

The Holy Spirit transforms our lives as we let it, moving
us toward sanctification and wholeness. The Spirit gives us
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gradual awareness, flashes of insight, moments of joy, comfort
in sorrow, courage to step out, a sense of connection with oth-
ers, and the ability to love and be loved.
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5

This is God�’s World: 
So What?

[The Doctrine of Creation]

I have suggested that Genesis 1 and 2 are crucial texts for our
understanding of the Holy Spirit. They make clear that God’s
Spirit is the Spirit of life—of all life. To see God’s Spirit infus-
ing all of creation and to see God’s Spirit as the Spirit of Jesus
both have enormous significance for our next doctrine, too, the
doctrine of creation.

Many years ago, I decided to write a somewhat ambitious
masters thesis. I thought that one year of seminary had given
me enough expertise to produce something comprehensive
about Christian ethics. I would bring together the themes of
love, creation, and justice into a grand theory that would vin-
dicate the melding of pacifism and social activism. I am now a
bit embarrassed about my audacity in thinking that as young
and ignorant as I was then I could write coherently on such big
topics. This thesis is definitely not something I would want any-
one to read now.

My faculty readers were patient with me. However, I did
learn later that one of them, my intellectual mentor, John
Howard Yoder, had made one suggestion to the M.A. program
director. In the future, he proposed, the seminary should work
harder to help students reduce the topics of their theses to a
more manageable scale.
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BRINGING LOVE, JUSTICE, AND CREATION TOGETHER
Nonetheless, now about twenty-five years later, I believe

that my instincts concerning my theme (if not the scale of the
project) actually were good. I wanted to try to bring together a
central Anabaptist theme (the centrality of Jesus’ love com-
mand) with themes more likely emphasized in Catholic and
Reformed contexts (theologies of nature and creation). I still
believe that problems we have in developing life-giving un-
derstandings and practices related to justice stem from the fail-
ure to bring love and creation into direct conversation with jus-
tice.

In my thesis defense, John Howard Yoder’s only sharp
question to me came over my discussion of creation theology.
That Yoder brought up this one issue may be telling. In all of
his writings (and I have read with great appreciation most of
them), he never works very hard at developing a theology of
creation. Nor does he seek to elaborate in any detail his claim
that the way of Jesus goes with the grain of the cosmos.1

Mennonite thinkers and Reformed and Catholic thinkers
all generally seem to agree. We go to Jesus to learn about love;
we go to the real world, to creation, to learn about “justice.”
Well, even if I bit off way more than I could chew as a young
budding scholar, I still believe I was onto something: Jesus and
creation go together.

Let me review the basic view of theology I am presenting
in this book. Theology, I propose, has to do with our hierarchy
of values—the things we actually shape our lives by, the things
we actually believe as verified by our practices. Theological re-
flection matters because it is how we gain self-awareness about
what our values actually are.

I believe we best understand Christian theology as reflect-
ing on how the values embodied by Jesus in his life and teach-
ing might become our values. So I am calling what I do “theol-
ogy as if Jesus matters.” Well, I want to pursue this approach
as far as I can. So I now turn to this question: when we reflect
on the doctrine of creation—including nature, the world
around us—might we understand it through an interpretive
framework centered on Jesus?
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CREATION AS �“RED IN TOOTH AND CLAW�”?
Some, many, maybe most, Christians—at least modern,

Western, educated Christians—have their doubts. Several
years ago I presented a conference paper, “A Pacifist Critique
of the Modern Worldview.”2 A good friend of mine, an older
scholar and in every way an impressive Mennonite Christian,
raised some criticisms. My friend suggested I was too quick to
see nature as compatible with pacifism. He quoted the famous
lines from Alfred Lord Tennyson’s poem, “In Memorium”
about nature being “red in tooth and claw.”

I was not familiar with that poem, so I looked it up. I dis-
covered that the stanza my friend cited raises precisely the
question I am asking. Might we understand nature (or, as
Christians would say, “creation”) as being compatible with
Jesus’ basic peaceable life and teaching?

“In Memorium” speaks, using Tennyson’s word, of “man”
as nature’s “last work.” This “last work” “trusted God was love
indeed and love Creation’s final law.” The poem continues,
though, to suggest that there seems to be counter-evidence to
the idea that love is creation’s “final law”: “Nature, red in tooth
and claw with ravine, shriek’d against his creed.” Nature it-
self, evinced by its bloodiness, cries directly in contradiction to
the belief in love’s natural ultimacy.

If we accept that love is creation’s “final law,” we would
seem to be saying that the way of Jesus is built into the way
things are. Is this a legitimate position to hold? Does the way
of Jesus go with the grain of the universe or not? Is the call to
peacemaking that we seek to embrace as followers of Jesus a
call to resist creation, to go against the grain? Or is peacemak-
ing actually a quest to seek harmony with the ultimate charac-
ter of the universe? Does nature indeed “shriek against” the
“creed” that love is “Creation’s final law”?

THE BIBLE ON CREATION
I have picked four Scripture texts to look at briefly. These

texts are only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to biblical
teaching on creation. But they give us a good sense of the ter-
rain. What are some things we can say about creation based on
these verses?



Let’s begin at the beginning. We read in the first chapter of
Genesis that “when God created the heavens and the earth,”
the first step was the giving of light. “And God saw that the
light was good.” Then the waters and the land were separated.
“And God saw that it was good.” What follows is vegetation.
“And God saw that it was good.”

Likewise with the moon and sun and the stars. And with
the living creatures.Then the finale.

And God said, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures
of every kind: cattle and creeping things and wild animals
of the earth of every kind.” And it was so. . . . And God saw
that it was good. . . .

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our
image, according to our image, according to our like-
ness. . . . God created humankind . . . ; male and female he
created them. . . . God saw everything that he had made,
and indeed, it was very good. (Gen. 1:26-31)

Genesis 1 tells us that the universe, the earth, and its hos-
pitality to life are from God. The chapter’s key refrain is this:
“And God saw that it was good.” Then, when the sixth day
ends: “God saw everything that was made, and indeed, it was
very good.” We get the sense of an artist at work, or a writer, or
just about any person creating something meaningful.

I haven’t created many things, but I have prepared Mexi-
can molé sauce. This preparation is very elaborate, with dozens
of ingredients that in the end blend together into something
pretty special. It takes five or six hours to make, but when you
put in the effort, when you taste your molé (assuming you like
that kind of thing) and you say, “Indeed, it is very good”—then
you are ready for a rest!

For God, it seems, the world, the plants and animals, the
creation and sustenance of life—all of this is an act of creative
love. Genesis one teaches that the world and its teeming life is
something beautiful and profoundly meaningful. Creation ex-
presses something about God’s own self.

Next, let’s turn to the Book of Psalms. We read in the thirty-
third Psalm about God’s creative work.

The earth is full of the steadfast love of the Lord. By the
word of the Lord the heavens were made, and all their
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host by the breath of his mouth.
The Lord deserves the utmost reverence for the work

of creation. The creator speaks and commands and the
world comes into being. In doing so, God is established
above the nations.

From where [the Lord] sits enthroned he watches all
the inhabitants of the earth—he who fashions the hearts of
them all, and observes their deeds. A king is not saved by
his great army; a warrior is not delivered by his great
strength. The warhorse is a vain hope for victory, and by
its great might it cannot save.

Truly the eye of the Lord is on those who . . . hope in
his steadfast love, to deliver their soul from death, and to
keep them alive in famine. Our soul waits for the Lord; he
is our help and shield. . . . (Ps. 33)

Psalm 33 makes a powerful assertion, a foundational defi-
nition: The earth is full of the steadfast love of God. One way the
psalmist portrays God the creator, seen through nature, is God
as lover. God is to be trusted because of God’s creative love that
has made what is and who sustains it.

This psalm is actually a great proof text for what I argued
in my MA thesis. We have here all three components I at-
tempted to bring together: creation, love, and justice. God is
creator. God’s creation is full of God’s steadfast love. And this
loving creative work leads to genuine justice. God’s justice in
Psalm 33 denies the claims of the warriors and kings to a privi-
leged role in the embodiment of social justice. It is not the
rough, coercive, brute-power-enhancing justice of the sword
that reflects the grain of the universe seen in God’s creation. It
is trust in God’s steadfast love.

For many years, I have taught a class called “History and
Philosophy of Nonviolence.” In this class, we look at Mahatma
Gandhi’s life and philosophy. Every year I am inspired again
to see how relevant to the “real world” the practice of stead-
fast satyagraha is—satyagraha being the word Gandhi used for
loving resistance or nonviolence. Amid all the great movers
and shakers of the twentieth century, it’s amazing that in the
end many “experts” judged Gandhi the person of the century.
I’d say it is not so much that he accomplished more than any-
one else but that he made imaginable in a century of total war
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that humanity still might find another way. He helped make
W. H. Auden’s call at the beginning of World War II seem pos-
sible: “We must love one another or die.”3

Next let’s look at some of Jesus’ words. In the Sermon on
the Mount, he calls upon his listeners to find their way free
from worry and anxiety. Life is about much more than food
and clothing. God cares for God’s creatures. Look at the natu-
ral world.

The birds of the air neither sow not reap nor gather into
barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you
not of more value than they? And can any of you by wor-
rying add a single hour to your span of life? And why do
you worry about your clothing? Consider the lilies of the
field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell
you, even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like
one of these. (Matt. 6:25-27)

God cares deeply for the natural world, even in its transience.
Much more so will God care for those creatures created in
God’s image.

Therefore do not worry, saying, “What will we eat?” or
“What will we drink?” or “What will we wear?” For it is
the Gentiles who strive for all these things; and indeed
your heavenly Father knows that you need all these
things. But strive first for the kingdom of God and his jus-
tice and all these things will be given to you as well. (Matt.
6:29-33)

Jesus’ words in Matthew 6 remind us that God is the sus-
tainer of life for all creation. God sustains life for the birds of
the air and the lilies of the field as well as human beings. Jesus
then makes his key teaching point: learn from the abundance
of life around us that we may trust in God. Learn from the
abundance of life around us that we may depend upon God’s
care for us as we seek the kingdom and its justice.

Again creation, love, and justice are linked. God sustains
all kinds of life; creation is abundant in God’s love; and Jesus
draws this lesson: Because of God’s abundant life-giving love,
seek justice right now in this world with fearless conviction.

And finally, let’s turn to some words attributed to the apos-
tle Paul:
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[Jesus Christ] is the image of the invisible God, the first-
born of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and on
earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether
thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have
been created through him and for him. He himself is be-
fore all things, and in him all things hold together. He is
the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the
firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have
first place in everything. For in him all the fullness of God
was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased
to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in
heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross.
(Col. 1:15-20)

Colossians 1 presents Jesus himself as being present in all
that is. The Jesus who challenged the powers-that-be in his po-
litical and religious world and was executed for doing so em-
bodied the image “of the invisible God.” In Jesus, we find
linked inextricably together the presence of the creator God
and the message of genuine restorative justice manifested in
concrete acts of love and resistance. And this Jesus directly par-
ticipated in the creation of “all things in heaven and on earth.”

The work of creation, the reality of our physical world, and
the work of reconciling all things is the same work, coming from
the same source, seeking the same end. The Spirit of Jesus in-
fuses all of creation. In Christ, “all things hold together.” Fur-
thermore, through Christ, God works God’s reconciling, heal-
ing wonders for “all things, whether on earth or in heaven.”

We can look back to the Genesis creation account—the
Spirit of God moves over the waters at the beginning, the Spirit
of God is breathed into the dust of the earth to enliven the first
human being. Here is where trinitarian ideas make sense to me.
God the creator, the Holy Spirit, Jesus the savior, all join together
in the creation and sustenance of life, in the work that brings
healing and reconciliation to all things.

CREATION AND JUSTICE
This healing and reconciliation is what the Bible means by

justice.4 Not an eye for an eye. Not an impersonal principle of
balancing self-interests. Not holiness and wrath that respond
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to human brokenness and sin with punishing anger. No, by
“justice” the Bible much more has in mind God’s creativity that
brought into existence what is—out of love. God’s creativity
endlessly and steadfastly brings healing when what is is
marred by brokenness. Biblical justice restores relationships; it
makes whole that which has been damaged.

Justice is for the sake of life. God’s justice in the Bible is not
primarily retribution but salvation, not primarily punitive but
corrective. The justice of God may be seen as God’s saving
power, God’s fidelity to the role as the Lord of the covenant.
God created the earth and its inhabitants for harmonious rela-
tionships and continually acts, even amid human rebellion, to
effect those relationships.

The term justice in the Bible tends to merge with concepts
like “steadfast love,” “compassion,” “kindness,” and “salva-
tion.” Justice has ultimately to do with how a loving creator
has made the world. To be just is to live according to the cre-
ator’s will, to be in harmony with God, with fellow human be-
ings, and with the rest of creation—and not to rest until this is
the case for everyone else too.

The Bible’s connection between justice and life follows
from its ideas regarding creation. Biblical writers affirm “cre-
ation” as an act of the covenant-making God of Israel. Thus cre-
ation’s character coheres with the values of the covenant—love,
justice, peace, compassion—all the things that sustain and
nourish life. We find no disjunction between the creator God
and the covenant-making God. In fact creation was God’s first
covenant-making act. Thus covenant values (justice, love,
peace) ultimately are part of the very fabric of creation.

Human life originated as an expression of God’s covenant-
love. So all human action consistent with that love shares in
the basic meaning of creation—and is thereby “just.” The cre-
ation of humankind in the image of this God means that all
people need relationships with each other and with God. The
purpose of human activity is to help these relationships. Since
all people, simply by virtue of being people, are in the “image
of God” and thus have dignity and value, there is no justifica-
tion for discrimination and disregard of any human life. Injus-
tice is the severing of relationships; justice is their establish-
ment and/or restoration.
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The cosmos is created good. Being an aberration, evil can
and must be resisted. No evil is such an intrinsic part of the
structure of reality that it cannot be conquered by the creator’s
power. To conquer the power of evil—a power especially man-
ifested in the severing of relationships—is to do justice.

God’s will has to do with all parts of creation. There is noth-
ing that is autonomous from that will or that is ethically neu-
tral. The Bible challenges people of faith to carry out the cre-
ator’s will in all spheres of human existence.

Ultimately, the Bible makes no distinction between the
order of creation and the order of redemption. The creator-God
and the redeemer-God are one and the same. Biblical people
would never have recognized the creator-God without their
historical experience of the redeemer-God.

The Bible affirms the central theological reality in creation
as love. Therefore, faithfulness to the “creation mandate”
equals living lives of love. The heart of God’s character is stead-
fast love, which for God means desiring the good of all people.
This includes God’s enemies and especially social outcasts.
God’s love provides the model for God’s followers.

The Bible presents God’s justice as normative for the na-
tions, not just the covenant people. For example, when Amos
condemned the nations for their injustices, his readers would
not have questioned whether it was legitimate for him to do
so. God’s will was for all people, and all people were to be held
accountable to how they responded to that will. This is true be-
cause God is seen to be the creator of all that is. Justice is em-
bedded in creation (hence injustice is as unnatural as an ox
plowing the sea or a wall being crooked, Amos 6:12; 7:7).5

For biblical writers, creation theology came not from rea-
son but from their historical experience of God as redeemer.
However, the implications of their creation theology led them
to see all people as part of God’s creation, all people created in
God’s image, and all people accountable to God. These beliefs
primarily led to negative conclusions (like Amos’s) regarding
the actual practice of justice on the part of the nations. The ac-
countability generally was used to support the fact that the na-
tions too will be judged by God for being unjust.

However, we do see scattered examples of just people out-
side Israel (e.g., Rahab the harlot; the repentant people of Nin-
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eveh in Jonah; even, to some extent, Cyrus, the Persian leader).
These perhaps indicate that God’s justice was seen to be know-
able and doable by anyone—by virtue of one’s humanness.
Paul also seems to have this in mind in Romans when he writes
about Gentiles who follow the law (2:14-16).

In a nutshell, then, we see in the Bible a doctrine of creation
that places the way of Jesus right at the center from start to fin-
ish. The Bible teaches that the way of Jesus indeed goes with
the grain of the universe.

CREATION AND JESUS: WISHFUL THINKING?
But is this belief blind faith? Is it romantic, wishful think-

ing to believe that creation also witnesses to the way of Jesus?
In one discussion, a friend laughed at me as I proposed this
way of looking at the world. He invoked Voltaire’s Candide and
called me a Panglossian. Only after a little research did I real-
ize what an insult he gave me; a Panglossis a person who lives
by baseless optimism.

My friend could be right. However, in thinking of these is-
sues in the context of our discussion of theology as if Jesus mat-
ters, I believe we should start with the Bible’s doctrine of cre-
ation. We should recognize that based on our values as follow-
ers of Jesus, we see love of God and neighbor as at the heart of
reality. So we should begin with the assumption that nature (as
God’s creation) likely will confirm these values. This is our “hy-
pothesis.” Then, we consider the actual evidence. Do we in fact
find evidence in nature for a much more optimistic view than
reflected in the “red in tooth and claw” assumption?

Well, I will just say that I don’t think these friends of mine
I have mentioned who see a huge tension between nature and
the message of Jesus have proven their case. I recommend the
work of Mary Clark, a retired biologist and scholar of peace,
who has thought deeply about issues of violence, human na-
ture, and the interrelatedness of living creatures. In her impor-
tant book, In Search of Human Nature,6 she concludes that coop-
eration may be more fundamental to human nature than self-
ishness and competition.

She challenges the validity as a descriptor of human na-
ture the metaphor of the “Billiard Ball Gestalt” that “depicts
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isolated objects moving independently and colliding randomly
with each other. It models cause-and-effect, linear events of an
atomistic or individualistic worldview. The ‘Self’ is discrete
and separate from the whole.”7

She proposes as a more accurate metaphor the “Indra’s Net
Gestalt.” Here, the universe is “depicted by a jeweled net where
each jewel is connected to and hence reflects upon all the oth-
ers. No one entity can be its discrete, autonomous ‘Self’ inde-
pendent of its connectedness with the whole of reality.”8

This awareness of our interconnectedness points to coop-
eration as the basic creative force in human evolution. A key
factor that emerged as human beings evolved to greater intel-
ligence was an increase in the need for cooperation.

Becoming smarter (for whatever purpose) meant birthing
ever-more helpless, premature infants, and investing a
great deal of extra time and effort in nursing them, teach-
ing them, and protecting them. Females (who incidentally
gather well over half the group’s calories in extant forag-
ing societies) required increasing assistance from other
adults in watching over and protecting their helpless
young from predators, and for providing additional food
to the group’s cohort of mothers, especially during lacta-
tion, which eventually came to last four or five years.
[These] adaptational requirements . . . placed on . . . pri-
mates were increasingly critical for evolving hominids.9

Obviously, given the intense debates swirling around is-
sues of human nature, competition versus cooperation in the
evolutionary processes, and the like, we cannot prove that co-
operation is more central to human nature than competition.
We cannot prove that service more powerfully furthers human
adaptability to life on this earth than domination. That is, we
cannot prove that the way of Jesus goes with the grain of the
universe.

However, from the perspective of Christian theology, we
should be asking some hard questions of those who assume the
“red in tooth and claw” hypothesis. Is it merely a coincidence
that the emergence of this violent view of the natural world co-
incided historically with the emergence of what I want to call
a profoundly predatory view toward the natural world? What
kinds of political and economic practices have tended to be fur-



thered by views that see human life as “nasty, brutish, and
short” and characterized by intense competition for life’s re-
sources? Human cultures in the “civilized West,” those that
have been much more receptive to the innate competitiveness
view of human nature, have tended to reduce creation to a
source for economic goods. Such a reduction has led to the rape
and plunder of forests, oceans, waterways, prairie lands,
mountains, and so much worse.10

I believe projecting our violence onto nature has served an
analogous function to the way propaganda attributes blood-
thirstiness to our “enemies.” Since our enemies obviously do
not value life, we need not value their lives. That is, our por-
traying them as hopelessly violent serves our desire to rain vio-
lence upon them.

Likewise, if we project violence onto nature we more eas-
ily treat nature violently. If the universe is “red in tooth and
claw,” we human beings had better make sure the “red” comes
from nature’s “blood” and not our own.

I once read a fascinating book, called The Man Who Listened
to Horses, by Monty Roberts.11 His father was a well-known
trainer of horses, who himself wrote popular books about his
techniques. The father firmly believed in overpowering the
horse, teaching through pain who is the boss, breaking the
horse’s rebellious spirit. This is the way of nature, he insisted.
Tragically, though not surprisingly, Mr. Roberts treated his fam-
ily, including his son Monty, the same way—”spare the rod and
spoil the child”; nature itself teaches this, the father insisted.

Somehow, Monty intuitively realized that not only should
he as a child not be treated with such violence. He strongly sus-
pected that horses be shouldn’t either. So he began to develop
revolutionary techniques. And they worked. He terms it “gen-
tling” the horse, not “breaking” it. Sadly, Mr. Roberts rejected
his son’s insights—and rejected his son. He died with the rela-
tionship broken.

Monty Roberts bases his understanding of how to gentle
horses on his perceptions of how horses relate to each other.
He has learned how to make a creature to creature connection
with them that fosters a relationship, not a dynamic of brute
force and domination. He even tried his techniques out on deer
and found them to be responsive, too.
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Roberts has gone on to apply what he has learned to human
relationships with fruitful results. His basic saying on his web-
site could have come straight from Jesus: “Violence is never the
answer.” He founded an organization called “Join-Up Interna-
tional” that promotes gentle, more effective alternatives to vio-
lence and force in relationships with both horses and human
beings.

This is only one story. I find it encouraging, though. I have
called this chapter on creation theology, “This is God’s World:
So What?” As Christians, we do confess that the world we live
in is the product of the creative work of God. We also confess
that our present lives are the products of the creative work of
God. As God’s creatures, we are accountable to our creator.

In earlier chapters, we have reflected on Christian theol-
ogy as reflection on the significance of our confession that
Jesus’ message is the basis for our hierarchy of values. What
matters most to us, as Jesus’ followers, is loving God and neigh-
bor. Does this confession about God as creator, God’s message
of love, and our possibility of living in harmony such a mes-
sage cohere with our perception of the nature of nature?

This is what I believe follows from our confession that “this
is God’s world”: When we look for evidence of Jesus’ way in
the world around us, we might well be pleasantly surprised
by what we find. We might find that the world around us is
home for love, justice, and peace—amid the ambiguities and
alienations that remain all too common.

Canadian singer-songwriter Bruce Cockburn, throughout
his long career, has produced numerous songs that challenge
listeners toward hopefulness in response to well-aimed cri-
tiques of current expressions of oppression and injustice. In
“Down Where the Death Squad Lives” he tells the all-too-com-
mon story of violence in service of power. However, he does
not settle for despair but sees evil wrapped in love. It is not
only “bombs that fall from above” but also healing responses.12

Creation carries in it, reflecting the character of the Creator,
the capacity for life’s regeneration. To see evil wrapped in love
is certainly a statement of faith. However, creation itself does
offer some support for such an affirmation.

So, a theology of creation that shares Jesus’ hierarchy of
values will look for evidence that supports the centrality of
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love of God and neighbor. It will recognize that all of life is in-
terconnected and that reality itself is eloquently full of creativ-
ity; as Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote, “the world is charged
with the grandeur of God . . . Nature is never spent. . . . Because
the Holy Ghost over the bent world broods with warm breast
and with ah! bright wings.”13

All of life is interconnected. Native American philosopher
Gabriel Horn writes of the contrast between two ways of know-
ing. The first coheres with what Horn calls “our Original In-
tention.” “Take only what you need, live in harmony and bal-
ance with your environment, love the Earth. Such a thought
process does not allow artificial extensions, like the tools we
create or even the weapons we make, to become actual exten-
sions of the self.” People whose thought processes follow this
path do not believe they are superior to other life forms. All
things are necessary parts of wholeness.14

The other way of knowing “travels on an asphalt road.”
For this path, people’s artificial extensions, on which they in-
creasingly depend, are linked with their very identity. This
leads to an ever-widening separation not only from non-West-
ern peoples but also other life forms. The wheel is no longer
seen as something sacred but as a tool for moving faster.15

Our doctrine of creation should lead to an openness to the
richness of life, to what philosopher Albert Borgmann calls
“eloquent reality.”16 Many people have characterized recent
centuries as ones of deep alienation and brokenness. Such
alienation seems to follow from a worldview that has ab-
stracted from the non-human world all conscious intelligence
and purpose and meaning and then projected onto the world a
soulless machine. Richard Tarnas see that “this is the ultimate
anthropomorphic projection: a [human]-made machine, some-
thing not in fact ever found in nature. From this perspective, it
is the modern world’s own impersonal soullessness that has
been projected from within onto the world.”17

However, other perspectives are possible. “Eloquent real-
ity” is that which in this life, this world, is genuinely beautiful,
healing, soulful, invigorating. Reality understood thus is not
totally orderly, objective, controllable, or quantifiable.

Martin Buber articulated an understanding of the world
focused on relationships as the core of what is most real—in
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contrast to the world of use, control, and exploitation (the “It-
world”). Buber argued that the world we live in is where we
will encounter our peaceable God:

I know nothing of a “world” and of “worldly life” that
separate us from God. What is designated that way is life
with an alienated It-world, the life of experience and use.
Whatever goes out in truth to the world, goes forth to
God. Only he that believes in the world achieves contact
with it; and if he commits himself he cannot remain god-
less. Let us love that actual world that never wishes to be
annulled; . . . in all its terror, [daring] to embrace it with
our spirit’s arms—and our hands encounter the hands
that hold it.18
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6

How Does 
God Communicate?

[The Doctrine of Revelation]

THE UNDERSTANDINGS OF JESUS, God, Holy Spirit, and creation
that I have developed so far encourage optimism about our
possibilities for discerning God’s revelation in our lives and in
the world around us. We confess that God’s Spirit infuses all
that is, enlivening the created world.

In this chapter, we will pursue the implications of this con-
fession further in relation to the doctrine of revelation. We will
ask more specifically, How does God communicate? How do
we work at discerning the message of God amid all the mes-
sages with which we are bombarded? What role does the Bible
play in this discernment?

AN ALL-AUTHORITATIVE BIBLE?
Back in 1971 when I first began going to church as a

teenager, I attended a Bible Baptist Church. We were a Bible-
centered church. We saw the Bible as the perfect book, the Word
of God that provided clear direction for life. We believed that
God speaks to us directly through the Bible. When we opened
the Bible, we opened ourselves to God.

Most people in that church had beautiful Bibles with sup-
ple leather covers. These Bibles looked like no other kind of
book. And they were well used. Conversations and prayers
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were punctuated with Bible verses—in the King James Version.
This sense of certainty of our access to clear, authoritative di-
rection straight from God had great appeal for me. The reason
I had turned to faith was that I wanted answers; I wanted to
know the truth. And it seemed I had found it.

You simply did not question the authority of the Bible. That
was one of my first lessons. I realize now that along with this
message of the authority of the Bible, I also learned to defer to
human authority. My job as a Christian was not to think and
ask questions; my job was to listen and obey. Listen to God, for
sure, but also recognize that the voice of God comes through
the authoritative Bible. And, of more practical importance, lis-
ten to God through the authoritative preacher. Our congrega-
tion centered around our pastor. He preached every Sunday
morning, every Sunday evening, and every Wednesday
evening. Straight from the Bible.

So, if I had asked back then how God communicates, I
would have had a simple and obvious answer: God communi-
cates through the words of the Bible, each word fully inspired,
each word fully authoritative. If I had been honest and at least
a bit self aware, I would also have admitted that sometimes it
was hard for me to understand each word of the Bible. I was
thankful to have an authoritative preacher to help me hear the
Bible better and learn how I should obey it.

The question behind the question of how God communi-
cates is the question of why God communicates—what is the
point of God’s self-disclosure? What purposes does God’s com-
munication serve?

Now, our preacher was a kind man, not abusive or ex-
ploitative. He wasn’t on a power trip. Rather, he was a sincere
believer following the path that seemed best to him and his
congregation. But this is the message I got from him (and oth-
ers in the church) about why God communicates (which I now
believe is pretty much the opposite of the Bible’s actual mes-
sage): God communicates to us, I learned, to take us out of the
world. The reason God speaks through the Bible is tell us how
to have our souls saved and to tell us how Jesus will return and
take us away to heaven with him.

I took this message very seriously. When I went to college,
I agonized a bit over whether I should stay in college or not,
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since I expected Jesus to return soon. At one point someone
convinced me that the rapture would happen in 1981. Surely
my ambivalence about staying in college had nothing to do
with the low grades I received my first term!

So I read the Bible as a collection of verses that one way or
another all support the same basic idea—get saved and get out
of here. One of the study aids I was given was a set of cards
with Bible verses about salvation to memorize. These verses
were taken out of context and then put together to give the path
to salvation.

It is interesting how selective the use of proof texts was,
though. We had verses that helped us know that drinking al-
cohol was a terrible sin—a person really couldn’t be a Chris-
tian and a drinker. But what about the verse, “a little wine is
good for the stomach” or the story of Jesus miraculously pro-
viding wine for the wedding at Cana? Well, those verses didn’t
really say what they seemed to say. When Jesus turned the
water into wine, he was actually turning it into unfermented
grape juice—which is surely also what Paul had in mind as
well when he commended wine as a digestive aid. It was many
years before I came to question the authoritative teaching I was
given concerning alcohol.

As I look back now, it seems ironic to think of the first step
I took toward rethinking my view of the Bible. When I went to
college, someone recommended I get this new translation that
had just come out, the New International Version. I know now
that the NIV was created as a theologically conservative alter-
native to the Revised Standard Version. But to me then it was
radical because the first printings of the New Testament looked
just like a regular book. Hard cover, a couple of hundred pages
long, just a single column per page with regular-sized print.
When I showed it to a friend in my Baptist congregation, he
gasped in shock. It looked just like any other book. I still didn’t
think of the Bible as a human book, but the door had been
opened.

All along, though, I struggled with Bible study. I believed
with all my heart what I was taught about how important the
Bible was. It was God’s Word, without error, and the source of
the absolutes we need for knowing God’s will. But I simply
didn’t find the Bible interesting. I tried and tried to read it. I
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kept journals and struggled to memorize the important salva-
tion verses. I attended seminars called “Walk Through the
Bible” that helped us learn the names of the books of the Bible
and all sorts of interesting tidbits that would help us keep
things straight—such as how long it took the hundreds of thou-
sands of Hebrews to walk across the Red Sea at the exodus. But
the Bible just didn’t catch my imagination.

I realize now that for the Christianity I had joined with, the
real issue that mattered is the idea of a Holy Book. What was
important was our doctrine of the Bible (more so, when it came
down to it, than its content). The issue was authority. Christian-
ity, as I first learned of it, was basically a religion of authority,
of security, of certainty.

For my church, what mattered was a sense of having the
truth. We needed a point of safety amid a crazy and uncertain
world. The Bible helps provide a sense of security. Since the
God of all has spoken to us directly and completely reliably in
this book, we can simply turn to it and know exactly what’s
going on. Thus we may have perfect assurance that we are on
the winning side.

REIMAGINING BIBLICAL AUTHORITY
The key turning point for my theology came when I be-

came a pacifist. My pacifism did not emerge from my reading
of the Bible. I initially became a pacifist more due to a kind of
mystical awareness, an inner sense of clarity emerging out of
an awareness of the human costs of violence during the Viet-
nam War era.

However, I certainly still believed in the Bible. I had to
make sense of my pacifism biblically. It just so happened that
within a few months of my pacifist turn, I discovered the writ-
ings of John Howard Yoder and then of other Mennonite
thinkers such as Guy Hershberger and Millard Lind.1 During
this exciting time of growth, I would definitely have still advo-
cated for an inerrant Bible. My own inner awareness seemed
to match the teaching of the Bible—as made clear by Yoder and
the others.

Another issue that I cared about at this time was women
in church and society. I became convinced that women should

HOW DOES GOD COMMUNICATE?  93



be affirmed in church leadership, and I supported egalitarian
relationships. So I now disagreed with my fellow evangelical
Christians in being both pacifist and feminist. But I was certain
I had the Bible on my side. I taught a class and wrote a 100-
page manuscript arguing for biblical feminism.

I did not think I had to change my view of the Bible to hold
to my new progressive views. I still believe that, actually, but I
have changed my view of the Bible anyhow.

I found a new clarity amid vicious debates that swept the
North American evangelical community over the issue of bib-
lical inerrancy in the 1970s. I first encountered these debates as
one fully on the side of an error-free Bible. But then I read a
book called The Battle for the Bible2 by Harold Lindsell that
changed my views.

In fact, Lindsell argued vehemently in favor of inerrancy.
However, when I finished his book, I had abandoned that view.
It was my pacifism that made the difference. I became suspi-
cious of an argument that seemed so hostile, even violent. In
my suspicion, I was then opened to see the logical and practi-
cal problems with the way I had thought of the Bible. My con-
cerns were deepened when we went through an election in our
hometown that ended up denying equal rights to gay people—
and our evangelical friends used their inerrant Bible as a basis
for a lot of hostility.

So I was ready to go to seminary and learn a new way of
thinking of God’s communication. Having a chance to study
with John Howard Yoder and Millard Lind helped me tremen-
dously. I saw that they were people of profound faith, deeply
committed to the Bible and to peacemaking. But compared to
what I had been taught in the Bible Baptist Church, Lind and
Yoder had a whole different kind of Bible.

Most of all, what mattered about the Bible for my seminary
teachers was its witness to Jesus’ command to love God and
neighbor. The Bible witnesses to this call to love by telling a
story—a bunch of stories, of course, but stories that fit together
(loosely!) in pointing to one great story. This one great story
tells of God’s love that created us all with the freedom to resist
that love, that remains committed even when we do resist, and
that continues to persuade us to trust in that love and find heal-
ing.
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This was an entirely different perspective than the wrath-
ful God, fearful humanity, get saved and get out of here, iso-
lated proof-text, defensive, and obligation-oriented approach
to the Bible I had learned. The Bible became much more inter-
esting to me. It told about the challenges of living life here and
now, in history, with real human sorrows and joys, failures and
successes, struggles and moments of peace. The Bible became
a source of encouragement but also something to be questioned
and argued with. Something truly human in the best sense of
that term. A source for genuine conversation.

I also came to understand that God reveals Godself every-
where. The Bible itself is not this revelation. I can’t emphasize
this point strongly enough. The Bible itself is not this revelation.
The Bible witnesses to revelation, to God’s self-disclosure in cre-
ation, in the history of God’s people, in the human heart, and
in human relationships.

I now believe that, for Christians, the Bible matters because
of how it helps us interpret God’s self-disclosures that come to
us in all of life. We understand the big story of the Bible, and
the various little stories, as helping us discern how God com-
municates, what God communicates, and why God communi-
cates.

HOW DOES GOD COMMUNICATE?
How does God communicate? Through our senses,

through our relationships, through the physical world we live
in. But we have to have eyes to see and ears to hear to recog-
nize the communication as from God—and to respond to it ap-
propriately. Maybe we could think of God’s self-disclosure as
being like radio signals that always bombard us but need a re-
ceiver to be heard.

All these signals need to be sorted through. How do we
know what precisely God is communicating? This is where the
Bible comes in. We find in the Bible a clear sense of what kind
of things God wants to communicate. When we do theology
as if Jesus matters, we will recognize that Jesus certainly mat-
ters for discerning God’s self-disclosure. The story of Jesus tells
us that what matters most to God is love, caring for others, chal-
lenging injustice, seeking wholeness.
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The Bible is not a substitute for our experience, our dis-
cernment, and our taking responsibility for learning and act-
ing and listening and thinking. The Bible does not let us off the
hook and give us some kind of magical basis to avoid the com-
plexities of life. Not at all. Rather, the Bible is best seen as a
stimulus for experiencing and discerning and learning and act-
ing and listening and thinking.

The Bible is meant to help us be more faithfully human,
more ourselves, as we become more conformed to the purposes
God has for us in life.

WHY DOES GOD COMMUNICATE?
Why does God communicate? Because God wants us to

grow in love. God wants us to learn truth. God wants us to find
the power and hope we need to help transform the world. God
wants us to join in God’s work of healing.

For Christians, God is to be seen in all aspects of the cre-
ated universe—from the immensity of outer space to the mys-
teries of the atoms. The Psalms teem with allusions to the
beauty and majesty of the natural world. They draw from this
beauty and majesty a sense of worship and gratitude to Israel’s
Creator God. We find just one example in Psalm 65:

By awesome deeds you answer us with deliverance, O
God of our salvation; you are the hope of all the ends of
the earth and of the farthest seas. By your strength you es-
tablished the mountains; you are girded with might. You
silence the roaring of the seas, the roaring of their waves,
the tumult of the peoples. Those who live at earth’s far-
thest bounds are awed by your signs; you make the gate-
ways of the morning and the evening shout for joy.

You visit the earth and water it, you greatly enrich it;
the river of God is full of water; you provide the people
with grain, for so you have prepared it. You water its fur-
rows abundantly, settling its ridges, softening it with
showers, and blessing its growth. You crown the year with
your bounty; your wagon tracks overflow with richness.
The pastures of the wilderness overflow, the hills gird
themselves with joy, the meadows clothe themselves with
flocks, the valleys deck themselves with grain, they shout
and sing together for joy. (Ps. 65:5-13)
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Christians confess that life itself comes from God. Conse-
quently, any birth, the renewal of nature each spring, any thing
that enhances life discloses God.

Christians also believe that human rationality, the ability
to reason and solve problems, express characteristics of the One
in whose image human beings have been created.

In addition, our ability to love others and live in friend-
ship—as well as the devastation of isolation and loneliness—
reflect being created in the image of a social, relational God
(“male and female we created them,” Gen 1:27).

Another way that God is disclosed in human life is in fac-
ing consequences when we trust in realities other than God.
That is, in biblical language, idolatry carries with it intrinsic
consequences that reflect the nature of the created universe.
These consequences are best seen not as punishment for its own
sake so much as disharmony caused by traveling “off the track”
of the universe.

God is also disclosed in acts of liberation and salvation. In
the Jewish and Christian traditions, events such as the calling
of Abraham and Sarah; the exodus out of slavery in Egypt; the
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus have been key examples
of God revealed in liberating acts. Since the time of Jesus, God
has been revealed when oppressed people gain liberty and
when healing communities are formed and sustained. When
the way of Jesus is embodied in these ways that are in continu-
ity with the formative acts, they disclose God.

These formative acts, and many other stories of God’s heal-
ing involvement, were written down along with teachings
these communities believed came from God. Such writings,
gathered in the Christian “Scriptures,” provide the “master sto-
ries” that give the Christian community direction for its beliefs
and practices.

An early version of reciting the story of God’s revelation
through liberating acts in the history of God’s people—and the
use of this story to challenge present-day faithfulness—may
be found in the book of Joshua after the people of Israel had
entered the Promised Land.

Joshua reminds the people of their heritage. Long ago, their
forebears had served other gods “beyond the Euphrates.” In
mercy, God chose Abraham and gave him many offspring.



Abraham’s descendents, however, ended up enslaved in
Egypt. God’s mercies continued, though.

Then I sent Moses and Aaron, and I plagued Egypt with
what I did in its midst; and afterwards I brought your an-
cestors out of Egypt, you came to the sea; and the Egyp-
tians pursued your ancestors with chariots and horsemen
to the Red Sea. When they cried out to the Lord, he put
darkness between you and the Egyptians, and made the
sea come upon them and cover them; and your eyes saw
what I did to Egypt. (Josh. 24:5-7)

After the exodus, God led the people through the wilder-
ness and eventually to their destination.

I gave you the land on which you had not labored, and
towns that you had not built, and you live in them; you eat
the fruit of vineyards and oliveyards that you did not
plant. Now therefore revere the Lord and serve him in sin-
cerity and in faithfulness; put away the gods that your an-
cestors served beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve
the Lord. (Josh. 24:13-14)

The Bible, this collection of the master stories, serves as the
basis for the community’s discernment concerning other ap-
parent disclosures from God. The content of these other forms
of revelation is measured against the content of the Bible. So,
while Christians understand God to disclose Godself in many
ways, they give a privileged status to the Bible. The authentic-
ity of these communications is tested by how well the alleged
disclosure coheres with the disclosure of God in Scripture.

A late statement of this conviction may be found in the fa-
mous verses from 2 Timothy that also emphasize the point of
these stories being the encouragement to faithful living:

All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching,
for reproof, for correction, and for training in justice, so
that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient,
equipped for every good work. (2 Tim. 3:16-17)

Other forms of God’s self-disclosure to God’s people in-
clude a variety of personal ways of communication, such as
dreams, visions, prayer, meditation, and special insights.
Christians see these all as subservient to God’s self-disclosure
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in Scripture and evaluate them in relation to Scripture. They
also understand the ongoing discernment of the community of
faith (“tradition”) to be a form of revelation, likewise subject
to Scripture.

Echoing the language of 2 Timothy 3, Christians confess
that the Bible is “inspired” by the Holy Spirit—meaning essen-
tially that God participated in the writing, preservation, and
interpretation of the books of the Bible. The God who created
the universe and who has acted in history in ways that have
fostered healing the brokenness of relationships between
human beings and God, also guided the writings that were ul-
timately collected into the book Christians confess to be their
Scripture.

THE BIBLE AND JESUS
The Bible’s meaning for Christians rests most of all on its

being our source for information about Jesus. From the Bible
we learn of God’s entry into human history in a particular
human being whose life and teaching reveal the character of
God, the will of God for human beings, and the approach God
takes in providing salvation for all who trust in God. The rest
of the Bible, Old Testament and New Testament, provides the
context we need properly to understand God’s revelation in
Jesus.

The Bible gives us the story of Jesus and the broader set-
ting in which the Jesus story makes sense. Thus, it provides us
with the “master story” we need for an orienting framework
to understand human existence. As the master story, the Bible
provides direction, clarity, norms, and standards for what is
true and for what is God’s will for human life.

The nature of the Bible as the meaning-full Scripture of the
faith community follows from the confession that Christians
make concerning its status. The meaningful element of the con-
tent of the Bible most of all takes the form of an ongoing story
that is persuasive, relational, and evocative of faith for those
who confess it to be revelation from God. The meaning of the
Bible, then, is not so much coercive and “outside-of-us” as it is
trust-based, the consequence of a freely made choice to accept
its normativity.
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The core meaning of the Bible takes the form of a story that
we are invited (not forced) to join, to identify as our own story.
As such a story (Christians confess, the foundational story), the
Bible is not seen as a blueprint believers follow out of fear and
in a spirit of legalism. Rather, it is a friend and guide whose
power stems from its trustworthiness as a basis for healthy liv-
ing and belief.

We fully grasp the Bible’s truthfulness only as we live with
it, following its directives. It is not so much objective, obvious
to all eyes, outside-of-us, scientifically verifiable “truth” as it is
“personal truth.” The Bible’s truth becomes operative as we as-
sent to it, trust in it, and live in relationship with it.

The story of Jesus provides the “angle” for interpreting the
broad variety of materials included in the Bible. As believers
accept Jesus’ authority as their savior, teacher, and guide, we
will recognize the authority of the source of our understand-
ing of Jesus—and understand the materials in that source in
light of the message of Jesus.

CHALLENGES IN UNDERSTANDING THE BIBLE
One of the major challenges in understanding the Bible cor-

rectly is that it comes to us from a great distance. It was writ-
ten thousands of years ago, in languages very different from
our own, and in cultures very different from ours.

Nonetheless, we are able to assume significant common
ground between ourselves and the biblical people. We are all
human beings with similar questions and more commonalities
than differences. The kinds of issues that were alive for the bib-
lical writers remain alive in our world.

We have biblical translators who build on a remarkable his-
tory of careful scholarship. Yes, we must recognize the lack of
perfect understanding of the languages of the original writings
of the Bible (not to mention that we do not have the original
writings but only copies dating from much later times than
their original composition). Nevertheless, we may trust that
we are able to approach with a pretty high level of accuracy
the intentions of the biblical writers.

However, these various distances do remind us that the
truths of the Bible are most reliable in their broad articulation.
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The most meaningful content of the Bible begins with its gen-
eral themes of God’s love and the people’s response to that love
over time. Many of the more specific statements in the Bible
are difficult to apply directly—such as the commands for par-
ents to execute rebellious children (Deut. 21:18-21) and the
commands for women to be silent in the church (1 Cor. 14:34-
35)—because we cannot be certain of their precise context and
their specific intent. However, we may with great confidence
apply the more general thematic truths that tell us of God’s
character and human struggles. What matters most as a source
for our beliefs and practices is the story of the Bible as a whole
that witnesses to the reality of Jesus Christ.

Another problem for many people in relation to the Bible
is the existence of what seem to be many internal inconsisten-
cies and historical inaccuracies.

A key element to dealing with this problem is to recognize
the nature of the biblical materials. The Bible is not a history
book in the modern, scientific sense. It is a collection of pre-
modern stories and exhortations that were written according
to the standards of ancient expressions of faith, not the stan-
dards of modern historical research. Readers of the Bible
should not read it expecting perfection of facts and details.

The Bible itself emphasizes that heroes of faith are very
human—but still serve as channels of God’s truth. “We have
this treasure in earthen vessels,” Paul wrote of his own min-
istry’s frailty (2 Cor. 4:7). The principle here applies to the Bible
itself as well. The value of the “treasure” is measured by its ca-
pability to connect people with God and to provide clear di-
rection for faithful living.

In the overall scheme of things, the historical accuracy of
the Bible is quite remarkable. The biblical stories, as near as we
can ascertain, are believable on historical grounds to a surpris-
ing degree. Yet we must also remember that the biblical writ-
ers intended to tell stories that would buttress faith and chal-
lenge life practices. The writers are preachers, proclaiming the
“good news” of God’s saving love. The Bible succeeds in its in-
tent as a confession of faith, not a “proof” based on irrefutable
facts.

Another type of problem with the Bible is that it seems to
contain numerous ethically problematic emphases. Three
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prime examples are positive portrayals of sexism, military vio-
lence, and slavery.3

The presence of these emphases must be acknowledged;
they are too prominent to be denied. For Christians, though,
the Bible is to be read directionally. Jesus provides the center
to the Bible. The rest of the Bible outside of the immediate sto-
ries related to Jesus are to be read as in some sense pointing to-
ward the core message of Jesus.

For example, let’s consider the sexism of the Bible. Read-
ing the Bible as being centered on the message of Jesus (and re-
membering the deep sexism of Jesus’ culture) helps us to see
the remarkable ways that Jesus overturned the sexism of his
day. Jesus’ message clearly points toward the equality of the
sexes in God’s eyes. With Jesus’ message in mind, we then look
at the Old Testament in a way that especially notices hints that
point ahead to Jesus. We should assume, I believe, that in rela-
tion to sexuality as with other issues, Jesus understood himself
as being compatible with the basic thrust of the Old Testament.

We will see such hints—for example, we will notice that
the creation story in Genesis 1 emphasizes that both male and
female constitute the image of God. We will notice that at times
women play a surprisingly important part in the story—
prophets and judges such as Sarah, Miriam (Exod. 15:20-21),
and Deborah (Judg. 4–5). There are stories such as Judah and
Tamar (Gen. 38), the Levite and his concubine (Judg. 19), and
David and Bathsheba (2 Sam. 11–12) that point toward implicit
critiques of sexual violence and exploitation. The special em-
phasis of prophets on the responsibility of Israel to care for wid-
ows (for example, Exod. 22:22-24 and Deut. 24:17-22) also re-
flects an implicit critique of oppressive patriarchy that left these
women in particularly vulnerable positions.

When read as a whole and in light of Jesus, the Bible ulti-
mately points to the affirmation of the equality of women with
men. The Bible provides bases for refuting sexism.

The Bible is a document written by human beings, written
in specific times and places, written about human experiences
and human perceptions of God. Ultimately, it is only as a human
document that the Bible mediates the divine.

The reality of what the Bible is reflects the reality of what
human life is. Human life is tentative, ambiguous, mixed, and
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fragile. We find greatness, beauty, wisdom, and joy in human
experience. We also find violence, selfishness, ugliness, bitter-
ness, and anger. To see truth, to grow in wholeness, to experi-
ence love—these all take perspective, insight, faith, and trust.
That’s how we benefit from the Bible. The Bible is not some-
thing from the outside of human experience. Rather, it is a
record of human experience. With insight, we find in this
record stories, images, pictures that can engender our growth.
These help us to understand truth now, here in our world of
human ambiguity.

In many ways, the trust we develop in the Bible is similar
to trust we develop in a friend. It grows gradually as we expe-
rience the friend to be trustworthy. Sometimes the friend isn’t
always trustworthy; then we have to let the trust gradually
grow back. This is all part of human relationships. Ultimately,
though, the growth of this trust is also a matter of a series of
choices. We decide that yes we will trust at least a bit more, be-
lieving that this trust is worth some work. Our approach to the
Bible is similar. So, too, is our approach to God and to life it-
self. We trust a little, we find the trust rewarded—but we also
must choose to risk, to test. To fall back a little and then build
back up.

Gabriel Josipovici points out that we say our yes to the
Bible “as we do to people, to the degree that we grow to feel
we can trust” Scriptures. He suggests that “moments of ordi-
nariness” and of “vulnerability,” when we’re hungry, when
we’re in tears, are what allow us to experience both person and
Bible “as our own.”4 At these moments, we find that the Bible
is authentic to life. We find we can trust that, yes, here is some-
thing that offers insight and empathy—and spiritual nourish-
ment and encouragement.

The Bible meets us in our ambiguity with its own ambigu-
ities. We gain the most from the Bible not by looking to it ex-
pecting perfection. Doing that leads us either to bow down be-
fore it with a closed mind or to reject it when we realize that it
doesn’t meet our ideal of perfection. Either case cuts off the
conversation before it gets started. Rather, we gain the most by
accepting the Bible as it comes to us.

The Bible reflects the nitty-gritty realism of everyday life.
It contains contradictory voices. It blesses kingship and power
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politics and it condemns them. It pictures Jesus as a super-
human, faultless stranger from heaven and as a flesh-and-blood
Jewish carpenter sweating and crying and doubting God. It
promises wealth and happiness to the faithful and it promises
a cross to the faithful. We can’t read the Bible with an attitude
that now we can turn off our critical faculties and just be told
what is true. We have to keep thinking. We still have to make
choices and interpret and weigh. Just like we do in life.

Most of all, though, the Bible gives us stories of human be-
ings. Finite, at times broken human beings, almost always with
very realistic strengths and weaknesses. These are human be-
ings who fail, who grow, who make poor decisions, who are
weak and yet capable at times of great deeds. 

We read of scoffing Sarah giving birth at an old age. We
read of stuttering Moses resisting the great Pharaoh God-king.
We read of arrogant David, given power and wealth due to his
wisdom and courage and trust in God, and wasting it all by
acting on his lust toward another man’s wife. We read of shat-
tered Jeremiah, speaking profound words of grief and insight
and hope, during Israel’s darkest days. We read of trembling
Mary, accepting her fate despite great cost, to mother the great-
est prophet of all. We read of self-righteous Paul, brought to
the end of his pious rope with his shattering encounter with
God on the road to Damascus. He is then restored to proclaim
the most radical kind of mercy.

These people meet God and gain a measure of healing.
However, the healing is always partial. Moses doesn’t make it
to the Promised Land. Jeremiah dies in exile. Paul never es-
capes the struggle with his thorn in the flesh. Nonetheless, this
partialness indicates the measure of healing we may hope for—
incomplete at best, but still genuine.

To listen to the Bible is to be better able to listen to life. The
Bible speaks out of the heartbeat of actual life—everyday peo-
ple wrestling with God, wrestling with disappointment,
wrestling with brokenness. Out of this ongoing process of
wrestling, some healing, they do know some growth, they do
know some joy—with hope for more.

To know there will be some healing is part of what we have
to gain from assenting to the world of the Bible. The Bible wit-
nesses to healing power. This power works tocreate goodness
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out of chaos. This power works to liberate slaves from Egypt.
This power works to sustain faith amid the rubble of the shat-
tered ancient Jerusalem temple. This power keeps life and love
going even after the crucifixion. The Bible witnesses to this
healing power. That witness seeks to find listeners, even today.
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7

Humanness: 
A Blessing or a Curse?

[The Doctrine of Humanity]

QUITE A FEW THEOLOGIES TAKE HUMANITY as their starting point.
I can understand why, since theology is human work—our re-
flections as human beings on the big issues of life. However, I
have chosen to pick up the doctrine of humanity (“theological
anthropology”) only in this seventh chapter. I believe our re-
flections up to now have given us a better perspective for a the-
ological affirmation of our humanity.

One of my favorites theologians is Abraham Joshua Hes-
chel, the great Jewish thinker who died in 1972. A little over
forty years ago, he wrote a profound little book called Who is
Man? Heschel laments the negative view of humanness in our
modern world. The human being, he writes, “is being exces-
sively denounced and condemned by artists, philosophers, and
theologians.”

Heschel asks, What does the modern worldview say about
us? That we’re “beasts” except with the great difference that
we know we’ll die. So “You must cling to life as you can and
use it for the pursuit of pleasure and of power.” Heschel con-
cludes that humans have “few friends in the world, certainly
very few in the contemporary literature about them. The Lord
in heaven may prove to be humanity’s last friend on earth.”1

While some Christian thinkers would tend to agree with
Heschel’s perspective, a great deal of Christian theology—aca-
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demic and popular—more likely reinforces the problems Hes-
chel laments. In the actual view of humankind, Christian the-
ology often has differed little from secular philosophy.

HOSTILITY TOWARD HUMANNESS
The roots of this hostility toward humanness go back a long

way. In the Christian tradition, I’d say, they go back at least to
the fourth century, to the theology of Augustine, to the power-
ful doctrine of original sin. This doctrine evolved into John
Calvin’s doctrine of total depravity. Human life, in the immor-
tal words of a later Augustinian named Thomas Hobbes, is in-
evitably “nasty, brutish, and short.” We are born sinful, rebel-
lious, and basically despicable.

It is highly ironic though, that these views led to strong
support for violent governmental control over the general pop-
ulation. I have never understood the logic. Why does belief in
human depravity lead to trust in people with power? Why do
we think rulers will transcend their own depravity and use
their monopoly on violence in undepraved ways?

Tying together negative views of humanness with support
for domination systems has a long and still vital history. Read
the newspaper editorials—we’re all pretty bad, we’re told.
That’s why we need so much military and police violence, to
keep our human proclivity toward evil in check. But what
about the human proclivity toward evil of those building, buy-
ing, and wielding the guns?

It’s not just theology that is hostile toward human nature.
A lot of modern science is, too. Read popular writers such as
Edward O. Wilson, Richard Dawkins, and Steven Pinker. These
avowed atheists talk about total depravity in ways that would
make a Calvinist nod in vigorous agreement. Our behavior
stems from our selfish genes. We males naturally fight and
struggle for dominance. It’s a dog-eat-dog world. (I have to say
that after years of living intimately with our dogs Sophie and
Trika, I believe this slander against dogs does reflect a kind of
human depravity!)

The air we breathe in our culture, the images with which
we are bombarded, and the lifeblood of our economic life all
tell us that the natural human condition is based on our innate
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selfishness. And our received theology does little to challenge
this. Indeed, we are told humans are born sinful, rebellious,
and alienated. We are born in sin.

Most Christians, in face of their belief in humanity’s pro-
found depravity, have focused their energies on escaping this
world of sorrows. Going back to Augustine, we are taught of
the “city of man,” the city of brokenness and inevitable sorrow,
pain, and conflict. This is the fate of all human historical exis-
tence. Then we have the city of God, the hope for after we die.
Only after we die will the way of love be the norm. Only then
will we be transformed, cleansed of our original sin, and finally
empowered to be good. The best we can do now are small, al-
most symbolic, nods toward peace and love—mostly experi-
enced as peace as order and love as kindly feelings.

JESUS: LOVE DEFINES HUMANNESS
However, if we seek to do our theology as if Jesus matters,

we will shape our values by Jesus’ own hierarchy of values. We
will take seriously what Jesus himself taught about our hu-
manity and his expectations for how human beings might live
in this life. As we do so, we will be in tension with these nega-
tive notions of humanness that see humanness much more as
a curse than a blessing.

My conviction, in light of Jesus’ message, is that love de-
fines humanness. And the humanness love defines is not only
“pre-fall,” Adam and Eve before they ate the forbidden fruit
and changed forever our possibilities as human beings in this
world. The humanness that love defines is not only an ideal for
the heavenly city of God beyond history and death.

The humanness that love defines is the humanness of the
woman who bathed Jesus’ feet in her tears and “costly oint-
ment” because of her love (Luke 7:36-50). The humanness that
love defines is the humanness of the father who greeted his
wayward, prodigal son with unconditional welcome when he
returned from the dead (Luke 15:11-32). The humanness that
love defines is the costly and risky generosity of the Samaritan
merchant who stopped along the Jericho road to save the life
of a person he had been socialized to hate as an ethnic and re-
ligious “other” (Luke 10:25-37).
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Human love, according to theology done as if Jesus mat-
ters, is a description of our basic nature. It is a realistic expec-
tation. It is why we are here. When we love we are most our-
selves. It is the most natural thing we can do.

However, and this is a huge “however,” the “however” that
explains the entire biblical story following Genesis 3, we are
damaged. We are not fully in touch with and do not act fully
in harmony with our basic human nature. Each of us is dam-
aged, our human societies are damaged, our world as a whole
is damaged. So it is not enough to define humanness in terms
of our basic nature as loving beings. We are also damaged.

And the terrible irony is that our damage exploits our basic
nature as compassionate, loving beings born to affiliate with
others. Our damage exploits our loving nature and turns it
against us. We need others as a fundamental part of who we
are. We are made to connect with, to join with others. Because
of this basic need, we are vulnerable and fragile. We are, that
is, easily damaged.

A terrible example of our fragility, of how our human lov-
ing nature is easily exploited, may be seen in the sophistica-
tion of our present-day American military. Journalists inter-
viewing American soldiers have been surprised to learn of the
educated antiwar sentiments expressed by many soldiers. How
can these young people, at least some of whom know what’s
going on and do not support it, nonetheless keep fighting? One
major reason is the military’s technique of creating cohorts of
soldiers. They go through basic training together, bond closely
with each other, and then go to war together. Thus, many will
say, sure this war sucks, it’s a fraud, but I’m still going to go
fight because my buddies depend upon me.

This human need for connection, even for friendship—one
of our strongest drives—carries much more weight than the
drive to violence, or the drive to support one’s home country.
And this need can be exploited to create fighters.

So, even in the heart of the beast we see evidence of a very
different take on human nature than we get in the theological
tradition, in the modern worldview, and in popular culture.
We are not isolated billiard balls, inherently selfish and com-
petitive. We are part of a web of life.2 We seek affiliation. We
need love, and we are naturally capable of sharing love.
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BIBLICAL SUPPORT FOR JESUS�’ PERSPECTIVE
Jesus’ affirmation of humanness as a blessing fits with

other parts of the Bible. From start to finish the Bible portrays
human beings addressed by God as responsible beings, capa-
ble of understanding and responding to God’s call—in this life.

Let’s look briefly at just a few biblical texts that support
this assertion, beginning with Genesis one, where we read of
our being created in God’s image.

God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, accord-
ing to our likeness; and let them have dominion
over . . . all the wild animals of the earth. . . .” So God cre-
ated humankind in his image . . . ; male and female he cre-
ated them. God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be
fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and
have dominion over . . . every living thing that moves
upon the earth.” God said, “See I have given you every
plant yielding seed that is upon the face of all the earth,
and every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them
for food. And to every beast of the earth, and to every bird
of the air, and to everything that has the breath of life, I
have given every green plant for food.” And it was so.
God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was
very good. (Gen. 1:26-31)

This final act in the creation story stands as the culmina-
tion of creative work that is good, very good, so good that when
it was done God could take a rest, a time of contentment. The
image of God, male and female, provides human beings with a
vocation—be fruitful, multiply, cultivate life and abundance in
this good creation God has placed human beings in. It is natu-
ral for human beings to do this work of creativity and bringing
forth fruit in community, to all the ends of the earth.

Although Christian theology in the Augustinian tradition
has placed a huge break between human beings before the fall
of Adam and Eve and after, Psalm 8 actually pretty much re-
peats Genesis one in speaking of post-fall humanity.

O Lord, . . . when I look at your heavens, the work of your
fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established;
what are human beings that you are mindful of them,
mortals that you care for them? Yet you have made them a
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little lower than God, and crowned them with glory and
honor. You have given them dominion over the works of
your hands; you have put all things under their feet, all
sheep and oxen, and also the beasts of the field, the birds
of the air, and the fish of the sea, whatever passes along
the paths of the seas. (Ps. 8)

God has made human beings just a little lower than God,
crowned with glory and honor, and given us dominion over
the works of God’s hand—a call to be stewards, to work fruit-
fully, to glorify the maker of heaven and earth.

Genesis 1 and Psalm 8 anchor the celebration of human-
ness in God’s creative work and in God’s love for us. We also
find texts in the New Testament that convey a sense of God’s
love for human beings as the foundational reality concerning
our worth. Here are words from Jesus:

Do not worry about your life. . . . Is not life more than food,
and the body more than clothing? Look at the birds of the
air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and
yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more
value than they? . . . Consider the lilies of the field, how
they grow; they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even
Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one of these.
But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive
today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not
much more clothe you—you of little faith? . . . Strive first
for the kingdom of God and God’s justice, and all these
things will be given to you as well. (Matt. 6:25-33)

Jesus anchors the high value that human beings have in the
care and respect God has for us. He also emphasizes that be-
cause we are loved by God (and therefore are good), we may
devote ourselves to seeking to further God’s justice in the
world. Jesus actually presents quite an optimistic view of
human possibilities—along with his sober realism about the
powers of injustice that oppose the kingdom of God in the
world.

Paul reiterates Jesus’ affirmation of God’s love that gives
worth to humankind.

While we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for
the ungodly. . . . God proves his love for us in that while
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we were still sinners Christ died for us. . . . If while we
were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the
death of his Son, much more surely, having been recon-
ciled, will we be saved by his life. But more than that, we
even boast in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through
whom we have now received reconciliation. (Rom. 5:6-11)

Paul clearly understands that humanity lives in an alien-
ated condition, separated from God’s love by our bondage to
the power of sin. However, he emphasizes powerfully that God
responds to this alienation with transforming love. God proves
the worth of human beings by reaching out to us in the most
profound way possible, bringing reconciliation through Jesus’
self-sacrifice.

Our passages from Matthew and Romans reemphasize
God’s love and care as the basis for our value. As Abraham
Heschel wrote, the Lord of heaven and earth is our best friend.
Jesus states in Matthew 6 that we get clues of just how much
God cares for us as human beings when we see God’s care for
the birds of the air and the lilies of the field. God cares for us
even more.

Paul states in Romans 5 that even when our damage leads
us to live in rebellion, God values us so much that Jesus brings
us salvation. God loves us even when we make God our enemy.
Paul goes on in Romans to summarize the most fundamental
law that we are called to follow as saved people. “‘Love your
neighbor as yourself.’ Love does no wrong to a neighbor; there-
fore, love is the fulfilling of the law” (13:9-10).

THEOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY IN LIGHT OF JESUS
Paul, of course, only repeats Jesus’ core statement of faith:

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and all
your soul, and you shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt.
22:37-40). Jesus’ words here provide a good jumping off point
to summarize a theological anthropology in light of Jesus.

This statement by Jesus tells us several important things:
(1) The core meaning of life is love, trust, and mutuality. We
are valued. It is appropriate for each of us to take up space in
the world. (2) We find ourselves insofar as we are oriented to-
ward God, the God of love. That is, we find ourselves insofar
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as we may say yes to God, and to life. Life is characterized by
abundance and not scarcity. (3) We find ourselves insofar as we
are oriented toward other people. We are social creatures with
a need and an ability for friendship—and we wither without
friendship.

As human beings we are worshiping creatures. We orient
ourselves toward that in which we place ultimate value. As the
psalmist wrote (115:3-8), we become like that which we wor-
ship. When we genuinely worship the true God, we become
like God—loving, merciful, just, peaceable, kind. When we are
unloving, judgmental, unjust, violent, and unkind, we make
clear that we are worshiping something other than the true
God.

Human beings contain a mixture of attributes that foster a
sense of tension. On the one hand, we are limited, finite, and
dependent on God and other human beings. On the other hand,
we are imaginative, spiritual, and creative. We are limited by
our earthiness yet also able to imagine not being limited. We
are material creatures with a sense of life beyond the material.

As well, we are language users. We communicate with one
another through our use of language. We communicate across
time through the language people in other times and places
have used. Being language users means that we are linked with
traditions, uses from the past.

We are communal, communicating with others through
language. We are rational, using language to reason and solve
problems. We are symbolic—our language tells about reality
but is also removed from the reality it describes. Hence, our
words are perspectival, limited, capturing only incompletely
that of which they speak.

The Christian view recognizes that we gain our essential
humanness in relation to God, even while it also recognizes
that as language users we are not capable of fully describing
God or our experiences.

Scripture presents human beings as having been created
good. This “goodness” is not the same as perfection. Goodness
is an attribute assigned by God, meaning that we are created
as God wants us to be. We remain good in this sense—loved
by God. As God’s good creatures, we are of intrinsic value. We
are created good also in the sense that this means that we are
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able to be responsive to God, able to live in relationship with
God.

Let’s return to Genesis 1. In considering the story of hu-
manity’s creation in Genesis, we encounter a powerful
metaphor that Christian theology has been highly interested
in. Genesis tells us that we are created in “the image of God”
(1:27). 

Based on this text, we should begin our reflections about
the “image” with the exercise of creative power. Human be-
ings, echoing characteristics of God, are given the ability to
shape our environment. In Genesis 1, God’s “kingly” power
creates what is. Human beings, then, are created to share this
power. Thus we are given the vocation of exercising responsi-
ble stewardship in relation to God’s creation.

Genesis 1 also tells us that as beings created in God’s image,
we have been created male and female. Inferred here, human
beings created in God’s image are relational creatures. We are
created to relate with God and with one another.

The New Testament speaks of Jesus as being the “image”
of God (2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15). This identification implies that
Jesus’ way of being human provides the norm for all of us. God
created us in God’s image, and Jesus reveals the core charac-
teristics of that image. Jesus’ way of being human meant being
loving, just, willing to suffer, intimate with God, in partnership
with others, inclusive of outcasts, in general revealing a king-
dom “upside-down”3 in relation to the sense of “kingship” of
his day and age.

Jesus as King (Messiah, Christ) in the New Testament
shares central characteristics with God as King in Genesis 1.
These include using creative, non-coercive power and giving
to human beings the vocation to “be fruitful and multiply”
(Gen. 1:28), with the New Testament version being to “go into
all the world and make disciples” (Matt. 28:19).

HUMANITY IN THE IMAGE OF GOD
Genesis 1 refers to humans being in the “image of God,”

and the New Testament refers to Jesus as being in the “image
of God” (Col. 1:15). Hence, affirming that humans exist in
God’s image means that we are, in our essence, relational, cre-
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ative, powerful, rational, communicative, aware, and gifted
with free will.

Linking the two references to the image of God, we may
conclude that Jesus indeed is the model human being, our
guide for our theological anthropology. In Jesus we see two key
aspects of the calling of human beings. First God calls us to live
responsibly. We are to take responsibility to follow God’s will,
to live with trust in God, to care for other people and creation,
to be creative, and to respect others. Second, God calls us to
love. Jesus showed this love in his “Abba relationship” with
God and with his openness to all sorts of people.

In the Christian confession that in Jesus God was incar-
nated in human flesh, we also confess that God endorses and
is committed to humanness. Jesus shows what all human be-
ings might become. We tend toward God. We also tend toward
nature. We are spiritual and material. Human beings are “bio-
historical creatures.”4 That is, our physical life begins and ends.
We have instincts. We exist in time. We share many essential
characteristics with other animals. We are “flesh and blood.”

From within a Christian framework, we confess that as fi-
nite, fragile, limited creatures we depend upon God for life.
We confess that our origins rest in God’s creative intent. We
also confess that our ongoing sustenance depends upon God
“providing rain and sunshine in due season.” Our hope for life
beyond death rests on God’s resurrecting power, not on some-
thing inherent in our physical or spiritual makeup.

While recognizing our bio-historical nature, we also con-
fess that we are not reducible to physical and instinctual ele-
ments (in contrast, say, to the thought of evolutionary psychol-
ogists such as E. O. Wilson and Steven Pinker). We are not sim-
ply quantifiable machine-like entities—though we also believe
(in contrast to some forms of modern scientism) that nature it-
self is also not simply a quantifiable machine-like entity.5

We understand life to be the breath of God, not mere ran-
dom chance. Each human being has inestimable value. Each
has non-quantifiable and non-reducible elements. Each of us
has a spiritual aspect that touches on all aspects of our being
with creativity and love.

Human beings are unique in the animal realm in having
consciousness ahead of time of our inevitable deaths. This
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knowledge shapes our lives.6 We also have consciousness of
our spiritual natures and an ability (and longing) to relate to
God, to the infinite, to the eternal and transcendent, a sense of
mystery. Human beings combine in volatile ways, flesh and
spirit, an anchoring in earthly existence combined with imagi-
nation, a longing for the stars.

When we look at the development of newborn human be-
ings, we also find evidence that love is of the essence of our hu-
manness. Humans are born utterly dependent on others. Re-
quiring nurture to live, we enter the world powerless to care
for ourselves. Our first and most primal experience is of need-
ing nurturing love simply to exist. And this dependence con-
tinues for much, much longer than it does for any other ani-
mal. Without love, human beings would be extinct.7

Think about our ongoing lives and these two questions:
What are our most fundamental survival needs as human be-
ings? And what elements of our lives give us the most pleas-
ure? Notice that several of the exact same things are high on
both lists. Our survival needs and our pleasures often go to-
gether.

We need to eat. Our lives, like other animals’, are to a large
extent organized around our meals. We think in terms of work-
ing so we may “put food on the table.” At the same time, we
love to eat. Most us, when we think back to the times in our
lives when we have had the most fun, find that these have often
involved food. Our taste buds generally give us pleasure—as
does the feeling of have a satisfied stomach after we have been
hungry.

We need to drink. We love to drink. Few pleasures are as
intense as a glass of cold water when thirst is strong. We also
enjoy many other beverages beyond simply satisfying our
thirst.

Sex is very pleasurable, and we don’t continue as a species
without it. When we talk about our “sex drive” we do not sim-
ply have in mind some kind of need we feel to have children.
We also know that the sex drive is linked with a “pleasure
drive.” As social creatures we need friendship to survive.
Friendship brings us great joy.

The overlapping of our survival needs and our deepest
pleasures tells us something profound about the nature of life.
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We human beings are not simply automatons with strong sur-
vival instincts that govern our behavior. Much more so, we are
creatures who love the activities that keep us alive. Life is meant
to be good. Our humanness is meant to be a source of joy.

So here is the basic picture: Our humanness is a blessing,
not a curse. We are created by a loving God to love and to be
loved—and we can do just that, we must do just that. Maybe
survival of the fittest is the law of life—but what makes us fit?
Not a quest for domination. Not selfishness. But love and shar-
ing and mutuality.

HUMANITY AS DAMAGED (SINFUL)
As I said before, we cannot avoid the reality, however, that

we humans are damaged. We live in a damaged world. Our
lovingness is turned against us. Look at the basic survival
needs I mentioned—food, drink, sex, friendship. Each is a
source of profound pleasure, but each can become an obses-
sion, an occasion for disease, even a source of bondage.

For many of us in North American society, our wealth has
lifted us above the need to devote all our energies simply to
survival. Yet we are plagued with inability to limit our use of
the goods that allow us to survive. So the pleasure we derive
from food and drink, when overly indulged in, leads to obe-
sity, alcoholism, heart disease, and various other health prob-
lems.

An obsession with sex simply as individual pleasure leads
to myriad problems of broken relationships, sexually transmit-
ted diseases, and emotional trauma. As I mentioned, the need
for friendship lends itself to exploitation by forces that use the
close ties we develop with friends as a strategy for wreaking
violence on designated “enemies” outside the circle of our
friends.

We may be good; we certainly are loved by the Lord of
heaven and earth. But we are also in desperate need of salva-
tion. Sin is a relational (more than legal) concept. It involves
alienation in the relationships of human beings with God first
of all. Sin also involves alienation in the relationships with
other human beings, with one’s self, and with the natural
world.
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Sin finds expression in harmful activities and in the lack of
good activities. It leads to brokenness among human beings,
characterized by violence, exploitation, objectification, exclu-
sion, and avoidance. Humanity in the image of God is human-
ity with power, creativity, the ability to shape our surround-
ings. Under sin’s influence, this power remains—but it be-
comes destructive rather than life enhancing.

Human beings are uniquely creative in our ability to de-
stroy. This destructive ability is the flip side of our unique abil-
ity to create as stewards of God’s creation. Human beings, dis-
tinct from other animals in the main, act violently toward other
members of our species for purposes that do not serve our own
survival needs.

Sin is connected with lack of trust in God, with false wor-
ship (given that we are “worshiping creatures”), with building
walls of separation, and with fearfulness. The story of Adam
and Eve in Genesis 2 and 3 captures this connection between
sin and fearfulness in a powerful way. After they disobey God,
God approaches them as before for fellowship, but this time
the human beings hide from God, fearfully. In so doing, they
set in motion a terrible spiral of fearfulness leading to violence
leading to alienation.

Human false-worship interrelates with the structures of
human social life (the “principalities and powers” referred to
in the New Testament). When created things (including insti-
tutions and ideologies) are “worshiped” they take on a power
outside of individual consciousness. This power fosters idola-
try, sin, and evil. We trust in things other than God leading to a
spiral of death.

These empowered “idols” may be seen to epitomize the
demonic realm. They take on a will of their own aprt from
God’s will and, as Paul writes in Romans 8, seek to separate
human beings from God.

Sin corrupts our humanness. Human beings under the
power of sin fail to achieve our potential as God’s creatures.
However, even as “fallen,” even as living under the power of
sin, humans remain “good” (“good” here being defined as
loved by God). As “good” creatures, all human beings retain
value in God’s eyes and ability to respond in faith toward God.
The “fall” does not change human nature from good to evil.
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Human beings remain good—loved by God, creative, power-
ful, and capable of loving God and other human beings.

Sin is best thought of in “public health” terms.8 We need to
consider sin not to condemn and punish and eradicate and
avoid. Rather, we seek healing. Just as public health officials
focus on understanding the causes of the disorder and finding
ways to treat the problem, thus also should Christians think of
sin. We should hope to foster honesty about the sins, objectiv-
ity about their causes and consequences, and seek to undo the
harm caused by the sins and find healing and restoration for
all involved.

How is sin overcome? This question brings us to the theme
of salvation. In chapter two above on Christology, we learned
of two core christological concerns: (1) Jesus’ person and (2)
Jesus’ work. We reflected on Jesus’ person in that chapter—his
identity as God’s Son. And we postponed considering Jesus’
work until we learned more about our broader theological
framework—and the human predicament. Now we are ready
to look more closely at the theme of “salvation.”
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8

Salvation: 
Healing Our Damage

[The Doctrine of the Work of Christ]

WHEN I FIRST BECAME A CHRISTIAN, now over thirty-five years
ago, I was taught a certain view of salvation. Confess to God
that you are a sinner. Acknowledge that as a sinner, you are
bound for eternity in hell. Recognize that belief in Jesus as your
savior is the only way to go to heaven instead of hell. Pray the
sinner’s prayer, confessing that you trust in Jesus. And be
saved—once and for all.

Now, I have to say that this schema actually worked pretty
well for me. I admit that by personality I’m not prone to doubt
and anxiety, so perhaps I shouldn’t draw too many theological
conclusions from my experience. But from that night in late
June 1971, when I accepted Jesus as my savior, I have never
once wondered whether I was a Christian or not.

However, my understanding of what salvation is has
changed tremendously from those early days. And I now won-
der: Is it God we are saved from or God we are saved by? If not
God, what are we saved from? And, what are we saved for?

BEING SAVED FROM GOD?
The theology I was first taught as a Christian implicitly told

me that it was God from whom I needed to be saved. In a col-
lege freshman lit class, I read Jonathan Edwards’ famous ser-
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mon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” The professor
kind of mocked Edwards, but I took him seriously. This is what
I had been taught.

God is furious at each of us because of our sin. So we are
doomed—and we fully deserve our doom. Our only way out
is through Jesus’ sacrificial death on the cross. God visits on
Jesus the violence we deserve because God must punish sin.
Jesus is our substitute who saves us by paying the price re-
quired to satisfy God’s righteous anger.

Why did I come to question this theology? Well, I saw too
many people who were afraid of God. In one church I worked
with two older people who were close to death—in both cases,
they had made clear professions of faith but still felt great fear-
fulness. What did God really think of them? They knew they
were unworthy of God’s love—and deserved God’s anger. The
gospel songs only helped them so much.

Plus, this picture of an angry God simply did not jibe with
my own experience. As is true for most of us, my deep-down
experience of God has been closely related to my experience of
my parents. I never doubted my parents’ love. I think of an
image. My wife Kathleen and I reach out toward our grand-
son, baby Elias, and he reaches back, meeting our reach with
his. I likewise see my father moving toward baby Teddy, hands
outstretched. Would I flinch, fearing his anger? Or would I
move toward him, expecting his embrace? It would always be
the embrace.

So it has been with God. At the times of my greatest vul-
nerability, of coming face to face with my failure or loss, there
has been no question that God has been present with me, the
source of comfort not condemnation.

So how could it be believable to me that God’s disposition
toward me was one of anger, that God would be the one I
needed to be saved from?

I also came to see that the Bible does not support that view
of a fundamentally angry God. The God of the Bible gets ticked
off with humans—sometimes deeply ticked off. However, I be-
lieve it is a mistake to see these instances as definitive of God.
Let me quote two representative passages, one from the Old
Testament, one from the New, that make it clear that God is sav-
ior. God is not the one to be saved from, but the one who saves.
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First, the prophet Hosea. In God’s voice, Hosea 11 recounts
the history of Israel. God loved Israel, calling “my son” out of
slavery in Egypt. Yet the people keep turning from God and
“sacrificing to the Baals,” despite God’s ongoing care for them.
Naturally there will be consequences. A return to slavery in
Egypt. Swords devouring cities: “My people are bent on turn-
ing away from me. To the Most High they call, but he does not
raise them up at all” (Hos. 11:7).

Amazingly, however, God cannot accept this eye-for-an-
eye kind of response. God is God. That means God will respond
differently. Mercy will win out over vengeance.

How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you
over, O Israel? How can I make you like Admah? How can
I treat you like Zeboiim? My heart recoils within me; my
compassion grows warm and tender. I will not execute my
fierce anger; I will not again destroy Ephraim; for I am
God and no mortal, the Holy One in your midst, and I will
not come in wrath. (Hos. 11:8-9)

This passage has interest for us partly because God here
seems to acknowledge the temptation to act in such a way as
to evoke terror in God’s people. But ultimately this kind of
punitive response is a human response, not the response of a
holy God. The Holy One in Israel’s midst is free. God may
choose simply to forgive and to heal. Because of holiness, Yah-
weh “will not come in wrath.”

Jesus taught equally poignantly about God’s initiative in
salvation.

All the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to lis-
ten to [Jesus]. And the Pharisees and the scribes were
grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners
and eats with them.”

So [Jesus] told them this parable: “Which one of you,
having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not
leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the
one that is lost until he finds it? When he has found it, he
lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. And when he comes
home, he calls together his friends and neighbors, saying
to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that
was lost.’ Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in
heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-
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nine righteous persons who need no repentance.” (Luke
15:1-7)

Jesus goes on in this same encounter to tell two more para-
bles illuminating God’s initiative and unilateral mercy. He tells
of a woman who looks hard for a lost coin and rejoices when
she finds it (15:8-10). Then he tells a longer story, the powerful
account we call “The Parable of the Prodigal Son” (15:11-32), a
parable many justifiably have called “the gospel in miniature.”1

This is the crucial point in both the Hosea and Luke pas-
sages: God does not need sacrifice. There are no complicated
cosmic transactions necessary. In fact, as Hosea tells us, because
God is holy, God simply forgives. Because God is holy, God
seeks healing, not punishment.

Hosea 11 tells the Bible’s salvation story. The Egyptian em-
pire enslaves the children of Israel. The Israelites cry out in their
pain. God hears—and acts to liberate them from their oppres-
sion. At its heart, this is simple mercy. God does not need to be
appeased, or manipulated by sacrifices, or convinced by good
deeds, to bring salvation. God simply does it because that is
the kind of God that God is.

We need to notice the picture of God’s “holiness” in Hosea.
When Jesus tells his remarkable parable of the Prodigal Son,
he simply lifts up what the prophets had already taught about
God. God desires mercy, not sacrifice (Hos. 6:6; Matt. 9:13; 12:7).
God responds to brokenness with justice that brings healing.
God wills for God’s people to bless all the families of the earth
with peace and kindness, providing a place for the nations to
beat their swords into plowshares.

God seeks out broken, damaged people to heal. That’s the
core reality of God’s character. So we get to Luke 15 and hear
Jesus telling us several stories to illustrate what God is like.
Jesus, God’s very son, “welcomes sinners and eats with them”
(15:2). In doing so he sets to grumbling those who speak of
God’s righteous anger, those who want a God who cares only
for those “worthy” of God’s care. Jesus doesn’t back down a
bit. This is what God is like: the shepherd who, after desperate
searching, celebrates finding his lost sheep. God is also like the
woman who rejoices finding her one lost coin (15:10).

And, most powerfully, God is like the father who welcomes
back his wayward son with a big party. First the son actively



hurts his father, taking his inheritance and deserting the fam-
ily. But then he hits bottom and has no place left to turn. He
“comes to himself” (the key moment) and heads home. On the
way, he plans his speech—”Father, I have sinned against
heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your
son” (15:18).

Now we come to the truly powerful part: The father does
not need this speech: While the son “was still far off [before he
could say a word], his father saw him and, filled with compas-
sion; ran and put his arms around him and kissed him.” Only
then does the son give the speech—and the father brushes it
off. “Quick, bring out a robe.” Let’s celebrate; “this son of mine
[that’s right, this son of mine] was dead and is alive again.”

I think the son’s speech was important for his own heal-
ing; it showed that he truly had come to himself. But it seems
not to have mattered one whit to the father. This is what God
is like (just as Hosea had said, just as was seen in the exodus):
God saves because God wants wholeness. God saves because
God wants damage to be healed. God saves because God wants
all the families of the earth to be blessed.

So I have an answer to my first question. Are we saved from
God or by God? The prophets and Jesus make it clear: God
saves; we don’t need to be saved from God.

SALVATION FROM OUR DAMAGE
So, what then do we need to be saved from? In a word: our

damage. We are damaged. Human beings, when we fail to trust
in God, trust in idols. Doing so diminishes our humanness and
damages us.

From the beginning of Genesis, we learn that a conse-
quence of the damage that human beings suffer is violence.
Cain murders Abel, the first outworking of damaged social life.
The ancient Israelites in Egypt needed to be saved from the
damaging violence of the empire. If we add a thought from
Luke 15, we could also say we need to be saved from the dam-
age caused by views of God that portray God as unmerciful
and retributive.

Violence tends to follow a fairly self-conscious logic. At the
core of this “logic” rests a commitment to the necessity of retri-

124 THEOLOGY AS IF  JESUS MATTERS



bution; using violence is justified as the appropriate response
to violence. When the moral order is violated by wrongdoing,
“justice” requires punitive retribution (defined as repayment
of violence with violence, or pain with pain).

The legitimacy of retribution seems almost a cultural uni-
versal in Western culture—as it has been in many other cul-
tures. Where does this commitment to retribution come from?
In the West, affirmation of retribution links directly with main-
stream Christian theology. We find deeply ingrained in our re-
ligious consciousness the belief that retribution is God’s will.2

That the nature of the universe (as created and sustained
by a holy God) requires retribution is a part of what most West-
ern Christians, especially those in the United States, appear to
believe. A theological framework we could call “the logic of
retribution” underlies many rationales for the use of violence.
The logic of retribution understands God most fundamentally
in terms of impersonal, inflexible holiness. Here God’s law is
seen as the unchanging standard by which to measure wrong-
doing.

This framework understands human beings to be inher-
ently sinful. God responds to sin with punishment. Jesus nec-
essarily died on the cross as a sacrifice to provide the only basis
for sinful human beings to escape deserved punishment. We
Americans justify violence as an expression of this deserved
punishment (“punishment” defined as inflicting pain in re-
sponse to wrongdoing). The logic of retribution requires vio-
lence in response to violence.

According to the logic of retribution, then, inflexible holi-
ness in effect governs God’s behavior. Because of the funda-
mental nature of this holiness, God may not freely act with un-
conditional mercy and compassion toward rebellious human
beings. Simply to forgive would violate God’s holiness. Com-
passion without satisfaction is not possible for God.

The doctrine of the atonement enters here. Due to the ex-
tremity of the offenses of human beings versus God’s law, God
can relate to us only if there is death on the human side to re-
store the balance. This can happen only through the enormity
of the death of God’s own son, Jesus, whose own holiness is so
powerful that it can balance out the unholiness of all of hu-
manity.
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Human beings, when we confess our own helpless sinful-
ness, may claim Jesus as our savior from God’s righteous anger.
Jesus satisfies God’s retributive justice (pain for pain) on our
behalf. Within the logic of retribution, salvation (defined as the
restoration of harmony with God), achieved as the result of vi-
olence, is consistent with the basic nature of the universe as
founded on impersonal holiness. Salvation happens only be-
cause the ultimate act of violence—the sacrificial death of Jesus
Christ—satisfies God’s holiness. In this view, God is no paci-
fist. In fact, it is part of God’s plan that God’s own son be vio-
lently put to death.

In light of this understanding of the nature of God and of
the fundamental nature of the universe, the logic of retribution
indeed tends to lead to acceptance of “justifiable violence.” Vi-
olence may be the best response to violence.

Let’s reflect on one expression of this viewpoint.3 In the
criminal justice tradition of the Western world, the overriding
justifications given for harsh punishments, even to the point
of death, are tied to a belief that requires retributive justice
when fundamental natural or divine laws are violated. Such
“justice” restores the moral balance. In religious terms, retri-
bution is needed to “satisfy” the need God has that violations
be paid for with pain.

By making the “satisfaction” of impersonal justice (or of
God’s impersonal holiness) the focus of our response to crimi-
nal activity, the personal human beings involved—victims, of-
fenders, and community members—rarely find wholeness. In
fact, the larger community’s suffering often only increases. In-
stead of the healing of the brokenness caused by the offense,
we usually find ourselves with a rising spiral of brokenness.
Many victims of violence speak of being victimized again by
the impersonal criminal justice system. Offenders, often alien-
ated people already, become more deeply alienated by the
punitive practices and person-destroying experiences of pris-
ons.

Prison psychiatrist James Gilligan asserts that “a society’s
prisons serve as a key for understanding the larger society as a
whole.”4 When we look through the “magnifying glass” of the
United States prison system, we see a society focused on try-
ing to control violence through violence, a society that will-
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ingly inflicts incredible suffering on an ever-increasing num-
ber of desperate people.

Gilligan writes that United States prisons have become
“cruel, inhumane, and degrading, with severe overcrowding,
frequent rapes and beatings, prolonged and arbitrary use of
solitary confinement, grossly unsanitary, disease-inducing liv-
ing conditions, and deprivation of elementary medical care.”5

Ironically, it would appear that the effect of treating prisoners
with brutality and other dehumanizing tactics actually puts
the broader society more at risk.

Gilligan argues that “if the purpose of imprisonment were
to socialize men to become as violent as possible—both while
they are there and after they return to the community—we
could hardly find a more effective way to accomplish it than
what we do.”6 Treating people violently makes them more vio-
lent. A large amount of the violence that is part of our criminal
justice practices, of course, is segregated behind prison walls
and invisible to the outside world. However, since nine out of
every ten prisoners eventually return to society, we cannot es-
cape the truth that treating prisoners violently and thereby
making them more violent endangers all of us.

Gilligan states that the strongest predictor he has found for
men being violent is that they have been treated violently
themselves, especially as children.7 He asserts that “violence
does not occur spontaneously or without a cause, it only oc-
curs when somebody does something that causes it. Therefore,
all we need to do to prevent violence is to stop doing what we
have been doing to cause it.”8 In other words, the logic of retri-
bution is not an answer to the problem of violence; it is one of
the central causes.

A GOD WHO HEALS OUR DAMAGE
In contrast to the assumptions of the logic of retribution,

the Bible from the start presents us with a God who shows us
(and tells us) that life lived in trust in God heals the damage
that has so diminished our humanity.

In the Bible, salvation has to do with wholeness. To have
salvation implemented leads to harmony with God, harmony
with other human beings, and harmony with the rest of cre-
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ation. We need salvation when we experience brokenness in-
stead of wholeness. After the very beginning of the book of
Genesis, the Bible presupposes the realities of disharmony and
brokenness—and focuses on the struggle for salvation amid
these realities. Salvation results in healed brokenness, restored
health, and wholeness.

The Old Testament presents salvation through concrete
events communicated in stories told and retold. Such an ap-
proach locates this salvation in history and not in a cosmic,
transcendent context. Salvation, in the Old Testament, is not
about some transaction in the heart of God or some sort of
weighing of the cosmic scale of justice. Rather, salvation has to
do with flesh-and-blood actions.

The core of the basic story line of the Old Testament may
be seen as three moments of salvation: the calling of Abraham
and Sarah (Gen. 12), the liberation of the Hebrews from slav-
ery in Egypt (Exod. 1–15), and the proclamation of mercy to
the Hebrew exiles (Isa. 40–55). Salvation in each of these three
key moments is given clearly to unworthy recipients. Abraham
and Sarah are portrayed as having no particular virtues; they
are simply “wanderers.” The Hebrews in Egypt were lowly,
demoralized slaves who showed no evidence of worshiping
the God of their ancestors. And, the exiles of Isaiah 40–45 had
lost all their pillars of identity as a consequence of their un-
faithfulness to Torah.

The explicitness of the unworthiness of those being saved
by God makes clear that they had done nothing to earn God’s
intervention. The logic of retribution tells us that God must act
to destroy the unclean and unworthy, not to save them unless
somehow the “balance of the scales of justice” might be re-
stored through punitive acts. The biblical story tells us some-
thing quite different.

God the savior acts in such moments purely with good will.
In each case the action is clearly mostly God’s, due to God’s
free choice simply to intervene. The recipients did nothing to
“buy” God’s favor, nothing to force a legalistic God to act. God
required no human acts to balance the scales of justice.

God’s desire for relationships with God’s people fuels the
saving acts of God. God’s intervention is personal, born out of
compassion and love, leading to liberating acts that effect and
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sustain the human/divine relationship. At its core, according
to the Old Testament story, salvation has to do with a loving,
passionate God desiring a personal connection with human be-
ings. The work of God to establish and sustain these relation-
ships emerges from this personal, passionate, and loving dis-
position.

For salvation to enter the Hebrews’ world, nothing is
needed that would change God’s disposition. The Hebrews are
not called to find ways to appease God’s anger, satisfy the de-
mands of God’s balance-the-scales justice, or find ways to
avoid impurities that violate God’s absolute holiness. Instead,
God calls for human beings who receive God’s mercy to act
mercifully toward others. God calls them to follow Torah reg-
ulations that provide guidance for such merciful actions. In
doing so, they form Israel into a merciful society (see Exod. 20,
the first account of the Ten Commandments, where the first
word is God’s gift of salvation and the second word is the ap-
propriate human response).

Contrary to many Christian doctrines of salvation, for Jesus
the salvation story of the Old Testament remains fully valid.
He does not seek to tell a different story but to proclaim the
truthfulness of the old story.

Luke’s birth story sets the stage for a proper understand-
ing of Jesus’ life and the meaning of his role as savior. In the
birth story we learn that indeed something new is at hand—
but that this “new thing” is in full harmony with the Old Tes-
tament portrayal of salvation. Israel’s God has “remembered”
the promise to Abraham (Luke 1:54-55), the covenant with
Abraham’s descendents. This remembrance leads to new acts
of profound mercy. Nothing here hints that something has to
happen to God to make restoration possible. God initiates the
reconciliation. God unilaterally declares that salvation has
come and is especially available to the vulnerable and margin-
alized people—those with ears to hear the good news.

Throughout the Gospels, Jesus never hints at seeing his
teaching as anything but in full continuity with Israel’s Scrip-
tures. Matthew presents Jesus making this point explicitly: 

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the
prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill. For truly
I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter,
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not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is
accomplished” (Matt. 5:17-18).

Jesus’ God does not demand repayment of every ounce of
indebtedness. Rather, Jesus taught that debts would be released
without any kind of payment (Luke 4:19). The nature of the sal-
vation Jesus proclaims turns the debt motif on its head. His Ju-
bilee theology does not accept the logic of retribution that por-
trays human beings having an overwhelming debt to God.
That logic sees this debt leading God to demand perfect obedi-
ence or a violent sacrifice as a necessary basis for paying the
debt and thereby earning God’s favor. Instead, Jesus began his
ministry by proclaiming a word of pure acceptance—the poor,
the captives, and the oppressed are given a simple word of uni-
lateral acceptance by God. God simply forgives the debts.

Jesus indeed liberates (“saves”), but he does so simply by
announcing that it is so (see Mark 1:15 and Luke 4:16-21). In
this way, he stands in full continuity with the core salvation
story of the Old Testament. Nothing has changed in the con-
tent of that story. The close parallels with the Old Testament
story reinforce our sense that Jesus totally fits within the
gift/response dynamics of God’s saving efforts there. Jesus
presents the kingdom of God as already present for his listen-
ers. Because it is present, listeners are to “repent” and “be-
lieve.” That is to say, there is no sense here that the repentance
and belief in any way are conditions God requires before mak-
ing the kingdom present.

Jesus’ gospel message does lead directly to his death. This
death, though, is not required to bring about the salvation Jesus
the Savior offers the world. Rather, the death stems from the
response of the Powers to the salvation already given by God.
Jesus’ straight-out mercy reveals to the world God’s saving will
with unprecedented clarity.

Jesus’ death adds nothing to the means of salvation—God’s
mercy saves, from the calling of Abraham on. Rather, Jesus’
death reveals the depth of the rebellion of the Powers, espe-
cially the political and religious human institutions that line
up to execute Jesus.9 Even more so, Jesus’ death reveals the
power of God’s love. Jesus’ death does indeed profoundly
heighten our understanding of salvation. It reveals that the
logic of retribution is an instrument of evil and that God’s love
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prevails even over the most extreme expression of (demonic)
retribution.

We learn more about salvation from Jesus’ own teaching.
The synoptic Gospels include two stories where Jesus is asked
directly about eternal life. Both stories illumine Jesus’ under-
standing of salvation—in what they say and in what they do
not say. One story, that includes the parable of the Good Samar-
itan, occurs only in Luke’s Gospel (10:25-37). All three synop-
tic Gospels contain the other story, Jesus’ encounter with the
“rich young ruler” (Matt. 19:16-26; Mark 10:17-22; Luke 18:18-
25).

An “expert in the law” (Luke 10:25 NIV) asks Jesus about
inheriting eternal life. This question arises after Jesus blesses
seventy of his followers who returned to him after sharing his
message. The “expert” asks, in effect, what about those of us
who are not privileged to be part of this group: How do we
enter into God’s blessing of salvation?

Jesus asks the lawyer to say what he thinks. The lawyer an-
swers with his summary of the Tradition. He quotes Deuteron-
omy 6:5 (“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart,
and with all your soul, and with all your strength”) and Leviti-
cus 19:18 (“You shall love your neighbor as yourself”). When
Jesus affirms this response—”you have given the right answer;
do this, and you will live” (10:28)—we see one more explicit
statement of Jesus’ continuity with the Old Testament under-
standing of salvation. The lawyer’s answer reflects accurately
the biblical teaching on salvation, and Jesus fully affirms this
teaching.

Granting that the way to salvation includes loving both God
and neighbor, an inseparable combination, the lawyer asks for
clarity concerning who the neighbor is. Jesus’ powerful story
underscores that “neighbor” is an all-encompassing category.
“Neighbor” includes even one’s national enemies—the
“Samaritan” being a neighbor to the Jew even while represent-
ing Jews’ longtime enemies.

In portraying neighborliness in this way, Jesus character-
izes eternal life in terms of mercy toward the one in need. Jesus
unites his own way of life as God’s Messiah (seen in his heal-
ing ministry) with the way of life characteristic of those who
gain salvation. As the Hebrews learned with God’s two central
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gifts (liberation from slavery in Egypt and Torah to guide their
lives of grateful response to that liberation), so Jesus’ listeners
now hear reiterated: Love of God results in love of neighbor.

In Luke’s version, Jesus’ encounter with the rich ruler fol-
lows immediately after he asserts that little children, with their
open hearts and trusting spirit, show what is needed for entry
into God’s kingdom. The ruler, perhaps wondering if Jesus’
statement about children leaves him out, asks about how he
might inherit eternal life. As with the earlier encounter with
the lawyer who asked the same question, the basic answer here
is quite similar. “You know the commandments: ‘You shall not
commit adultery, you shall not murder, you shall not steal, you
shall not bear false witness, honor your father and mother’”
(Luke 18:20).

Again, Jesus understands himself fully in harmony with
the biblical tradition. This time, he links salvation with the
Commandments that introduce Torah. Surely the love com-
mand from the earlier story and this summary of the Com-
mandments should be seen as equivalent. Implied in any sum-
mary of the Commandments are the prelude to the Command-
ments (because “the Lord your God brought you out of the
house of slavery,” Exod. 20:2) and the first Commandment
(“you shall have no other gods before me,” Exod. 20:3; that is,
love God fully).

The rich ruler, like the lawyer, agrees with Jesus concern-
ing this understanding of salvation. Again, Jesus goes on to
add depth to the basics. Here, too, Jesus surely understood his
clarifications to be totally in line with biblical teaching. Jesus
makes clear that two elements lie at the heart of the Com-
mandments: (1) do not idolize wealth; and (2) commitment to
God leads to caring for vulnerable folks in one’s community.
Both elements clearly were central in Torah and were reflected
in prophetic reiterations of the expectations of Torah.

When we consider Jesus’ two responses to questions about
how salvation is attained, we see something utterly unremark-
able if we understand Jesus to be in continuity with the Old
Testament. Jesus actually adds nothing to the Old Testament
portrayal of salvation. What must one do to be saved? Love
God wholeheartedly (Deut. 6:5). Love one’s neighbor as one-
self (Lev. 19:18). Follow the Commandments (Exod. 20:1-17).
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Jesus follows the prophets and Torah: God initiates salva-
tion, always. God does this out of love and with the intent—
reflecting God’s total commitment to human beings—to bring
healing to the alienated human race. Nothing needs to happen
to change God’s disposition toward human beings or to enable
God to overcome limitations imposed on God’s mercy by “ho-
liness.” God does not need some sort of sacrificial violence to
satisfy God’s honor or appease God’s wrath so that God might
provide salvation for alienated human beings.

Jesus’ saving message was simple. Turn to God and trust
in the good news of God’s love. That is all there is to it. To make
this message perfectly clear, Jesus expressed the good news of
God’s love in concrete ways. Jesus healed physical damage.
Jesus overpowered demonic oppression. Jesus reached out es-
pecially to the vulnerable ones, the ones labeled “sinners” and
outcasts who were excluded and oppressed due to the sin of
the powers-that-be in Israel. There is little hint of salvation ac-
cording to the logic of retribution in Jesus. 

Trusting in God as peaceable frees us from the damage of
trusting in “the myth of redemptive violence” (the belief that
violence solves problems10) and damaging our souls by acting
violently toward others. Trust in the ultimacy of this peaceable
God frees us from the damage of trusting in things as ultimate,
such as possessions, nation-states, religious structures, or so-
cial status that when idolized deprive us of our humanity.

Trust in God as merciful frees us from the damage of fear-
fulness. It is telling that in Genesis 3, after Adam and Eve eat
the fruit, God still reaches out to them, walking as always in
the garden to be with them. But Adam and Eve hide from God;
the alienation comes from their fear, not from God’s anger.

I think of an old friend of mine from my hometown in Ore-
gon. After finishing school, my friend moved to California, got
married, and had a couple of kids. When his son was two or
so, they visited the grandparents back in rural Oregon. My
hometown was the kind of place that when my family went on
a six-week trip, we didn’t even bother locking our house while
we were gone. So, Grandpa asked the child if he wanted to go
outside to play. 

The boy was reluctant. Why? Grandpa wondered. The lit-
tle boy pointed outside and said, “Strangers.”
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Now I am sure it was wise to teach the boy caution, espe-
cially for life in the big city. But this also strikes me as an ex-
ample of what we could call “surplus fearfulness.” The world
can be scary, but it is God’s world—and God’s presence with
us is one of empowerment and generosity, not fearfulness and
retribution.

So, we are saved from our damage. We are saved from fear.
We are saved from idols and powers that dehumanize us.

WHAT ARE WE SAVED FOR?
What are we saved for? As the prodigal son’s father in-

sisted, we are saved for celebrating. When damage is healed,
and it will be when we turn to our merciful God, God is like
the shepherd finding the lost sheep and the woman finding the
lost coin—and God invites us to join this joyful celebration
(Luke 15).

What are we saved for? Romans 12:1-2 puts it like this:

I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of
God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and
acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do
not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the
renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is
the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.

Because of God’s transforming mercy, we may devote our-
selves to being agents of that mercy, blessing all the families of
the earth. We may live a life of creative and healing nonconfor-
mity to the ways of empire, creative and healing nonconfor-
mity to the dehumanizing ways of the Powers, creative and
healing nonconformity to the violence caused by our project-
ing anger and retribution onto God.

God’s mercy does indeed transform. I’m sure we all know
salvation stories we could tell—stories from our own lives,
from our friends and loved ones. I have a short one to end with.

When I was in high school, I became close friends with a
guy who was several years older. He had been a star basket-
ball player and liked to give pointers to us younger guys. He
was kind of drifting in his life, living at home and working in
a plywood mill. Then he got saved—and in fact he was the
biggest influence on my own conversion not long afterwards.
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My friend left Oregon and went to Bible college. He bought
into the theology I began this chapter describing. He went on
for a graduate degree in counseling, got married, and had a
child. We stayed in touch even as my theology evolved—he re-
spected my changes but remained true to his adopted theol-
ogy. But over time, things didn’t work out for my friend and
his family. He ended up divorced and his daughter left home
in her mid-teens.

We visited my friend not long after these events, and his
life seemed at a low ebb. He had basically lost his faith. He had
left his counseling profession and seemed completely at loose
ends. Several years later, we were back home and met my
friend for dinner. He was being resurrected. His theology was
being reconstructed. He had embraced Eastern Orthodoxy. As
I talked about the new thinking I was doing on understand-
ings of salvation, he nodded enthusiastically. Yes, the God he
now worshiped was a God of love, not a God of judgment and
fear. And this God was helping him put his life back together.
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9

The Church: Why Bother?

[The Doctrine of the Christian Community]

IN THE BIBLE, HUMAN BEINGS ARE GIVEN salvation so that they
may embody God’s will in this life. From the calling of Abra-
ham and Sarah to the final revelation of the New Jerusalem,
the Bible portrays lived salvation as community centered. Faith
communities provide the context for human flourishing. How-
ever, in our fallen world faith communities also in practice have
not always fulfilled their calling. So their legacy is ambiguous.
This ambiguity also characterizes the post-biblical churches.

Thus when I think about the doctrine of the church (“ec-
clesiology”), the questions come pretty quickly—especially one
set of questions. The church: comforter or afflicter? The church:
a place that heals or a place that hurts? The church: oppressor
or liberator? The church: blessing or curse?

I have an answer to these questions: “Yes!” What I mean
is, in my experience, the church has been both a blessing and a
curse. We invest ourselves in this community, we make our-
selves vulnerable to each other, we care deeply. The rewards
can be great—but so too can be the disappointment and hurt.

WHEN THE CHURCH IS A CURSE
I co-pastored a large rural congregation in the Midwest

with my wife Kathleen back in the mid-1990s. This congrega-
tion had an enormous impact on many peoples lives, mostly
for the good. However, some people were hurt by the church.

136



So we joked ruefully of our congregation having “road kill”
spread around the countryside.

When is the church a curse? Sometimes a relatively pow-
erless individual or group becomes the focus of “church disci-
pline.” This scapegoat gets the boot, and the larger group finds
momentary peace. This is how I understand what happened
in a regional conference I was part of once. During a time of
great anxiety, a small, counter-cultural congregation became
the focus of concern. This congregation was quiet and unob-
trusive. However, the conference challenged its participants’
beliefs, and they were unwilling to toe the party line. Soon this
congregation was expelled from the conference (for the sake of
the “unity of the whole”—to appease various people who
threatened to leave the conference).

The church tends to be a curse when it places a priority on
perceived purity over compassion and understanding. I men-
tioned our congregation in the Midwest. Kathleen learned to
know an elderly man, a former member, who lived near our
church. He had experienced great pain back in the 1950s when
he married a woman who had been divorced. This young cou-
ple was made to feel unwelcome and removed themselves from
the congregation. But our neighbor’s family had been deeply
invested in the congregation, and he never felt at home in a dif-
ferent church. So forty years later he remained mostly alone,
his pain still very present.

Desmond Tutu, the great South African peacemaker, has
lamented over the church. He points out that in just about every
movement for justice and liberation over the past few centuries,
the strongest opposition to change has come from the church. I
have read of many Christians who argued strenuously in favor
of slavery right up until the Civil War.1 Even today, it is said
that Sunday morning is the most segregated time of the week
in our society.

The general message the churches have given is one of
support for the status quo. In Britain, a long effort lasting much
of the nineteenth century to end the death penalty came to the
brink of success early in the twentieth century—but was held
up for one more generation. The bishops of the Church of Eng-
land continued to insist that the death penalty reflected God’s
will. Abolition only came when the bishops relented.2 Is it a co-
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incidence that as the church has lost power in Western Europe,
rejection of the death penalty has spread?

WHEN THE CHURCH IS A BLESSING
Of course, this is only one side. The church indeed has been

and continues to be a blessing as well as a curse. Many of us
have found love and care in the church. I have. I can think back
now more than thirty-five years when I first chose to attend
church. I was stunned when I learned that people in that church
had cared enough about me to be praying for my well-being,
even when they barely knew me. The experience of genuinely
being loved remains the legacy of that experience—an experi-
ence that decisively shaped the rest of my life.

My most meaningful moments as a pastor came in being
community with people I likely would not have ever had oc-
casion to learn to know otherwise. Being invited into others’
lives as they face death, bury loved ones, and struggle with
loneliness and illness—and sharing with others the joys of new
life (babies, weddings, the coming to faith), indeed constitute
a blessing.

The church is also a blessing when it provides enough clar-
ity and faith to be a counterweight to our wider society’s vio-
lence and imperialism. In every college class I teach, I feel a
sense of gratitude to our congregations. Some, at least, do
shape their young people to question materialistic and mili-
taristic values in American culture as they seek to follow the
way of Jesus.

The church is a blessing when it provides an anchor for our
workaday lives, a place where we come to sing and pray to-
gether, where we come to be around people whose lives inspire
us to try just a bit harder to love and care for others.

Many years ago, my best friend in graduate school, who
himself had a very ambiguous relationship with faith, said,
“Well, the church has a lot of problems, but it is the one place
in our society where people gather to confess together that they
do not want to be jerks. And that’s worth something.”
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THE PRACTICAL VALUE OF THE CHURCH
How do we negotiate this blessing/curse tension? I believe

a key step would be to desacralize the church. Maybe we should
not think of the church as something unique and special in
God’s eyes, a “sacred place” akin to the temple in the Bible.
Maybe we should not think of the church as a place that exists
over against the secular world. Maybe we should think of the
church simply as one possible human community.

The church is a human structure. As such it is one of the
Powers; as such it is one of the fallen Powers—capable of good,
certainly. But the church, like all human structures, like all
fallen Powers, can easily become an idol. The church can seek
to take God’s place in our lives. The church, like many other
human structures, can become an absolute that demands to be
defended—even with violence if necessary (witness various
inquisitions and crusades).

If we no longer look at the church as sacred and recognize
our tendency to make it an idol, will there be any reason to
want to “redeem” it nonetheless? Is there any reason to bother
with the church if it is simply a human structure?

Well, yes. . . . One reason for bothering with the church is a
“mundane” or everyday reason. Even if the church is not sa-
cred, it still serves the life-enhancing role that any authentic
human community does. A second kind of reason is a “Chris-
tian” one. If we do theology as if Jesus matters—if we do ec-
clesiology (the doctrine of the church) as if Jesus matters, we
will have reasons to bother with the church.

What about the mundane rationale? Human beings are, by
nature, social creatures. We need other human beings to be
human. We may see this need clearly in a negative sense when
we look at how it is exploited by oppressors.

The most powerful weapon prisons have to control pris-
oners is solitary confinement. Hundreds of years ago, in their
desire to make prisons more humane, Quaker reformers ar-
gued for solitary confinement to take the place of beatings. If
prisoners are isolated, the argument went, they will search their
souls and seek to change. Well, what happened instead is that
solitary confinement drove prisoners insane. And, bingo, tragi-
cally, pacifist Quakers gave prisons a powerful weapon for vi-
olence.



We are learning of the careful research into torture meth-
ods that our government has sponsored. These methods in-
clude intense efforts to disorient and isolate detainees. Such
trauma triggers detainees’ need for human contact. When the
need is strong enough, detainees reach out to their torturers
since they are so desperate to connect with humans. Then the
torturers have them where they want them.3

Of course this story is terribly upsetting—but we may learn
from it. These occasions of the cost of isolation underscore just
how important human community is. The positive side, the joy
we receive from friendship, underscores just how central com-
munity is to being whole human beings. And the church is one
place where we can find such community. Probably all of us, if
we were to list the moments in our lives when we have experi-
enced genuine joy, would include times with friends, likely
friends in church.

Just recently, Kathleen and I discovered an old cassette tape
from our wedding in the late 1970s. Talk about bringing back
old memories. We were quite impressed at the simplicity of the
service. From welcoming guests to the recessional took all of
seventeen minutes! Neither of us wanted to bore anyone, I
guess. The big memories, though, are of our friends, our con-
gregation. The music, the sermon, the reception, the sense of
joy and encouragement the two of us felt all arose out of our
faith community.

Church communities also at times have been crucial to
wider social movements—think of the role of the Catholic
Church in Poland in resisting Communism and the role of black
churches in the American South during the civil rights move-
ment. So, one set of reasons to bother with church might well
be simply our human need for community.

Still, I also want to insist on a set of reasons that are Chris-
tian. Remember, I define theology as reflection on our hierar-
chy of values. I propose that our “God” is seen in what we
value the most. Christian theology emerges when we see Jesus’
own values as the basis for ours. When we do theology as if
Jesus matters, we will seek to have our hierarchy of values to
fit with Jesus’ values.

To think of the church as if Jesus matters is to say that the
church is faithful when it self-consciously furthers Jesus’ way—
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through its teaching and preaching, through its worship and
communal prayer, through its practices and projects.

We should bother with the church as Christians because it
can be, it should be, it must be (if it is to be faithful), a place
where people work together to embody, to make real and con-
crete, the basic message of Jesus: Love God and neighbor. And
as social creatures, we need other people to help us do this.

FAITH COMMUNITY IN THE BIBLE
Let’s look at four Bible texts that can help us think about

why to bother—or, maybe I should say, how to bother with the
church.

I will begin with Psalm 15:

O Lord, who may abide in your tent? Who may dwell on
your holy hill? Those who walk blamelessly, and do what
is right, and speak the truth from their heart; who do not
slander with their tongue, and do no evil to their friends,
nor take up a reproach against their neighbors; in whose
eyes the wicked are despised, but who honor those who
fear the Lord; who stand by their oath even to their hurt;
who do not lend money at interest, and do not take a bribe
against the innocent. (Ps. 15:1-5)

Psalm 15 emphasizes that living justly and compassion-
ately is the prerequisite for abiding in God’s presence and
among God’s people. The identity of the community imagined
by the Psalms centers on people in this community living here
and now in ways that foster life and resist evil.

For a second Old Testament text, let’s look at Jeremiah 7.
Jeremiah receives the calling from God to challenge the people
of his day as they enter the gates of the temple to worship God.
He is to tell them,

Do not trust in these deceptive words: “This is the temple
of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of the
Lord.”For if you truly amend your ways and your doings,
if you truly act justly one with another, if you do not op-
press the alien, the orphan, and the widow, or shed inno-
cent blood in this place, and if you do not go after other
gods to your own hurt, then I will dwell with you in this
place, in the land that I gave of old to your ancestors for-



ever and ever. . . . Will you steal, murder, commit adultery,
swear falsely, make offerings to Baal, and go after other
gods that you have not known, and then come and stand
before me in this house, which is called by my name, and
say—”We are safe!”—only to go on doing all these abomi-
nations? (Jer. 7:3-10)

Jeremiah 7 denies that ritual acts and public worship are
in and of themselves of value to God. When they coexist with
easily accepted injustice, ritual acts and worship are acts of re-
bellion against God. When the church places a higher priority
on status and comfort than on caring for vulnerable people,
than on rejecting violence, than on serving as a house of prayer
for all nations—it is tending toward idolatry.

Now let’s look at a text from the Gospels.

A dispute arose among [Jesus’ disciples] as to which one
of them was to be regarded as the greatest. But [Jesus] said
to them, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and
those in authority over them are called benefactors. But
not so with you; rather the greatest among you must be-
come like the youngest, and the leader like one who
serves. For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the
one who serves? Is it not the one at the table? But I am
among you as one who serves.” (Luke 22:24-27)

Luke 22 establishes the political style that must character-
ize Jesus’ followers—not power-over, not claiming to be a bene-
factor while actually practicing domination, not to seek status
and to be served. The political style of Jesus is a politics of serv-
ice, a politics of simplicity, a politics of authentic humility and
equality of status.

Finally, consider Paul’s thoughts from Romans 12. He be-
gins with a call to intellectual transformation, commitment to
God in response to God’s mercy. This transformation turns the
believer from cultural conformity with the wider world and
enables one to discern God’s will. Such discernment will lead
to mutual up building in the faith community.

We, who are many, are one body in Christ. . . . We have
gifts that differ according to the grace given to us:
prophecy, in proportion to faith; ministry, in ministering;
the teacher, in teaching; the exhorter, in exhortation; the
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giver, in generosity; the leader, in diligence; the compas-
sionate, in cheerfulness.Let love be genuine; hate what is
evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with mu-
tual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. (Rom.
12:4-10)

Romans 12 points to the faith community as a countercul-
ture that thinks differently. This counter-culture makes Jesus’
priorities its priorities in contrast to the priorities of the “dom-
ination system,”4 that is, in contrast to the ethics of power-over
all too common in the world.

The church is worth bothering with insofar as it under-
stands its existence as a way to help its people to embody these
attributes. The church is not an end in itself. It serves the true
ends: love of God and neighbor. To such service is where ec-
clesiology in light of Jesus leads us.

THREE SENSES OF �“THE CHURCH�”
In working at a theology of the church in light of these re-

flections, I start by suggesting that we may think about the
church in three senses: the structural, the visible, and the in-
visible church.

In thinking about the structural church, we may understand
one aspect of the church’s existence to be an organized group
of Christians with a recognized (usually ordained) formal lead-
ership, with membership, regular rituals (most commonly bap-
tism and communion), a regular meeting place and meeting
times.

The church in this sense serves as the location for weddings
and funerals with designated officiants. It is as the structural
church that we talk about official beliefs (such as confessions
and creeds), legal status as incorporated entities, regional con-
ferences, and denominations.

To speak of the visible church is to refer to the church as the
concrete fellowship of followers of Jesus Christ who form a
community, meet regularly; worship together (usually with
singing, prayer, and preaching); study Scripture together; offer
one another encouragement; organize for service, social action,
and witness; and share in rituals such as baptism and com-
munion.



There is overlap between the structural and visible aspects
of the church. The distinction may be seen in terms of an anal-
ogy with language. Vocabulary and rule of grammar provide
the structure of language, but the actual face-to-face interac-
tion of human beings using the words is what makes the lan-
guage alive.

To talk about the invisible church is to speak metaphorically
of the mystical “communion of the saints” made up of all those
who trust in Jesus Christ. The church in this sense exists
throughout time and all over the world.

The second sense, the visible one, takes precedence over
the first and the third senses. The structural church and the in-
visible church only have meaning in relation to the visible
church. There is no invisible church apart from many visible
congregations. Without authentic, face-to-face discipleship, the
structural church is only a calcified human institution.

The church gains its direction from the life and teaching of
Jesus. Jesus provides criteria for the church’s authenticity: love,
openness, peaceableness, opposition to the powers of death,
willingness to suffer for the sake of the truth, suspicion of in-
stitutions and human self-aggrandizement, and adherence to
the prophetic faith of the ancient Hebrews.

The church’s mission includes at its heart witness to God’s
love to all the ends of the earth—as Jesus challenged his fol-
lowers just before he left them in Acts 1:8. The church so wit-
nesses (1) by embodying in the present, in its common life, the
reality of God’s promised kingdom; (2) by finding ways to com-
municate this reality to the wider world as invitation; and (3)
by confronting the powers of death through exorcism and dis-
illusionment.

The church, by definition, is “political” (with “politics” de-
fined as how human beings order their common life). How-
ever, the church lives in the tension of ambivalence toward the
“world” (defined both as that which God created and loved
and as that which opposes God). There is no part of the world
to which Christians should not bear witness. At the same time,
all parts of the world (including churches) may manifest oppo-
sition to God and hence may seduce Christians. The key crite-
rion for avoiding such seduction is adherence to the peaceable
way of Jesus.
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The focus of the church should be positive. It seeks to un-
derstand and live out its mission of witnessing to God’s love.
Christian existence is based on God’s mercy, not human strict-
ness and purity. The key metaphor for the aspiration of the
church is “health.” Health is found through self-awareness and
identity security.

We may actually think of such a positive focus as a form of
“church discipline.” Church discipline should primarily be a
matter of people in the church living with openness and in-
tegrity. That is, the church best sustains its health by being a
community from which those who do not want to live with
openness and integrity will choose to excuse themselves.

The center of the church is faithfulness to Jesus’ way, not
doctrinal formulations or legalistic purity. The focus is on the
center, sustaining the community’s core identity—not on the
boundaries, striving to divide between insiders and outsiders.

The church may need (on rare occasions) to withhold fel-
lowship from troublesome members (“troublesome” defined
primarily as those who harm others). This withholding must
always be done with a spirit of love and concern, in hopes of
effecting restoration of fellowship and healing for all involved.
The withholding should never be done with a punitive intent
or for the sake of the church’s “purity” or “reputation.”5

Since the church is the “church of Jesus Christ,” member-
ship is tied to a public expression of one’s willingness to fol-
low Jesus and his way. Typically this expression happens with
the rite of baptism. The baptized person confesses Jesus as
God’s Son (that is, as the definitive revelation of God) and
Jesus’ way as God’s will for all human beings.

As an inviting fellowship (more than a fellowship focused
on purity), the church is open to a variety of expressions of faith
under the rubric of following Jesus. As a voluntary fellowship,
the church does not coerce or claim to hold the “keys of salva-
tion.” As an active fellowship, the church expects its members
to join in the task of witness. As a discerning fellowship, the
church expects all its members to be part of the church’s work
of perceiving the “signs of the times” and to share and receive
counsel for personal life and social discernment.

As a human organization, the church requires some sort of
formal leadership. Leaders are “ordained” (called out) in recog-
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nition both of the practical need for recognized leaders and of
the gifts and motivations of the person being called out. How-
ever, the basic standards for ordination are essentially the same
as they are for membership. Leaders are not above the congre-
gation. Their leadership is primarily practical.

We need to recognize (and confess with regret) the scandal
of intra-Christian enmity. Probably nothing has (or continues
to) undercut the message of the gospel as much as Christians
doing violence toward other Christians. Some historians argue
that the “Christian wars” in Europe during the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries fostered the emergence of atheism more
than any other factor.6 However, the diversity of Christian tra-
ditions has also led to a richness of expression and under-
standing that has enhanced the witness to God’s love in Christ.

Structural unity of all Christians is a dangerous ideal. In
part, this is so because top-down conformity quenches the cre-
ativity of the Spirit. In part, this is so because such “unity”
tends to exclude and coerce dissenters. For life-enhancing
Christian unity, what is required is openness, respect, corpo-
rate cooperation, and sharing across the differences while each
particular tradition also maintains its own unique expression
of faith.

Within the diverse umbrella of my own Mennonite tradi-
tion, for example, the service organization Mennonite Disaster
Service models the exercise of common Christian witness amid
respect for diverse institutional structures. Various Mennonite
denominations work together to help people in need follow-
ing natural disasters while retaining their distinct identities.

THE CHURCH AND WORSHIP
A final area of reflection in relation to our theology of the

church is worship, the communal times when people of faith
gather to share with one another in hymns, public prayer, and
the ministry of the word.

The Sunday morning worship service plays a key role for
group spirituality. In many North American congregations, we
tend toward busy lives, with many interests, activities, and
other circles of friends. Church is not the all-week cultural and
religious center that it used to be. So worship time is precious.
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Something should happen during those one to three hours Sun-
day morning that plays a major role in helping us to make sense
out of our lives. This time should help us to find strength and
encouragement and hopefulness.

A pastor friend of mine once told me about a woman who
regularly attended his worship services and became involved
in his congregation. She was from a Catholic background. She
had told him that she was going to the Mennonite church for
the social contacts. She liked being with the people, sharing
many interests and concerns, and working with them on social
issues. However, when she wanted to worship, she went back
to the Catholic mass. She told my friend that Mennonites do
not really know how to worship.

In thinking about what my friend said, I had to question
the woman’s apparent division between worship and fellow-
ship. At least, I thought about why that distinction did not fit
with my experience and understanding. That helped me to
think about what I find to be important elements of my wor-
ship experience and why I find them a source of encourage-
ment.

When I was a pastor, my Sunday mornings meant more
than simply carrying out pastoral responsibilities. My encour-
agement did not stem only from successful completion of my
tasks. It also had to do with what had gone on in the worship
experience in general. I felt that something had happened to lift
my spirits and touch me with a reality outside of myself. In au-
thentic worship, in being pointed toward God, we are simulta-
neously being pointed toward the kind of people we want to
be, the kind of world of which we want to be part.

This “something” is what I want to reflect on. I will do so
not so much by trying to define what this “something” is.
Rather, I will structure my comments on various elements that
make up the worship service and how I think they combine to
provide encouragement. These elements I am calling emo-
tional, intellectual, social, and meditative parts of worship.

These different elements all overlap. We sing—engaging
in what I am calling an emotional element. However, the
singing includes our minds, so it is also intellectual, and we do
it together, so it is certainly social. As well, it often includes a
prayerful, meditative element.
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When I use the term emotional, I am not meaning that wor-
ship makes us intensely emotional. I do not mean emotional in
the sense as when we say that someone who is fighting back
tears is “emotional.” Certainly intense emotions may occur.
What I have in mind, though, is simply that part of us that we
might call the emotional part of our being. The part that maybe
transcends words or is at least something we can’t describe in
strictly a linear way. You could call this the inarticulate speech
of our hearts.

The part of our worship that I have especially in mind as
“emotional,” in this sense, is our music. There is something
about singing, hearing others sing, and hearing instrumental
music that often touches our hearts in significant ways. As well,
music evokes something from our hearts, something that
touches the emotional part of our being.

Singing especially, in ways beyond the actual word con-
tent of the hymns, can act as a kind of salve on the hurting soul.
It’s not magical; the hurt typically remains. However a kind of
soul soothing may be felt. It is partly the act of singing, of ex-
pressing something with at least a bit of abandonment. It is also
partly the act of hearing—the instruments, the other voices. As
well, I have also experienced in times when I feel joyful that
hymn singing may be an opportunity to voice that joy.

The intellectual element comes more to the fore in other as-
pects of worship. When we actually do talk, what we say is cru-
cial. I am thinking especially of sermons here, though also our
children’s stories, Scripture readings, and other times when
just one person speaks. My Mennonite tradition has placed a
high priority on hymn singing. This has always been a central
part of Mennonite worship. So, too, have sermons.

Sermons can be a significant source of spiritual encourage-
ment. In Romans 12 we hear Paul calling for “spiritual wor-
ship.” This has to do with the “renewing of our minds.” He
calls for us to think—and in new ways. He wants us grow in
understanding God’s ways of peace and justice and of our
world and our place in it. He urges us to find words to express
our soul’s longings and hurts and joys.

Sermons can be opportunities for encouragement to think.
The intellectual part of us needs the nourishment of deeper
perspectives. It needs the challenges of ways of seeing that are
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different from ours and the support that maybe some of our
ideas are worth staying with after all. The best sermons I have
heard provided this nourishment through various means—sto-
ries, images, evoking memories, touching emotions, as well as
analysis, definition, explanation. I came away thinking about
new ways to see. At times I’ve felt encouraged that some of the
old ways are still okay. My mind as well as heart have found
spiritual nourishment.

So our worship includes hymns and sermons, both of
which in different degrees and different ways touch our hearts
and our heads. A third element that also does both is what I am
calling the social or interactive element. Here I am thinking of
when we talk with each other. We talk both in formal settings
such as Sunday school and worship service discussions and in
informal settings when we visit before and after our service.

When Kathleen and I began attending the Eugene (Ore.)
Mennonite congregation in the 1970s, we came from a pretty
intense, zealous church. We had wanted to change the world—
through evangelism, through activism, through the intensity
of our common life. Our first sense of the Mennonites was cer-
tainly positive, which is why we kept going back. However,
we also thought that the group was not that far from being, as
we said, “just a social club.” We did not see that the congrega-
tion was doing that much—certainly not compared to what we
thought a church should do. So we felt a little disdainful.

However, my thinking has changed since then. I do think
that congregation is and always has been more than just a so-
cial club. I also am not nearly so critical of the idea of being a
social club. At least, I think being the kind of social club we are
is not just a social club. Maybe no social clubs are. I see the so-
cial-ness of our being together as part of our worship of God.
It is a powerful force in encouraging us to be spiritually alive
and fruitful in our lives in the world.

We need to have a sense that we are part of something big-
ger than just our individual selves. We need other people
whom we like, who like us—more than that, whom we trust
and respect and who trust and respect us. We need to have a
sense that we matter. We need to have people with whom we
can talk, people who affirm us as significant beings. We do not
get this in that many places—certainly not in our consumer
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culture. Our church community and our socializing especially
offer to meet these needs, at least in part. As I stated, this so-
cializing includes our formal discussions. Here we have op-
portunity to make ourselves heard to other people who actu-
ally listen and act as if what we say is worth listening too. We
have the chance to think together on big issues (and little is-
sues) that interest us and affect our lives. We also find enjoy-
ment in the human contact, our senses of humor, and the give
and take and stimulation of thought processes.

This socializing also includes our informal conversations,
where we touch base, make new acquaintances, share news
and hopes and fears. None of this probably happens enough
to make us fully content. However, it does happen and we do
well not to take this rareness of human fellowship for granted.

The element of our worship having to do with talking with
each other is a crucial part of the whole. In this area, I am pretty
Quaker in my theology. Some people accuse Quakers of being
non-sacramental because they do not observe the Lord’s Sup-
per. However, they believe they are sacramental, in that they
experience communion in their fellowship with one another. I
think there is something to that. We can understand our time
together as the “sacrament” of communion occurring through
talking and listening, enjoying each other, learning of the God
that is part of each of us. This is a central part of worship. I re-
flect more fully on the “sacrament” of the Lord’s Supper in the
next chapter.

I believe that our worship is encouraging to me because
with our worship we join in constructing an alternative world
to the rat race around us. Our singing, our thinking, and our
talking and listening all help shape that world. We connect with
values, with hopes, and with a spirituality. These all point to-
ward a new world. This is where people, where relationships,
where love, respect, and compassion—all enlivened by a car-
ing God—are affirmed. We confess these as true, as genuine,
as at the center of what we want to be as human beings.

We call forth this alternative world tentatively and imper-
fectly. However, we do make contact with it. In doing so, we
find some hope, some encouragement, and some reason for
continuing on. That is what church is about and why it is worth
bothering with.
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10

Evoking the 
Presence of God

[A Theology of the Sacraments]

THE ALERT READER MAY HAVE NOTICED something missing from
the previous chapter. In our discussion of worship as part of
our theology of the church, we did not consider sacraments
such as communion except for my brief comments at the end.
The main reason for this omission no doubt stems from my ex-
perience as a Christian. I have mainly participated in “low-
church” congregations that do not emphasize communion as a
regular part of worship.

Since I have generally found worship to be meaningful in
my various congregations, I drew on the elements of worship
that have made it meaningful in my experience. I left out prac-
tices that have not been central to this experience.

I could also argue that if we are thinking of the church in
light of Jesus’ life and teaching, we would not expect commun-
ion to be a major element of our theology of the church. Of
course, communion is not absent from the story of Jesus. We
have the “Last Supper.” But in Jesus’ ministry and teaching,
this “sacramental” event plays a peripheral role in the overall
story.

Nevertheless, even among Mennonites and other low-
church traditions, an appreciation for the sacramental practices
of the broader Christian tradition has been growing. Plus,
many from Christian streams that have seen the sacraments as
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more central to church life have become attracted to the Jesus-
centered, ethically oriented focus of “baptist”1 churches. So,
the theme of the sacraments, in particular, the Lord’s Supper
or communion, requires our attention. I do feel reluctant to take
up the issue of communion. It’s not so much that I have per-
sonally had negative experiences with communion—actually
my experiences have trended positive.

But I do know people who have had hard experiences: the
denial of participation in the Lord’s Supper for my friend’s fa-
ther back in the 1930s for owning life insurance, a trauma that
still hurts her; the gay man who was refused communion when
he returned to his home congregation hoping to rebuild a sense
of connection; the teenager who was told she was too young to
take communion, making her feel like a second-class Christian
even though she deeply desired to follow Jesus. . . . These ex-
clusions bother me.

COMMUNION�’S SYMBOLISM
As I reflect on communion, I find it helpful (though also

troubling and confusing) to think about what this ritual sym-
bolizes. It seems to me that the meaning of communion varies
according to what we think lies behind the service. What do
these acts symbolize for us? Well, lots of different things at dif-
ferent times. For example:

Back in the late 1970s, my wife Kathleen and I were part of
a non-denominational church made up of people in their twen-
ties, many of whom were new Christians. We took commun-
ion every week—in wildly varying ways. Whoever wanted to
could lead the service. One Sunday we might have saltine
crackers and Kool-Aid. The next would be grape juice and
bread. And every once in a while this one guy would try to get
us to use regular wine—even though about half the people in
the church were teetotalers! Communion often symbolized
people’s joy and enthusiasm in knowing Jesus and in being
with others who shared those feelings. Everyone was welcome;
I don’t think any of us had a very sophisticated theology of the
sacraments—to say the least.

Most of us in the congregation were from Baptist and other
believers church backgrounds; many others were new Chris-
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tians who hadn’t been in church much at all before. So we
didn’t have a particular formula we felt we needed to follow.
We had no desire to make communion a sacrament that re-
quired a priest to legitimate it. Rarely, if ever, did we talk about
anything happening to the elements—they were bread (or
crackers) and juice, that was all. What mattered was that they
provided an occasion for us to thank Jesus for saving us
through his sacrificial death—and usually, in some sense, to
express our commitment to follow him.

A second example would be from about the same time.
Kathleen and I often visited her family in Arizona, and when
we could we would go to Mass with her widowed Roman
Catholic grandmother. Gramma loved for us to accompany her.
And she loved for us to take communion with her, even though
she knew we weren’t Catholics. She said she was sure the
priests wouldn’t mind, though she never asked any of them
about it. To her, our sharing in the Mass with her was a famil-
ial affirmation of her faith. (The rest of the family was not
Catholic, and for many years Gramma felt somewhat ostra-
cized due to her faith.)

For Kathleen and me, the Mass was meaningful partly be-
cause of the connection with Gramma, partly because we liked
the content of the liturgy, partly because we were pretty ecu-
menical in spirit and liked sharing this ritual with fellow Chris-
tians from a tradition different than ours. However, I started
learning more about Catholic theology and realized that ac-
cording to the teaching of the Catholic Church we were not le-
gitimate participants. I found this offensive and eventually
began to decline to go forward to take the elements.

A little later, while I was in graduate school, a close friend
took her final vows as a Catholic nun. The service to celebrate
her taking this step was quite meaningful. But when it came
time to take communion, I did not feel that I could go forward.
The sisters and the priest who was officiating (one of my pro-
fessors and also a good friend) all urged me to go ahead even
though they knew I was a Mennonite, but I could not bring my-
self to do so.

Another example would be when my parents retired and
moved to a new community. My father had grown up the son
of a Lutheran pastor, but in the small town in Oregon where I
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grew up, we had no Lutheran church. So I had never attended
a Lutheran service.

In their new town, my parents now had a Lutheran church
to attend. So Kathleen and I went along the first Sunday they
were there. This was the first time in forty years my dad had a
chance to be part of the kind of church he grew up in. When it
came time for communion, Kathleen and I hopped up and par-
took, even though the pastor said it was only for people who
believed in the “real presence.” But my parents stayed seated.

I found out later that in the church where my dad grew up,
communion was open only to church members. So he didn’t
think he should take communion in this church until he joined.
As I thought about it later, I felt that part of what was symbol-
ized both by the pastor’s statement about the need to believe
in the “real presence” and, even more, by my dad’s views, was
that communion could represent the church as a kind of closed
club—if you believe in the right thing, or if you have a certain
kind of congregational membership, you can take part. It could
be kind of like a lodge; the value of my membership is height-
ened by the fact that some aren’t members.

As a final example, I noticed a letter in a church periodical
from a seminary professor arguing against an essay that had
advocated opening communion to anyone who is thirsting for
God. To open communion in this way, so that we “open the
breaking of bread to people who have not made the covenant
with Jesus,” is to jeopardize our understanding of the church
according to this professor. Church, it would appear, is a place
where it is important to make clear distinctions between who
belongs or not. The symbolism here seems to be, in part, that
communion is one place where we must clearly draw lines be-
tween in and out.

From these examples, I mostly perceive a sense of com-
munion as a boundary marker, a way to make distinctions be-
tween worthy participants and those who, due to theology,
congregational membership, or some other factor, are not wor-
thy to partake. The one counter-example would be the chaotic
practices of my old house church. That congregation took com-
munion very seriously, practicing it every week, but strictly as
an activity symbolizing the wonders of the merciful salvation
God makes available to everyone.
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However, another element of communion symbolism
comes to mind when I think of a good friend of mine who mod-
els faithfulness to Jesus’ gospel of peace. This friend works hard
for justice and reconciliation both inside and outside the
church. He puts his very life on the line—in fact, he was nearly
killed while witnessing for peace in Iraq in 2003. He also puts
his reputation and ministerial status on the line by welcoming
sexual minorities to his congregation.

For my friend, sharing in communion is extraordinarily
important as a source of spiritual sustenance. While not for-
mally a Roman Catholic, he feels strongly drawn to Catholic
sacramental theology. For him, communion symbolizes soli-
darity with other peacemaking Christians, an identification
with the long Christian tradition, and his receptivity to the
Spirit’s nourishment through the bread and wine.

I know many other Christians who share my friend’s con-
victions about peacemaking and his experience of the depth of
meaning in the communion service. So I would not want to try
to drive a wedge between sacramental practices and costly dis-
cipleship—even though I am suspicious that the sacramental
tradition tends to emphasize external churchly ritual over ac-
tual deeds of justice and compassion.

These issues keep getting more complicated for me,
though, as I reflect more on the symbolism of communion.

THE PROPHETIC CONCERN
Let me turn to a biblical passage that touches on my con-

cerns as I reflect theologically on communion. One starting
point for such reflection could be the writings of some of Is-
rael’s prophets, beginning with these sharp words from the
prophet Amos.

I hate, I despise your festivals, and I take no delight in
your solemn assemblies. Even though you offer me your
burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them;
and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals I
will not look upon. Take away from me the noise of your
songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps. But let
justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an
ever-flowing stream. (Amos 5:21-24)
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The book of Amos as a whole focuses on the spiritual state
of the nation of Israel. This people had been formed by God for
the purposes of living faithfully to the message of Torah. Amos
understood that at the heart of Torah lay God’s concern for jus-
tice and equity among all the people of the community. Com-
munity rituals were meant to encourage this justice and equity.

Instead, according to Amos, Israel had departed from
God’s intentions for its common life. An expression of this de-
parture was the delinking of rituals from the ethical core of
Torah. Shockingly, in Amos’s view, the rituals themselves be-
came an occasion for sin. They were not an expression of faith-
fulness to God but actually expressed the opposite—utter dis-
regard for the core message of God’s will found in Torah.

Here we have the image of people who share in religious
rituals as a means of demonstrating their piety to onlookers
while being blind to profound social injustice. The rituals had
become ends in themselves: go to services, get blessed, and you
are set. God is in the holy sanctuary; God’s presence is medi-
ated through the religious leader—the only demand on the be-
liever is to show up, go through the ceremonies, and go on with
life as if God’s commands for social justice are optional.

Virtually any ritual runs the risk of evolving into the kind
of approach that Amos spoke so harshly against. When faith-
fulness can be equated with simply sharing in an external rit-
ual, the ethical practices of the participant easily become mar-
ginalized, secondary, and optional. Only in this way could we
have the endless repetition of the practices Amos condemns—
people of faith actively attending services while also actively
participating in unjust social practices.

COMMUNION AS WELCOME
Let me mention yet another symbolic expression of com-

munion. I learned of this story from reading an encouraging
book—Take This Bread, by Sara Miles.2 Miles grew up an athe-
ist. She cared deeply for justice in the world, devoting years of
her life to working in Central America. She eventually ended
up in San Francisco, a bit burnt out from her work.

One Sunday she found herself attending an Episcopalian
worship service. Miles went simply to watch, not even sure
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what had drawn her to attend. Then in the middle of the serv-
ice, when the priest announced, “Jesus invites everyone to his
table,” she found herself caught up in the movement forward
and took the bread and wine.

Miles was suffering in many ways at this time. Her father
had just died unexpectedly. The father of her daughter had sep-
arated from her. She carried the pain of her experience in Cen-
tral America. Taking the bread and wine seemed to speak to
her need, though she didn’t know how that could be. She re-
mained skeptical but couldn’t stop going back to church and
accepting the invitation to Jesus’ table.

About the time she accepted that she had become a Chris-
tian, an opportunity arose for her to begin a food pantry at this
church. So, as she grew in her faith and her understanding of
what it meant to share at Jesus’ table, she found herself shar-
ing food with others who also were hungry, as she had been,
though in more literal sense.

Ultimately, Miles links these two experiences inextricably
together. Jesus’ table symbolized by the communion service at
Sunday worship complements Jesus’ table symbolized by shar-
ing with hungry people at Friday food pantry. Both expressed
God’s welcome: to all who hunger for spiritual wholeness and
to all who simply hunger for food.

She found inspiration in stories such as Jesus feeding the
five thousand, breaking bread and sharing it indiscriminately
with all who were hungry for physical food. Typically, Chris-
tians oriented more in a sacramental direction do not view this
story as a precursor to the communion service. After all, Jesus
shared indiscriminately here. He did not limit the “elements”
to believers. However, for Miles, the key points of continuity
between Jesus’ sharing food in this Gospel story and her own
experience of coming to his table at communion could be seen
in Jesus’ compassionate response in providing nourishment in
face of people’s hunger and his blessing of the “elements” be-
fore sharing them with those in need.

Jesus . . . saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for
them and cured their sick. When it was evening, the disci-
ples came to him and said, “This is a deserted place, and
the hour is now late; send the crowds away so that they
may go into the villages and buy food for themselves.”



Jesus said to them, “They need not go away; you give
them something to eat.” They replied, “We have nothing
here but five loaves and two fish.” And [Jesus] said,
“Bring them here to me.” Then he ordered the crowds to
sit down on the grass. Taking the five loaves and the two
fish, he looked up to heaven, and blessed and broke the
loaves, and gave them to the crowds. And all ate and were
filled; and they took up what was left over of the broken
pieces, twelve baskets full. And those who ate were about
five thousand men, besides women and children. (Matt.
14:13-21)

Miles also drew inspiration from this text from Luke’s
Gospel where Jesus sits down for table fellowship with tax col-
lectors and sinners, announcing that his message of healing
was for all who needed their brokenness bound up.

Jesus went out and saw a tax collector named Levi, sitting
at the tax booth; and [Jesus] said to him, “Follow me.”
And [Levi] got up, left everything, and followed [Jesus].

Then Levi gave a great banquet for [Jesus] in his
house; and there was a large crowd of tax collectors and
others sitting at the table with them. The Pharisees and
their scribes were complaining to [Jesus’] disciples, say-
ing, “Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors and
sinners?” Jesus answered, “Those who are well have no
need of a physician, but those who are sick. I have come to
call not the righteous but sinners to repentance.” (Luke
5:27-32)

Amos, representing many of Israel’s prophets, warns of the
dangers of ritual separated from ethics. Religious people at-
tend services; they share a ritualistic “meal” that invokes God’s
presence within the sanctuary. But in their lives they accept (or
actively participate in) social injustice that leaves the poor and
needy oppressed and disenfranchised. In doing so, according
to Amos, these religious people are partaking in hateful “festi-
vals” and “solemn assemblies” that God actually promises to
ignore. “I will not listen” (Amos 5:23). Earlier, Amos even as-
serts that the people have a choice—either seek life (and estab-
lish justice for the needy) or attend religious services (5:4-5).

Let us note that Jesus provides a model for a different kind
of celebration, one that includes at its heart sharing with peo-
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ple in need and welcoming “sinners” (rather than excluding
them). The food blessed and shared meets people’s physical
needs while also symbolizing God’s welcome and promise to
heal their souls.

IS GOD NEEDY?
I have to mention one last kind of symbolism. This is the

symbol pointed to by Psalm 50.

Our God . . . calls to the heavens above and to the earth,
that he may judge his people: “Gather to me my faithful
ones, who made a covenant with me by sacrifice! . . . Hear,
O my people, and I will speak, O Israel, I will testify
against you. I am God, your God. . . . I will not accept a bull
from your house, or goats from your folds. For every wild
animal of the forest is mine, the cattle on a thousand hills.
I know all the birds of the air, and all that moves in the
field is mine. If I were hungry, I would not tell you, for the
world and all that is in it is mine. Do I eat the flesh of bulls,
or drink the blood of goats? Offer to God a sacrifice of
thanksgiving, and pay your vows to the Most High. Call
on me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you and you
shall glorify me.” (Ps. 50:3-15)

Some Christians may have a tendency to think of com-
munion similarly to the ancient Israelites in the psalm. Think-
ing that it is an offering to God of something God needs to be
favorably disposed to them.

We can see two expressions of giving God something God
needs. Maybe God needs our obedience, so taking communion
regularly pays God to accept us. Instead of the communion
symbolizing and celebrating God’s mercy already shown to us,
it symbolizes payment God needs to accept us. This sense of
communion as obligation probably reflects a kind of popular
spirituality more than an explicitly articulated theological af-
firmation, but it is a widespread part of the meaning of com-
munion for many.

A second, more theologically developed, understanding
would see that communion either symbolizes or in some sense
manifests how Jesus, through his death, offered a sacrifice to a
needy God. This sacrifice satisfies God’s holiness and allows
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God to offer forgiveness. Communion may be seen as neces-
sary for the Christian so the sacramental act covers us with the
needed sacrifice and thus protects us from God’s condemna-
tion.

The psalmist, though, makes it clear in Psalm 50 that God
is not needy. Simply offer God a sacrifice of thanksgiving. What
God wants is gratitude for God’s bounteous mercy. If we apply
this message to our understanding of communion, we could
say that communion is not something we do to gain God’s
favor. Rather, communion is an expression of gratitude for the
favor God has already, unconditionally, granted us. The ritual is
purely a ritual of thanksgiving. Of course, the thankful believer
recognizes that if we truly know God’s mercy and if we truly
have the Spirit of God active in our hearts, we will share this
mercy with others simply as part of our existence as healthy,
God-oriented human beings.

Such thanksgiving is a transformative act with powerful
ethical elements. The ritual serves as a reminder and a rein-
forcement. It is a public statement of our humanness as crea-
tures in God’s image who thrive best in loving relationships
with God and our fellow human beings. The ritual also serves
as a reminder that to be human before God is to resist and seek
to overcome all the forces in the world that break relationships
and oppress our fellow humans.

SORTING THROUGH THE SYMBOLS
So where does this cacophony of symbols (note, s-y-m-b-

o-l-s!) leave us? Communion can symbolize God’s mercy,
God’s empowerment for peacemaking, communities of gen-
erosity and support. Communion can also symbolize bound-
ary lines between insiders and outsiders; communion can sym-
bolize human efforts to find assurance that God is on our side.

Let me suggest this: No human ritual is in and of itself sa-
cred. God is not to be evoked mechanistically, through the per-
formance of some specific ritual that guarantees God’s pres-
ence when the correct words are recited and the appropriately
credentialed leaders officiate.

We could say, instead, that rituals may provide a context to
be encouraged to love. We should see our practice of commun-
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ion as continuing in the line of the biblical practices of keeping
Torah, especially keeping the Sabbath. Jesus gave us definitive
guidance when he asserted that human beings are not made
for the Sabbath, but the Sabbath for human beings.

The purpose of the Sabbath from the start was to serve
human well-being, not to be ritual that works as an end in it-
self. Sabbath observance began, according to the story, as a po-
litical statement: The Hebrews were free from slavery. After
their liberation, they were to live as free people. To symbolize
this freedom, they were to keep the Sabbath—a time for rest,
communal fellowship, and worship of God. The ongoing prac-
tice of Sabbath observance meant to remind the people of
God’s mercy and of God’s radical transformation of their so-
cial lives.

We may say the same thing about communion. Certainly
for Christians, as well as for Jews, the radical memory of God’s
liberation in the exodus and creating the community of God’s
people as a light to the nations remains central. Complement-
ing the memory of the exodus, Christians also point to the lib-
eration effected by Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection—libera-
tion memorialized in the communion service.

So, I do not believe we should focus on communion as the
ritualistic re-enactment of Jesus’ death as a necessary sacrifice
that brings about salvation by enabling God to offer forgive-
ness in a way God could not before. Rather, the Lord’s Supper
may better be linked with the liberation Jesus himself evoked
when he talked about his impending death as a “ransom for
many” (Mark 10:45). “Ransom” was used in the Old Testament
as a metaphor for the liberation of God’s people (see Exod. 6:6;
15:13; Isa. 43:1-7; 44:21-23).

Communion, as with Sabbath observance and Torah in
general, best serves its purpose when understood as a human
response to God’s mercy. This response, like all life-fostering
ritual, helps make concrete the experience of healing that God
offers. This evocation of God’s healing mercy is why we do
well to hold the stories of Jesus feeding the multitudes and
sharing meals with tax collectors and sinners together with the
story of his sharing his “last supper” with his disciples.

The stories of these meals all add important dimensions to
the meaning of our communion service. The feeding of the
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multitudes reminds us that Jesus indeed cares about actual
food and actual hunger. And this care reflects his inviting dis-
position that compassionately welcomes all to hear his word
and be nourished both spiritually and physically. By sharing
meals with sinners, Jesus reminds us that he means to reach
out to and welcome people on the margins. The “last supper”
underscores the cost of following Jesus’ way of mercy and jus-
tice. It is a reminder of his call to his followers to take up our
crosses, sharing his life of resistance to tyrannies. It also points
to the importance of a coherent community as the host for the
ongoing remembrance of Jesus’ message.

Ultimately, Jesus’ message underscored the heart of the
message of Torah. We have been noticing throughout this book
the centrality of his great commandments to love God and
neighbor. Let us remember Jesus’ affirmation that these com-
mandments summarize the core message of the law and
prophets. This love is what Torah (and our rituals) should fos-
ter. As the Jewish theologian Abraham Heschel wrote, “Above
all, the Torah asks for love—love of God and love of neighbor—
and all observance is training in the art of love.”3 I believe that
our task is to work at making the rituals work in this way.

EVOKING GOD�’S PRESENCE IN SERVICE OF LOVE
How do we evoke God’s presence in ways that serve the

call to love? I don’t think there is a set formula. But, as 1 John 4
helps remind us, we can count on God’s presence as we do love.

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God;
everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. Who-
ever does not love does not know God, for God is love.
God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent
his only Son into the world so that we might live through
him. In this is love, not that we loved God but that he
loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our
sins. Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought
to love one another. No one has ever seen God; if we love
one another, God lives in us, and God’s love is perfected in
us. (1 John 4:7-12)

Rituals serve the call to love when they make us aware of
God’s presence. With our doctrine of the Holy Spirit, we affirm
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that God is always everywhere present. But we don’t always
realize that. Rituals can remind us, open us up, and heighten
our awareness.

This is basically what I understand “sacrament” to mean,
some act that makes us aware of God’s presence in ways that
serve our call to love. Some have said that singing together is a
quintessential Mennonite sacrament. Maybe potlucks are too.
Certainly sharing generously with a person in need or finding
reconciliation in the face of damaged relationships—these fit
the definition of “sacrament.”

Maybe then we could say that to live “sacramentally” is
not so much about constantly sharing in official church rituals.
Surely such rituals do have the potential to heighten our aware-
ness of God’s presence when practiced with care. More so,
though, living sacramentally has a lot to do with openness to
perceiving God in all our social interactions.

Sara Miles’ book is full of examples of such sacramental
living. She tells of one Friday at the food pantry. As is usually
the case, she feels a bit overwhelmed at the needs represented
by the several hundred hungry people and the stress of mak-
ing sure everyone gets food in an orderly manner. She steps
outside to catch a breath of air. Her coworker Paul spots her
and sympathizes with her weariness.

Then two regular pantry clients spot Sara and Paul and
come to say hello. “The two old women started over to us,”
Miles writes.

Miss Lewis came to the pantry weekly, took her food back
to her room, and prepared it to share with homeless people.
She shared greetings. Paul asked how everyone was. Miss
Pollen replied that though she had a little flu, she was
“blessed.”

Miss Lewis smiled at us all. “Are you thirsty?” she asked
her friend. “You need to drink plenty of liquids. Wait a
minute.” She rummaged in her shopping cart and pulled
out a bottle of cranberry-grape juice and a Dixie cup.
“Here you go,” she said, filling the cup for Miss Pollen.

Miles thinks to herself, this is the sacrament.4
Indeed. So if we use as our criterion for evaluating the va-

lidity of any particular sacrament the evoking of God’s pres-
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ence, we will embrace all acts that bring healing, reconciliation,
renewed awareness of God, and love of neighbor as, in a mean-
ingful sense, “sacramental.” Religious rituals can and do evoke
God’s presence in these ways—and at times they do not.

When we think about sacraments as if Jesus matters, we
will not privilege any particular rituals as “objectively” evok-
ing God’s presence simply because they are authorized by
church hierarchies or because they follow certain prescribed
formulas. All rituals and all other attempts to evoke God’s pres-
ence face the same test. Do they help us love God and neigh-
bor? Do they foster healing and reconciliation? Do they em-
power us to see Jesus and to follow in his way?

Sometimes formal Christian rituals (the traditional “sacra-
ments”) do pass this test—and sometimes they do not. Our
challenge is always to hold together the life-giving elements
with the ritualistic practices.

We should be thankful for those formal occasions that do
indeed evoke God’s presence, such as a “high church” com-
munion service officiated by a duly authorized priest. Like-
wise, we should be thankful for those informal occasions that
also evoke God’s presence, such as when Sara Miles’ friend
Miss Lewis shares a cold drink with her other friend Miss
Pollen.

When Jesus is our model and our central source, we will
refuse to make a sharp distinction between these formal and
informal occasions. They all face the same question (echoing
Jesus’ implied question of sabbath observance): Do they serve
human beings or not?

Sacramental theology as if Jesus matters will refuse to as-
sume that God’s “real presence” always happens in the formal
communion service. It will remember the prophetic critique of
Amos and others that reminds us that formal religiosity with-
out justice is an affront to God. Likewise, sacramental theol-
ogy as if Jesus matters will refuse to delegate informal sharing
of cups of cold water to less than sacramental status. If acts
evoke God’s presence, they are sacramental.

As we saw in our previous chapter, we do nonetheless rec-
ognize the importance of the church’s ongoing existence. The
organized church provides for the Christian faith’s continuity,
solidity, and practice of mutual accountability.
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We should bother with the church as Christians because it
can be, it should be, it must be (if it is to be faithful), a place
where people work together to embody, to make real and con-
crete, the basic message of Jesus: Love God and neighbor. And
as social creatures, we need other people to help us do this.

And as ritualistic creatures, we gain encouragement and a
sense of coherence in our lives when we do have practices that
concretely remind us of our convictions, our values, our sense
of solidarity with one another, and our continuity with those
who have gone before us. One such practice is our commun-
ion service. We do well to attend to this service, to be self-con-
scious about its meaning and its importance—and about its
dangers.

We too easily let our core ritual become a “solemn assem-
bly” in the sense that Amos (5:21) critiqued. Rather than evok-
ing God’s presence, such an “assembly” may actually obscure
the reality of our distance from God stemming from our failure
to embody Torah in our social lives. We too easily let our core
ritual become a boundary marker that provides insiders with
a sense of validation and exclusivity that undermines the wel-
coming message of Jesus.

However, when we do let the ritual serve human well-
being, when we remember that God has placed us here—and
sustains us here—so that we know and share God’s love to the
ends of the earth, then indeed we remember Jesus aright.
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11

Bless All the 
Families of the Earth

[Theology of the Religions]

AS WE CHRISTIANS AFFIRM THE CENTRALITY of the church in
spreading healing to the entire world, we still face many ques-
tions concerning our understanding of other religions. How
do we think of Christian faith in relation to the world’s other
faith traditions?

A number of years ago, my wife Kathleen and I visited a
Sunday school class in a large Mennonite congregation. The
speaker was a member of the congregation who had just re-
turned from a year in the Far East, and he was reporting on the
experience. He talked about how he found the religious beliefs
and practices that he had seen so interesting. He then told how
he tried to encourage his new friends to be the best Buddhists
(or it could have been Hindus) they could be.

I learned later that this comment caused a bit of a furor.
People who believed that faith in Jesus as Savior is the only way
to find salvation were distressed. The speaker’s embrace of re-
ligious pluralism, his implied belief that any number of reli-
gions can lead a person to God, raised concerns.

RELIGIOUS PLURALISM AS A FACT OF LIFE
This issue of Christian faith in relation to other religions

grows ever more challenging for Christians in our globalized
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world. Here in the United States, we can no longer avoid ask-
ing about different religions. Many of us travel around the
world, doing business with people from many cultures and re-
ligious traditions, and, if nothing else, rub shoulders in gro-
cery stores and ethnic restaurants with other-than-Christian
religious folks.

I teach at a tiny Christian college in small, pretty isolated
town in Virginia’s Shenandoah valley. I have had students who
are Muslim, Jewish, and Buddhist. Our favorite places to eat
include restaurants operated by recent immigrants from Nepal,
Vietnam, China, Thailand, India, El Salvador, Mexico, and
Ethiopia. Our local public high school in 2006 had students
from sixty-four different countries who spoke forty-four dif-
ferent languages—and represented many different faiths. Reli-
gious pluralism has become part of our everyday life, like it or
not.

So, what do we think of the various religions of the world?
How do we relate our own Christian faith to Buddhism, Islam,
Hinduism, Judaism, and so on? How does our understanding
of the religions fit with our broader theological convictions?

In my Introduction to Theology course, we spend several
class periods discussing questions such as these. I ask the stu-
dents to imagine a hypothetical person from Mongolia. This
person is exemplary in every way, loving, kind, morally up-
right, active and faithful within her religious community. Then
I ask them to imagine a similar American (perhaps someone
they know) who is also exemplary in every way and an active
and faithful Christian. The Mongolian has not heard of Jesus
or Christianity—any more than many Americans have heard
of the key faith commitments of more than a few of the world’s
many faith traditions. We assume the American is right with
God—what about the Mongolian? . . . Often we then have a
pretty lively discussion.

This discussion of the Mongolian, part of a bigger discus-
sion of religious pluralism, comes near the end of the semester,
after we have sketched out our understanding of basic Chris-
tian convictions. The idea is to apply our Christian convictions
to the issue of religious pluralism. The Mongolian scenario is
hypothetical, but the need to think about Christian faith in re-
lation to other religions most definitely is not.
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JESUS AND RELIGION
In reflecting on all these issues here, I want to return to the

way I have addressed all of our theological topics in this book.
Does it matter if, as we have done throughout this book, we
think self-consciously of our theme here, the religions, as if
Jesus matters? If we keep Jesus’ hierarchy of values central,
will doing so influence our approach to the issue of religious
pluralism?

I suggest that, following Jesus, we should place at the cen-
ter of this discussion the call to love God and to love our neigh-
bors. We should focus our reflections more on serving Jesus’
love command than on devoting our best energy to dividing
lines between different religions.

In this light, one of my first thoughts is that we should rec-
ognize that the category religion is a human category. We seem
to think that religions exist as fundamentally real things, rather
than as labels we have created to try to place some kind of or-
dering framework on to our experiences. We do need such la-
bels, but they are artificial, they exist only in our minds.

The universe does not explode when my friend Sallie iden-
tifies herself simultaneously as a Quaker and a Buddhist. The
universe does not explode when my friend Dan has member-
ship in a Jewish synagogue and in a Mennonite church—both
at the same time.

John’s Jesus did say, so famously, “I am the way, the truth,
and the life, no one comes to the Father except through me”
(John 14:6). But I don’t think he meant to say that Christianity
is the one true religion. I don’t think he meant to say that a per-
son must pass some kind of doctrinal test that clearly identi-
fies one as a Christian and gives one a token to use for exclu-
sive access to heaven after one dies. I don’t think these words
from Jesus were ever meant to negate his call to love our neigh-
bors.

In fact, right after his statement about being “the way . . . to
the Father,” Jesus goes on to respond to Philip’s request that
Jesus would “show us the Father” by asserting that when the
disciples saw Jesus they indeed saw the Father. Jesus’ way of
life is how he revealed to the world the character of God—in
his works of love. He encourages his followers; they will do
the same works (John 14:8-12).
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I am not certain what precisely Jesus did mean by being
“the way,” but these words were spoken before Christianity
even existed. So he couldn’t have been talking about the reli-
gion Christianity. Perhaps a key point is to reflect on what it
means to think of Jesus as “the way.” What is the “way” Jesus
tells us about?

He gives us a crucial criterion for discernment in a story
from Mark’s Gospel in which the Pharisees are angry because,
they believe, Jesus’ disciples are violating the Sabbath by pluck-
ing grain. But Jesus responds, 

“Have you never read what David did when he and his
companions were hungry and need of food? He entered
the house of God, when Abiathar was high priest, and ate
the bread of the Presence, which is not lawful for any but
the priests to eat, and he gave some to his companions.”
Then [Jesus] said to them, “The sabbath was made for hu-
mankind, and not humankind for the Sabbath; so the Son
of man is lord even of the Sabbath.” (Mark 2:23-28)

Jesus states that the Sabbath (a religious practice par excel-
lence) is meant for human beings, not human beings for the Sab-
bath. Let me apply this thought to our thinking about religions.
Viewed in light of Jesus’ words, we could say that religious
identity, religious practice, and religious faith are meant to
serve human well-being. The “way” of Jesus as a religious
leader, as the object of religious devotion, focuses on the ques-
tion: Does our religiosity serve human well-being or not?

I suggest that our “God” is what we value most in life, what
we orient our lives around, what rests at the top of our hierar-
chy of values. Theology reflects on and articulates the values
and convictions that matter the most to us in life. “Christian”
theology emerges when such reflection takes as its central set
of criteria for evaluating our values the life and teaching of
Jesus.

When I say ”Christian theology” here, I have in mind what
it should be, not simply what it is in practice. By “Christian” I
mean something like Christ-follower, something that befits a
follower of Jesus.

What about “religion,” then? I would say that our religion
has to do with the practices, rituals, and such that reflect and
sustain our theology. I want to use Jesus’ life and teaching as



our criterion for discerning how Christian (or how befitting of
Christ-followers) our religious practices are. 

In my previous chapter, I wrote about sacraments as prac-
tices that make us aware of God’s presence. Sacraments, in their
best sense, help concretize God’s fundamental disposition of
mercy toward us. We shouldn’t observe sacraments to gain
God’s favor. We observe sacraments in response to God’s favor
that has been given as a gift.

What are core Christian sacraments? If we link them with
Jesus, we would say sacraments are practices that empower us
to love God and neighbor. Sacraments remind us of God’s love
in ways that help us to love others. In his book Body Politics,
John Howard Yoder discusses sharing food and possessions as
being sacramental. Also, the practice of open conversation in
the community that leads to decisions and policies that serve
the community’s well-being. Other “sacraments” for Yoder, in
this sense, are the practices of forgiveness and reconciliation in
the face of conflict.1

Hence, Christian theology is not an exercise in buttressing
the human religion we call Christianity. Theology with Jesus
as its center does not focus on religious structures, institutions,
doctrines, and ideologies of exclusion. Rather, Christian theol-
ogy has to do with reflection that empowers us to follow Jesus
and his way of love of God and neighbor. Good theology em-
powers us by clarifying God’s mercy for us and guiding our
response embodied in our faith faithful living.

THE BIBLE AND JESUS�’ HIERARCHY OF VALUES
The Bible gives us a wide-angle look at Jesus’ hierarchy of

values. His core message was not esoteric, it was not out of the
blue, and it was not an absolute departure from what went be-
fore. Jesus anchored his message directly in the broad message
of the Bible, the message God had given to Israel through God’s
prophets. The Bible teaches that God desires peace (health and
wholeness) for the whole world, that God has formed a people
to know this peace and to share it with the rest of the world.
The religion that God endorses embodies this teaching.

We see this basic message at the beginning of the story in
Genesis 12. Just before these verses, we are introduced to
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Abram and Sarah and told that Sarah was barren. God would
change that condition.

The Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your
kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will
show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will
bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a
blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who
curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the
earth shall be blessed.” (Gen. 12:1-3)

God shows mercy to the barren couple, gifting them with
offspring. In doing so, God calls Abraham and Sarah to estab-
lish a community. Their descendants will carry the promise of
God. God will, through these people who know God, bless all
the families of the earth. We could understand this calling of
Abraham as the beginning of a religion. However, these verses
make clear that the purpose of this religious vocation had to
do with “blessing all the families of the earth,” not simply the
edification of the chosen people. The religion here is centered
on service toward others regardless of their religious affilia-
tion.

The story continues with another founding moment. Fol-
lowing the journey of Abraham’s descendents into slavery in
Egypt, God liberates the people under the leadership of Moses.
God then gives Moses an extended set of commands (Torah)
to guide the people in their common life and to order their re-
ligious practices. These practices in some sense did have ex-
clusive elements—setting the Hebrews over against the sur-
rounding nations. However, at the beginning of the revelation
of the commands, God reiterates the calling to Abraham and
his descendents that includes the task of mediating God’s love
to the rest of the world.

If you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be
my treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the
whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly
kingdom and a holy nation. (Exod. 19:5-6)

The priest’s task includes serving as a channel of God’s
message to the wider world. God calls this “holy nation” to
know God and to share that knowledge with, and thereby
bless, all the families of the earth. The exclusiveness serves to



protect the Hebrews from reverting to the unjust ways of the
Egyptian empire. And, this distinctiveness should enable
God’s people to witness to God’s way of peace in order ulti-
mately to bless the nations.

Abraham’s descendants do form a people who hear again,
from the prophet Isaiah, about their vocation, in an echo of
God’s words to Abraham and Sarah.

In the days to come the mountain of the Lord’s house shall
be established as the highest of the mountains. . . ; all the
nations shall stream to it. Many . . . will say, “Come, let us
go up . . . to the house of the God of Jacob; that he may
teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths.” For
out of Zion shall go forth instruction, and the word of the
Lord from Jerusalem. He shall judge between the nations
. . . ; they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their
spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword
against nation, neither shall they learn war any more. (Isa.
2:2-4)

The faithful religious practices of God’s people will bring
people from all the nations of the earth to learn the ways of
peace. God’s will for God’s people is that they will lead the
way in the conversion of swords into plowshares, of spears into
pruning hooks. God’s people are to help all the families of the
earth break their addiction to violence and to study war no
more.

This vision in Isaiah, which the prophet Micah also repeats
word for word (4:1-4), does not speak of the “many peoples”
converting to a different religion. The emphasis is on the ways
of peace, the transformation of weapons of war into tools for
peace.

Isaiah’s “the word of the Lord,” as mediated to the nations
through Israel, has potency. This potency may be seen in the
word’s ability to bring social and political healing in a world
all too often at war. The locus of the prophet’s concern lay not
with religion as an exclusive, closed community, but with
changes in how people live—people from all over the world.

Jesus gives a similar message. Near the end of his ministry,
he addresses themes of salvation and condemnation. Like with
Isaiah, he focuses not on religious beliefs and membership but
on practical living. He says that “When the Son of man comes
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in his glory” all the nations will gather before his throne and
the king will invite those on his right to “Come, you that are
blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you”
because when he was hungry, thirsty, naked, a stranger, they
gave him food, drink, clothing, and welcome. 

”Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when was it
that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and
gave you something to drink? And when was it that we
saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave
you clothing? And when was it that we saw you sick in
prison and visited you?” And the king will answer them,
“Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of
these who are members of my family, you did it to me.”
(Matt. 25:31-40)

Jesus presents his message here in almost shocking terms
(at least to those with doctrine-based, exclusivist theology who
think what matters most is religious membership). Those who
practice the kind of religion that unites them with God, those
who inherit the kingdom, are the ones who give food, drink,
welcome, clothing, caring to the sick and imprisoned.

The kicker here is that the faithful people don’t even rec-
ognize the significance of their actions. It’s not the overt acts of
religiosity that matters here; it’s the simple acts of caring. “Just
as you did it to one of the least of these, you did it to me” (Matt.
25:40). In this parable, Jesus clearly subordinates explicit con-
fessional religious practices to concrete ministry. Jesus does not
picture an ethics-less religious universalism in which every-
one finds God no matter what. However, he likewise does not
picture an ethics-less religious exclusivism in which only those
with the correct doctrine find God.

The distinction that matters for Jesus is not a distinction
that separates religious traditions from each other. The separa-
tion Jesus speaks of follows from faithfulness in how we live.
Ones who bless others with water and food when needed go
with God. And those who do not. . . .

At the very end of the Bible, Revelation provides a con-
cluding vision of the New Jerusalem, the fulfillment of God’s
healing promise, and finds the nations being healed—also
clearly an echo of the original calling given Abraham and
Sarah.



Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first
heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea
was no more. . . . Then the angel showed me the river of
the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne
of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of
the city. On either side of the river is the tree of life with its
twelve kinds of fruit . . . and the leaves of the tree are for
the healing of the nations. (Rev. 21:1; 22:1-2)

The kings of the earth, who are God’s enemies throughout
the Bible, find healing. These former enemies bring their “glory”
into the circle of God’s community. The witness made by those
who followed the Lamb’s path of persevering love contributes
mightily to this final healing.

In these various passages, representative of numerous oth-
ers that could also be cited, we have a clear message that the
religiosity that matters to the God of the Bible finds expression
in works of service and social transformation. This religiosity,
we could say in our context today, has little to do with formal
membership in any particular religious institution. Such mem-
bership has authenticity before God only insofar as it serves
the practices that truly matter: beating swords into plowshares,
giving water to the thirsty, offering food to the hungry.

Going back to Jesus’ great commandment, such love of
neighbor is anchored in love of God. The call to mercy and com-
passion throughout the Bible clearly is anchored in knowing
that we are loved by God. We are not presented with a calling
to be “do-gooders” by force of our wills. We are called to trust
in our loving God and, as an outworking of this trust, to share
love with others in concrete, transformative ways in this life.

From these passages (representing the core message of the
Bible when read in light of Jesus) we see bases for understand-
ing biblical faith to center more on acts of love and healing jus-
tice than on formal institutional confession and membership.
So, we may say that what matters most, biblically, about reli-
gion is that it serve human well-being. This service is our core
criterion—and provides the positive calling of all people of
faith. Understanding religion in this way does provide great
potential for mutuality among different organized religions.

Once consequence of this understanding of the Bible for
Christians is to perceive a challenge toward faithfulness—that
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our religious practices conform to God’s will. We run a high
risk of violating God’s intentions for our faith communities
when we center on excluding access to God. Our task, instead,
is to center on the love and healing justice that our religious
practices should serve. When we do so, we will thereby bless
all the families of the earth.

RELIGIOSITY AND INJUSTICE
We may also see a shadow side to the Bible’s call for our

religiosity to serve love and healing justice. This shadow side
is that all too often God’s people have failed to let their religion
serve. To the contrary, all too often God’s people have allowed
their religion to co-exist with, even, reinforce, injustice. We see
this concern clearly in the prophets.

The book of Isaiah begins with sharp words from the
prophet summarizing the core concerns not only of this
prophet but many others. This is the problem in a nutshell from
God’s point of view: “I reared children and brought them up,
but they have rebelled against me.” The “children” here, of
course are the children of Israel.”The ox knows its owner, and
the donkey its master’s crib; but Israel does not know, my peo-
ple do not understand” (Isa. 1:2-3). These children “have for-
saken the Lord [and] despised the Holy One of Israel” (1:4).

Why do you continue to rebel? The whole herd is sick, and
the whole heart faint. From the sole of the foot even to the
head, there is no soundness in it, but bruises and sores and
bleeding wounds; they have not been drained, or bound
up, or softened with oil. (1:6)

Isaiah then speaks of the destruction of the northern king-
dom, Israel, at the hands of the Assyrian empire. “If the Lord
of hosts had not left us a few survivors, we would have been
like Sodom, and become like Gomorrah” (1:9).

The Lord emphasizes that the practice of sacrifices does
not outweigh the injustices.

What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? says the
Lord; I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams and
the fat of fed beasts; I do not delight in the blood of bulls,
or of lambs, or of goats. . . . Trample my courts no more;
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bringing offerings is futile; incense is an abomination to
me. New moon and sabbath and calling of convocation—
I cannot endure solemn assemblies with iniquity. (1:11-13)

When the unjust people offer their prayers and sacrifices,
they will be of no value. God will not honor them. “When you
stretch out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; even
though you make many prayers, I will not listen; your hands
are full of blood.”

The answer to move toward healing is not more religios-
ity, ritual observance, public worship. The way back in chang-
ing the way the people live. Put Torah into practice.

Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; remove the evil
of your doings from before my eyes; cease to do evil, learn
to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the
orphan, plead for the widow. (1:16-17)

Similar passages in Amos, Micah, Hosea, and Jeremiah,
among others, also emphasize the blasphemy of religiosity that
disregards practical love and justice. Perhaps the most famous
example comes in the book of Amos. Amos sharply criticizes
Israel for its blasphemous combination of social injustice and
active religiosity. Because of the injustices, when Israel goes to
worship, they actually reinforce their alienation from God.

Amos provides sarcastic directives to the people. Go to the
religious services at Bethel and Gilgal—and sin, and multiply
your sins (4:4). Simply the act of public worship is itself blas-
phemous and sinful when injustice prevails so blatantly in the
wider society. Because of their injustices, God says, “I hate, I
despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your solemn as-
semblies” (5:21).According to the prophets, the kind of reli-
gious practices that matter to God are caring for the needy and
resisting injustice.

Jesus reiterates this message, criticizing exclusivist reli-
giosity:

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you
tithe mint, dill, and cumin, and have neglected the
weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith.
It is these you ought to have practiced without neglecting
the others. You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but
swallow a camel! (Matt. 23:23-24)
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These critiques demand that we recognize how dangerous
religion can be. Religion may actually push us to rebel against
God. So we should be very careful about setting our religion
over against others as the “only true faith.” Religion, to be ac-
ceptable to God, must serve mercy (not seek to monopolize it).

THE HEART OF TORAH (AND THE GOSPEL)
The heart of Torah, according to the prophets and Jesus,

may be found in the concern for serving others and opposing
oppression and injustice. These are the commitments that reli-
gious faith and religious practices are to serve. Consequently,
Jesus and the prophets surely provide a basis for Christians
making common cause with people of other faiths who also
are committed to caring for others and opposing oppression
and injustice.

The Bible places the highest priority on such commitments
more so than on fostering religiously sanctioned boundary
lines that imply that formal religious affiliation matters more
to God than works of love. The prophets at times do empha-
size the need for boundary lines—but for the sake of protect-
ing faithfulness to Torah’s message of justice, mercy, and
shalom over against the injustices of surrounding empires.

We see the emphasis on works of love when we return to
that well-known passage from Luke central to theology done
as if Jesus matters. This story of the “Good Samaritan” captures
the general message of all these other texts.

A lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what
must I do to inherit eternal life?” [Jesus] said to him,
“What is written in the law? What do you read there?”
[The lawyer] answered, “You shall love the Lord your
God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with
all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neigh-
bor as yourself.” And [Jesus] said to him, “You have given
the right answer; do this, and you will live.” (Luke 10:25-
28)

Jesus was asked about eternal life. How is this found? The
gospels tell of only one other occasion of Jesus being asked this
same question. That time Jesus’ answer first summarized the
commandments then zeroed in on an ethical demand: “Sell all



that you own and distribute the money to the poor” (Luke
18:18-25). Here in Luke 10, Jesus’ answer also summarizes the
law and the prophets. Love the Lord your God and love your
neighbor. That’s it, in a nutshell. “Eternal life” is not about
membership in an exclusive religion nor about correct creeds.
It’s about being loved and loving others in return.

The story does not end there. Jesus needs to spell out in a
more pointed way what he means by love of God and neigh-
bor. Jesus’ questioner presses him. So who is my neighbor? That
is, “Isn’t this what we all do, love our neighbors who share our
same religious practices and practice formal worship of God?”
Jesus’ answer could not be more radical. He tells the story of
the Jewish man traveling to Jericho who is mugged, robbed,
and left for dead. Several people pass him by, including lead-
ers of his own religion. It seems quite likely that these religious
leaders placed a higher priority on the avoidance of impurity
than on compassion.

Then, unexpectedly, the beaten man is helped and his life
saved by the extraordinary generosity of a traveling merchant.
Jesus’ story makes it clear: The neighbor is the person who es-
pecially needs your help.

There’s more to it, though. The exemplary neighbor who
shows what Jesus has in mind (the one who finds salvation!) is
not even a Jew. He’s not a part of the religion of Jesus and his
listeners. Jesus makes clear that saving faith that finds expres-
sion in works of mercy is available to all people of good will. It
does not follow from formal membership in any particular re-
ligion. In fact, the people who are “members” of the correct re-
ligion in this story fail to help the person in need. That is, they
are not neighbors; they disobey Torah’s most important com-
mandment.

Jesus takes it even farther. The person who models neigh-
borliness in this story not only is not a member of the correct
religion; he is a member of the most incorrect religion imagi-
nable to Jesus’ listeners. He’s a Samaritan, their sworn enemy.
The saved person in Jesus’ story is the one who does genuine
justice, the one who loves his neighbor—not the card-carrying
member of the correct religion.

Now, let’s think back to the core text for those arguing for
Christianity’s exclusive truthfulness, John 14:6. In light of this
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story of the Good Samaritan, would we be willing to go so far
as to see this story as an explanation of Jesus’ famous saying
about being the way, truth, and life? Is the “one way” to God
that he proclaims in fact the way of the Samaritan in this story?2

When Jesus asserts that he is the way, the only way to God,
could he be actually asserting that this “way” is precisely the
way followed by the “good Samaritan”? Is the Samaritan giv-
ing evidence of his own love of God by his actions? Are any
who practice that kind of costly, risky love for others in need
in fact following this one way to God? I don’t think we can an-
swer these questions “yes” with absolute certainty. However,
such a possibility certainly seems consistent with Jesus’ own
life. Jesus’ words in John 14 make this clear when he follows
up his statement about being the “one way” with asserting that
the “works” he did will be the same as his followers will be
empowered to do—in this way revealed the Father.

Not only is the possibility that the “one way” Jesus re-
vealed had to do with his kind of costly, risky love for other
consistent with Jesus’ own life; the one way is also consistent
with important teachings in the rest of the Bible (including Old
Testament).

Jesus’ attitude toward religion seems to center on its dan-
ger. Religious practices can (and should) serve human well-
being. However, often they do not. Too often and too easily, re-
ligious people (including Christians) imitate the Levite in the
Good Samaritan story and simply pass by people in need.
Jesus, in the context of the entire message of the Bible, chal-
lenges his followers to find inspiration in texts such as Isaiah
2:2-4; Matthew 25:31-40; and Revelation 22:1-2. Our task is not
to focus on boundary lines that separate us from other reli-
gions. Rather, our task is to witness to the ways of peace to
bring healing to the nations.

One of the big tragedies of Christian exclusivism and its
focus on formal religion over Jesus’ values is how blatant so
much Christian history and so many present Christian prac-
tices are in contradicting the message of these Bible passages.

Christians, especially American Christians, are all too often
a curse to the families of the earth, not a blessing. Christians all
too often fuel warfare rather than teaching against it. Christians
all too often benefit from the building of swords and spears
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rather than transforming them into plowshares and pruning
hooks. Christians all too often reject strangers rather then wel-
come them, all too often isolate and punish prisoners rather than
befriend them, all too often privatize water supplies rather than
give water to the thirsty.

These kinds of things are possible when we do theology as
if Jesus does not matter, as if love of neighbor is something op-
tional, something peripheral in our theology, at most an add-
on after we get our basic doctrine right.

Ultimately, I believe we need to confess uncertainty about
the fate of people such as my hypothetical Mongolian. Those
of us who have decided to follow Jesus and his way do so be-
cause we are convinced that his way is true—not that it’s only
one valid option among many. Our uncertainty, though, arises
because the way of Jesus is an approach to life—Jesus values
love of neighbor much more highly than formal religious affil-
iation. The Bible makes it clear that “correct” religious affilia-
tion is no guarantee of faithfulness.

How do we understand this inextricable link between “lov-
ing God” and “loving neighbor”? Let me suggest, on the basis
of the biblical emphases I’ve summarized in this chapter, that
we should see in people loving their neighbors evidence that
they are also genuinely loving God. Such love, when unaccom-
panied by overt trust in Jesus, does not make a person a Chris-
tian. We have good reasons to believe, though, that such love
does reflect harmony with God. We may wonder whether this
harmony might not ultimately be more important than formal
religious affiliation.

A couple of years ago, I had the privilege of speaking at a
conference on religion and peace. I was profoundly affected by
what happened there. I have not had a lot of experience seri-
ously interacting with people of faith from other religious tra-
ditions. The content of the papers both inspired and challenged
me.

We each prepared our papers independently of each other.
But what happened is that three of us, the Buddhist, the Mus-
lim, and I (the Christian) all gave pretty much the same paper!
We followed similar outlines, talking about the core peace con-
victions present at the founding of our traditions and how
those have been marginalized in later developments. The Jew-
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ish speaker did not follow this same outline, but his presenta-
tion reflected a similar understanding. And numerous speak-
ers drew directly on the Hindu convictions of Mahatma
Gandhi.

I have to conclude from this experience—and from the
Bible’s message—that Jesus’ values, the core stuff of Christian
theology, provide a clear call for us to join hands with peace-
able people from all faiths. We all share a calling to transform
swords into plowshares.

If we understand ourselves as having a core calling as fol-
lowers of Jesus to love our neighbors, shouldn’t we rejoice
whenever anyone practices such love—and join hands with
them?
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12

The End Times Are Now

[The Doctrine of Eschatology]

IN MOST SURVEYS OF CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY, the concluding topic
is “eschatology,” often called the doctrine of the “end times.”
This book will be only somewhat different in that it will close
with some ethical reflections. Our final doctrine, though, will
be eschatology.

Every two years, I am allowed to teach a class called “Top-
ics in Christian Theology.” This is a genuine privilege that not
all faculty at our school receive. It is a chance to teach on what-
ever subject I want without having to go through a process of
gaining approval for a new course. In the past I have taught
classes of great interest to me, such as “Violence and Human
Nature” and “Vengeance and God.”

As a consequence of writing this book, I decided that the
next time I teach my topics course, I want to do a class I will
call “The End Times.” Now, I have to confess that I may be a
little devious in using this title. I expect to attract some stu-
dents who want a class that will discuss the Left Behind scenar-
ios—when’s the Rapture going to be? When exactly is Christ
coming back? When and how is all that biblical prophecy going
to be fulfilled?

Such students, when they take the End Times bait, might
be disappointed when I do a kind of switch and propose a dif-
ferent view of eschatology. The class will indeed be on “escha-
tology,” the doctrine of the end times. But it will be eschatol-
ogy in light of Jesus, not eschatology in light of our fortune-
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telling curiosity. I will present a different take on eschatology
than the future-prophetic views so popular with TV preachers
and best-selling “contemporary Christian” books.

WHAT IS OUR PURPOSE?
I approach eschatology in the same way I have the other

core convictions in the rest of this book on “theology as if Jesus
matters.” I believe that authentic Christian theology is about
gaining clarity on our values. What matters the most for us who
seek to follow Jesus? The values that shape our actual lives re-
veal more than anything else what our “God” is like.

If we look at Jesus’ own life and teaching, we won’t find a
clearer statement of his hierarchy of values than his concise
summary of the law and prophets: You shall love the Lord your
God with all your heart, mind, and soul—and, likewise, you
shall love your neighbor as you love your own self. This love
of God and neighbor (and we must keep in mind how broadly
Jesus defined “neighbor”: our neighbors include our enemies)
is why we are alive. It is what matters the most. That is to say,
the “end” that matters is our purpose for being here, not any
knowledge we might think we have about future events. Our
purpose is to love—that purpose is the eschatological theme that
is central if we do eschatology as if Jesus matters.

In the Bible (and, I want to propose, for us today) the best
reason for talking about the “end of the world” and the “end
times” is not to focus on what is going to happen to the world
in the future. Rather, to talk about the “end of the world” bibli-
cally points us to the purpose of the world. Or, more directly,
our purpose for living in the world.

The word end, of course, can have two different meanings.
(1) “End” means the conclusion, the finish, the last part, and
the final outcome. In this sense, “the end of the world” is some-
thing future and has to do with the world ceasing to exist. (2)
“End” also, though, means the purpose, what is desired, and
the intention. “End of the world,” in this sense, is, we could
say, what God intends the world to be for. Why is the world here
and why are we here and what are we to be about? In this sense
of “end,” the end times have to do with why we live in time,
here and now.
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PROBLEMS WITH FOCUSING ON THE FUTURE
In the years right after I became a Christian as a teenager, I

thought of the end times strictly in terms of the future and how
things will conclude. I looked for the return of Christ soon—
and would have been shocked to know I’d still be living in the
twenty-first century.

When I was in college in the mid-1970s, I seriously con-
templated dropping out. Why should I work at preparing for
the future when the future wasn’t going to come? In those days,
I welcomed the development of nuclear weapons, the conflicts
in the Middle East, and the likelihood of war with the Soviet
Union and possibly also China. I welcomed wars and rumors
of wars. These problems all meant that the second coming was
at hand. The “end of the world” was coming soon, and in that
I rejoiced.

At some point, though, I realized that what I would be wel-
coming, actually, was incredible human suffering and the de-
struction of created life, unprecedented death and bloodshed.
I welcomed, in a word, extreme evil. And, I understood God to
be the agent of this evil. In this view, God’s purposes could only
be worked out if God killed human beings and other living
creatures on an unimaginable level.

When my eyes were opened, I recoiled at my old world-
view. But it has taken many years since then to further think
through these issues and decide that I don’t need to reject the
Bible’s understanding of the end of the world. Rather, I need to
reject the Bible-reading lenses I was given as a young Christian.

I do not fully understand how this view of the end of the
world as its destruction came to dominate Christian thinking.
However, as with many problems in the “Christian” world-
view (such as seeing God as punitive, supporting so-called just
wars, and viewing human beings as corrupted by original sin),
I suspect that the “Doctor of the Church,” Augustine of Hippo,
had something to do with it.

Augustine’s great fifth-century book was The City of God.
He links Greek philosophy with biblical theology and comes
up with a notion of heaven (the “city of God”) as something
outside of time and history, future, otherworldly. This city,
“heaven,” is sharply distinguished from the world we live in,
from historical life in the here and now (the “city of man”). For
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Augustine, life in history is characterized by brutality, sinful-
ness, and the struggle for power.

We have thus a disjunction between heaven and life in the
here and now. This split between heaven and history led to a
notion of Christian hope that focused, in effect, on the destruc-
tion of this world. Genuine salvation requires an escape from
this life to heaven and eternity and something totally different
and separate.

As Augustine’s follower Thomas Hobbes wrote during the
seventeenth century, life on earth is “nasty, brutish, and short.”
The end of the world is coming (thank God), and the sooner
the better. It is tragically ironic that the worldview that looks
to the future for salvation and achievement of heaven tends in
the present to justify violence and punishment and domina-
tion—and to use the Bible to support all of this. 

Such a worldview fosters a self-fulfilling prophecy. Since
we believe that life in the here and now is nasty, brutish, short,
violent, we act to make it so—as Augustine and so many other
Christians since have in supporting death-dealing violence to-
ward heretics, pagans, and criminals.

CHANGING OUR LENSES
Well, what if we change our lenses? What if we look at the

Bible and at the world differently? What if we could realize that
our key question is not about the future destruction of the
world but about our purpose here and now? What if we looked
at the Bible with new eyes, watching for what it tells us about
the purpose of the world rather than how the world will end
at any moment?

Let’s look at some biblical texts that provide a glimpse.
Psalm 46 was Martin Luther King Jr.’s favorite passage in the
Bible. We can see why.

God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in
trouble. Therefore, we will not fear, though the earth
should change, though the mountains shake in the heart
of the sea; though its waters roar and foam, though the
mountains tremble. . . .

There is a river whose streams make glad the city of
God, the holy habitation of the Most High. . . . The nations
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are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; God utters his voice,
the earth melts. The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of
Jacob is our refuge.

Come, behold the works of the Lord; see what desola-
tion he has brought on the earth. God makes wars cease to
the end of the earth; he breaks the bow, and shatters the
spear; he burns the shields with fire. “Be, still and know
that I am God! I am exalted among the nations, I am ex-
alted in the earth.” The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of
Jacob is our refuge. 

God is our strength—and we need not fear even though
“the mountains shake in the heart of the sea.” God is present;
God’s city is in history. For the people of God, wars cease. God
destroys the weapons of war. The “end times” are the times for
God’s city, the people of God, to embrace the ways of peace—
right now, in this life.

Isaiah 2 also presents a picture of the purpose (or “end”)
of history.

In days to come the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be
established as the highest of the mountains, and shall be
raised above the hills; all the nations shall stream to it.
Many peoples shall come and say, “Come, let us go up to
the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob;
that he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his
paths.” For out of Zion shall go forth instruction, and the
word of the Lord from Jerusalem. He shall judge between
the nations, and shall arbitrate for many peoples; they
shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears
into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against
nation, neither shall they learn war any more. (Isa. 2:2-4)

God calls together a people to form communities in his-
tory, in this world. This people witnesses to all the nations of
the world. God’s people must teach genuine peace, genuine
justice, genuine mercy. Isaiah’s vision promises that when
God’s people truly teach peace to the nations, swords will be
transformed into plowshares and nations will learn war no
more.

This same vision is repeated in Revelation when John of
Patmos sees a vision of heaven and earth transformed.
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I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God
the Almighty and the Lamb. And the city has no need of
sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God is its light,
and its lamp is the Lamb. The nations will walk by its
light, and the kings of the earth will bring their glory into
it. Its gates will never be shut by day—and there will be no
night there. People will bring into it the glory and the
honor of the nations. (Rev. 21:22-26)

The city of human self-will and domination, called “Baby-
lon,” is transformed. It becomes a new city where God truly is
worshiped. And the nations and the kings of the earth join in
this worship. Those who had rebelled against God are healed—
through the witness of the Lamb and people of faith who fol-
low the Lamb wherever he goes.

These three passages unite in insisting that the “end times”
of healing are for now. People of faith are called to make the
“end times” present in this world, in this history. People of faith
are called to serve the God who makes wars cease and who
purposes to heal (not destroy) the rebellious nations.

A STRATEGY FOR READING THE BOOK OF REVELATION
Looking through lenses that help us see the end times of

healing being present may especially transform the way we
perceive the book of Revelation, which is usually seen as the
book of the Bible most concerned with end times. It has the rep-
utation of being about whistles and bells, great drama, the shat-
tering of the old and forceful entry of the new.

Many people welcome these visions, reading Revelation
to predict a bloody future period of Tribulation that could begin
at any time. This tribulation is to be welcomed as part of God’s
work to bring ultimate salvation (for some) and condemnation
(for others). Wars and rumors of wars, the likelihood of a nu-
clear holocaust, these were all foretold in Revelation; let’s
praise God when they happen. This is the message of Hal Lind-
sey’s The Late, Great Planet Earth (the best selling of all books
published in the U.S. during the 1970s).1 This is the message of
Tim LaHaye’s phenomenally popular Left Behind books.

Other people also read Revelation as being about violence,
catastrophe, and the shattering end of life as we know it—but
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they are appalled by these visions. Jonathan Kirsch, a writer
for the Los Angeles Times, wrote a bestselling “exposé” of Reve-
lation called A History of the End of the World. He characterizes
the core message of Revelation in this way: 

The moral calculus of Revelation—the demonization of
one’s enemies, the sanctification of revenge taking, and
the notion that history must end in catastrophe—can be
detected in some of the worst atrocities and excesses of
every age, including our own. For all of these reasons, the
rest of us ignore the book Revelation only at our impover-
ishment and, more to the point, at our own peril.2

Both Lindsey and Kirsch read Revelation looking for it to
contain a message of violence, severe judgment, and condem-
nation for God’s human enemies. I want to suggest a reading
of Revelation that follows from looking for something else. 3

We are well-advised, I think, to read Revelation looking for
guidance as we live amid wars and rumors of war, imperial vi-
olence, and threats to creation itself. However, we need to take
with utmost seriousness Revelation’s place in the New Testa-
ment, and in the Bible as a whole. The message of the Bible
finds its sharpest and clearest expression in these brief words
of Jesus: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and love
your neighbor as yourself.”

I believe we best read Revelation looking for confirmation
of Jesus’ words. We should look for inspiration to make those
words the center of our response to the world around us. We
seek a sense of hope that as we follow Jesus’ command and
(like he did) face strong resistance from the powers that be in
our societies God will not abandon us. When we read Revela-
tion thus, we will be able to make sense, the best sense, of the
“words of this prophecy” (1:3).

What we find in Revelation truly does depend on how we
see. I think of the little Christmas story attributed to Leo Tol-
stoy about a character called Papa Panov. Panov had a dream
the night before Christmas that on the next day he would see
the Christ child. He expected to encounter the mighty and won-
derful Baby Jesus of his pious imagination. 

Throughout the day as he awaits the Christ child, he meets
many people, a number of them in need—a young mother, a
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hungry transient. The kind and generous Panov cares for each
person who crosses his path, all the time awaiting the exciting
entry of Baby Jesus. As time passes, he begins to wonder, but
that does not stop his generosity and kindness. 

Then the day ends, and he goes to bed saddened. In his
dream, though, the reality of the Christ child is revealed to him:
“Just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members
of my family, you did it to me” (Matt. 25:40).4

This call to look for Jesus around us is consistent with
what’s actually going on in Revelation, I think. Now we do
need to pay attention to the crazy and at times overwhelming
visions in Revelation. But we must not let them distract us from
the basic message of the book. And we are given important
clues to this message right away in the opening verses.

The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to
show his servants what must soon take place; he made it
known by sending his angel to his servant John, who testi-
fied . . . to all that he saw. . . .

John to the seven churches that are in Asia: Grace and
peace from him who is and who was and who is to come,
and from the seven spirits who are before his throne, and
from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the
dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. To him who
loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, and made
us to be a kingdom of priests serving his God and Father,
to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.

We are told at the get go that this book is “the revelation of
Jesus Christ.” So, whatever else we think we see here, it all needs
to be oriented back to this original point. How do these visions
help reveal Jesus Christ?

Now, we could be like apocalyptic versions of Papa Panov,
looking for visions of the all-conquering, overwhelmingly vio-
lent Christ coming in the clouds to dominate his enemies and
reward his friends. Such visions often link with a sense that the
best motivation for becoming Christ’s friend is fear of eternal
torture in the fires of hell. And fundamentalists like Hal Lind-
sey and skeptics like Jonathan Kirsch find plenty of support-
ive visions in Revelation for this view.

However, what if we look for something different, some-
thing that helps us love our neighbor and have confidence that



such love goes with the grain of the universe and is worth suf-
fering for? What will we then find?

Drop down to 1:5, our first description of Jesus. This is part
of John’s opening confession, “grace and peace” from the One
who is, was, and is to come, from the seven spirits, and from
Jesus Christ. Notice how Jesus is described: “the faithful wit-
ness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the
earth,” who “freed us by” his self-sacrifice. The term “faithful
witness” could also be translated “faithful martyr.” The Greek
word is matrys; it has the clear sense of Jesus’ faithful life em-
bodying love of neighbor that led to his execution by the Ro-
mans. From the start, we have an image of the suffering ser-
vant, the faithful witness to God’s love who came to care for
others.

The victory that matters, the one affirmed at the start and,
as it turns out, throughout the book, is won by Jesus’ “blood.”
The victory is won by Jesus’ willingness to remain faithful to
the ways of love and compassion. He remained faithful even
to the point of execution by a state that stood against such love
and compassion when it challenged the state’s status quo.

Revelation portrays two distinct kinds of “victory” or “con-
quering.” John emphasizes this key theme throughout the
book. Jesus “conquers” through self-sacrificial love. The
Roman Empire, the powers-that-be of John’s day, conquers
through domination. Writers such as Hal Lindsey and Jonathan
Kirsch, opposed to one another as they may be in terms of their
own politics and religion, stand together in misinterpreting the
meaning of the visions of violence and catastrophe in Revela-
tion. Ultimately, these visions expose the evil of the Beast, the
Roman Empire, all empires (including the American Empire).
The wars and rumors of war reflect the opposite of God’s will.

From start to finish, the “faithful servant” (the Lamb) takes
the central role. Through his faithfulness, this “faithful servant”
reveals authentic power and thereby is confessed as “ruler of
the kings of the earth,” the one who thus reveals God’s will.

I will mention two visions of Jesus in Revelation that con-
firm that this book reveals Jesus the suffering servant, not Jesus
the conquering avenger.

In Revelation 5, John weeps because he does not believe
that anyone will be found who can open the scroll that contains
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the message of the consummation of history. He is told not to
weep, someone has been found. So this is the key moment, re-
ally, of the entire book. Who is worthy to open the scroll? John
hears, mighty, conquering king. But what does he see (again,
the key element of sight, of revelation)? He sees a Lamb, stand-
ing (that is, resurrected) as if slaughtered (that is, executed by
crucifixion). This Lamb, who conquered through persevering
love, can open the scroll and therefore is worthy to be praised
by all creation.

A second climactic moment comes in Revelation 19. For
some time in the book, we read of anticipations of a great final
battle, the “battle of Armageddon.” All the armies of the pow-
ers-that-be gather for this battle. In the book-of-Revelation-as-
violent reading, this is the key moment in the entire book. How-
ever, in the Revelation-as-revelation-of-Jesus reading, we see
something different when we get to the “battle scene.” The sav-
ior rides forth on a white horse, as if to battle. But he is armed
only with a sword coming out of his mouth, the word of procla-
mation of the good news of God’s love. And before he gets to
the “battle,” he is clothed in “a robe dipped in blood” (19:13)—
that is, his blood has already been shed.

The act that frees us and wins the battle is Jesus’ faithful-
ness to the point of execution, vindicated by God’s raising him
from the dead. And this has already happened. The “Battle of
Armageddon” is simply a matter of the Powers of evil being
gathered up and thrown into the lake of fire. And—a reference
missed by the Revelation-as-violent interpreters—the kings of
the earth (the paradigmatic enemies of God throughout the
book) do not end up in the lake of fire but rather in the New
Jerusalem itself (21:24). Jesus’ victory—won by his love—re-
sults not in the punishment of human enemies but in their heal-
ing.

The book of Revelation has big hopes. It portrays the fall
of Babylon. I understand this to be a dream of the end of sys-
tems of domination, of nations pouring their wealth (and their
children) down the rathole of militarism, of economics that im-
poverish the billions and destroy the earth for the sake of fur-
ther enriching the already rich. In hoping for the fall of Baby-
lon, Revelation also hopes for the healing of Babylon’s human
apologists. The generals and capitalists and presidents who do

THE END TIMES ARE NOW  191



the Beast’s bidding are themselves in bondage to evil Powers.
When those Powers are destroyed, their human servants are
freed. The kings of the earth find healing. This is what Revela-
tion hopes for.

And Revelation hopes for a transformed earth and a trans-
formed heaven. There, drawing on other biblical imagery, the
lamb and lion rest together; weapons of war are beat into tools
for cultivating the earth; the boots of tramping warriors are
burnt.

This message of hope is crucial in understanding the reve-
lation of Jesus Christ that John reports in this book. But what
truly matters for us is to recognize how these goals are attained.
The means to these goals, the outcomes the book points to and
all followers of the Lamb hope for, are all achieved through the
self-sacrificial love of the Lamb. The “conquering” that
achieves authentic victory throughout Revelation happens
only through the power of consistent love. Jesus’ faithful wit-
ness and God’s nonviolent vindication through resurrection
are what conquer. 

Throughout the book, John’s readers are exhorted in only
one direction. They are not to fight the Beast’s violence with
violence of their own. They are not to seek to conquer the Beast
using his methods. They have a very simple but extraordinar-
ily challenging calling: Follow the Lamb wherever he goes.

John does not give us predictions about the future that
stimulate us to pray for wars and rumors of war. John certainly
does not intend to drive us to label our human enemies as sub-
human in a way that justifies violence against them. John wants
us to realize that we need each other and that human beings
and our communities are the center of the action in the big
drama he portrays.

God’s answer to the chaos and violence the Powers have
unleashed on earth is to form small peaceable communities
that know God’s love, experience it in their common life, and
share this love throughout the world—with the ultimate out-
come of the conversion of the kings of the earth (21:24) and the
healing of the nations (22:2).
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OUR END IN LIGHT OF JESUS
The distinctively Christian element of Christian eschatol-

ogy is to be seen in it being centered on Jesus’ life and teach-
ing. Eschatology is best understood as the study of deep real-
ity, of the ultimate nature and purpose of things—with the un-
derstanding that this includes both where we have come from
and where we are going.

Christian eschatology asserts that history is best under-
stood in terms of Jesus’ way of love, compassion, openness, cri-
tique of power politics, and obedience to God. This way of
Jesus is understood to be the purpose of human life.

For Christians, our understanding of the future is in full
continuity with our understanding of the past. That is to say,
we understand the meaning of deep reality by considering
God’s revelation in Jesus. Christians confess that God is fully
revealed in Jesus in that there will be no new revelation that is
in tension with God as revealed in Jesus.

Christian eschatology is “realized eschatology” in the sense
that the Christ-event has shown God’s victory. In Jesus’ way of
life, Jesus’ faithfulness even to the death, God raising Jesus
from death, God has shown the world the nature of God’s will
for human life. God’s love is more powerful even than death.

Our hope, then, is founded on what God has done. Our
hope is founded on who God has already been revealed to be.
This point about the ultimacy of what God has already done is
reflected in Jesus’ story of “the rich man and Lazarus “ (Luke
16:19-31). Jesus responds to the plea of the rich man that God
send his brothers some new revelation to get them to turn from
their unbelief. Jesus responds with a statement of realized es-
chatology—”they have Moses and the prophets.” As Chris-
tians, we would add, “we also have Jesus,” and that that is all
we need. There will be no new bases for hope.

When the book of Revelation portrays the final “battle” be-
tween Jesus and the forces of evil, it turns out that there will
actually not be a future battle. Jesus rides forth to battle in Rev-
elation 19 having already shed his blood. There is no further
battle; Jesus simply captures his enemies and throws them into
the Lake of Fire. The only “battle” Jesus ever fought came dur-
ing the final days of his life when his faithfulness to the death
led to his being raised, winner of the battle of the ages.



Our hope is based ultimately on two points: (1) Do we trust
that Jesus fully reveals God? (2) Do we trust that in raising Jesus
from the dead, God insured that life and love continue victori-
ous over death and evil?

The Bible’s portrayal of eschatology as being present-ori-
ented, not future-oriented, may also be seen in how
“prophecy” is understood biblically. Primarily, prophecy in the
Bible is a matter of the prophet receiving a message from God
that provides insight into the present of the prophet.

When biblical prophets refer to the future, they do not
make ironclad predictions so much as issue warnings that chal-
lenge their listeners in the present toward faithfulness. In gen-
eral, these warnings take two forms—they can warn of nega-
tive consequences should the people not change their ways and
turn from their unfaithfulness. Or, they can promise healing to
come with the implicit warning that those who do not seek God
will miss out on the healing.

The writer of Revelation names his treatise “prophecy.”
Revelation is best understood primarily as prophecy in the
sense of challenging people of its own time to faithful living.
For example, Revelation’s readers are challenged to follow the
Lamb wherever he goes and not to conform to the values of the
Roman Empire (Babylon). Revelation is not best understood
as prophecy in the sense of predicting the future in a way that
would not have made sense to its writer or first readers.

The Bible’s prophetic message does contain strong escha-
tological content in the sense of giving us necessary informa-
tion about the ultimate meaning of reality. Jesus is Lord. We
are to follow his way no matter what. Death cannot defeat those
who trust in the Risen One as the definitive revelation of God.
The eschatological message of the Bible affirms that God’s
faithfulness to God’s ways of mercy and justice will continue.
We can stake our lives on this. We do not know the time or day
for the completion of God’s healing work. We never will know
this ahead of time. Our call simply is to be faithful all the time.

The content of biblical prophecy does “reveal” to us in-
sights into the nature of reality. It helps us to discern our idola-
tries. It challenges us to make Jesus’ values our values in all
areas of life. biblical prophecy reveals to us that Jesus’ way
must shape all of our commitments.
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Typically, discussions of eschatology consider issues re-
lated to “heaven,” “hell,” and “judgment.” “Heaven,” bibli-
cally, is best understood as the spiritual element of the world.
Heaven is where God is known to be present. It is an element
of historical reality, part of this world. Heaven is not atempo-
ral, the realm of eternity in contrast to the finitude of everyday
life.5

As part of this world, heaven, for the time being, does con-
tain evil. This is reflected in various biblical stories that por-
tray Satan in God’s presence (such as Job). Heaven is the spiri-
tual dimension of life—both for good and for evil. Revelation
teaches that heaven will be transformed just as the rest of real-
ity will be (“the new heaven and the new earth”). The spiritual
forces of evil, abiding in heaven now, will be destroyed accord-
ing to Revelation. When they are destroyed (thrown into the
Lake of Fire, Rev. 20:10), according to the New Jerusalem vi-
sion in Rev. 21–22, the unity of heaven and earth will be fully
seen.

In this understanding, “heavenly awareness” is the oppo-
site of “otherworldliness.” Rather, heavenly awareness means
spiritual sensitivity concerning our present, historical exis-
tence. Heavenly awareness is seeing the unity of all life and the
presence of God in everything—there is nowhere that God is
not.

“Hell” is to be understood as existence apart from God.
Hell is total alienation from the goodness of life. It is emptiness
and lifelessness. As in heaven, hell is historical, the experience
in life of deadness and separation from God. According to the
vision in Revelation, the powers of evil will be “destroyed”
with the coming of the New Heaven and New Earth. The new-
ness is portrayed as the full revelation of reality as it is meant
to be—without the alienation and brokenness that leads to hell
on earth. Revelation 20 envisions a time when death and Hades
and the Dragon, the Beast, and the False Prophet will be no
more.

“Judgment” is part of the experience of human beings with
God in the world. The Bible ultimately portrays God as loving
everyone and desiring that each and every person be with God
in heaven. According to the vision of the New Jerusalem in
Revelation 21 and 22, the way to salvation, to joining with God,
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is always open to all (“the gates to the New Jerusalem are al-
ways open”). However, the Bible also clearly portrays this join-
ing with God as something human beings must choose. The ex-
istence of hell is a necessary consequence of human beings hav-
ing the power to make such a choice as a genuine choice. That
is, human beings must have the power to choose “no.”

What happens when the New Jerusalem “comes” and hell
is “destroyed”? Logically, it would appear that those who have
chosen against God would also be destroyed (an idea sup-
ported by Revelation 20:15). However, many Christians are un-
comfortable with the idea that an all-loving God whose main
power is persevering love would “give up” on particular
human beings. Can human obstinacy outlast God’s love? Is
there a way to be a universalist without negating human free-
dom? Can God be loving toward a person and then destroy
that person?

The practical issue for present-day Christians, it seems to
me, is that our message must be one of God’s love, not of fear
of God’s anger. Life with God is based on our “yes” to God,
our trust, our turning from sinfulness and toward God, our ac-
ceptance of Jesus’ way. Along with this affirmation also comes
the awareness that there are natural consequences to saying
“no.”

In Luke 16, Jesus told the story of the rich man and Lazarus,
at least in part to say that all his listeners need to know about
what matters in life has already been revealed. They don’t need
some apocalyptic terror. They don’t even need someone to re-
turn from the dead. In fact, if they don’t learn from Moses and
the prophets what matters most, they likely won’t recognize
any other revelation for what it is. What do Moses and the
prophets teach? Love God and neighbor. That love is our true
end. We can, we must, practice such love right now, in this life.
It is as people living in history that God loves and heals us.
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13

Do This and Live

[The Doctrine of the Christian Life (Ethics)]

WE BEGAN THIS BOOK ASKING THE QUESTION, What is theology?
I have made the case that theology has to do with our hierarchy
of values. What are the things that we believe are most impor-
tant in life—and how are these priorities expressed in our ac-
tual lives? We have looked at the central themes of Christian
theology to reflect carefully on how placing Jesus’ life and
teaching in the center might shape how we live (revealing what
we actually believe).

If I were to try to boil my concerns down to one word, I
would be hard pressed to think of a more important word than
integrity. Doing theology as if Jesus matters challenges us to
work very hard toward coherence between belief and practice,
theology and ethics, faith and works. It is difficult to imagine
anything that undermines the redemptive impact of Christian
faith more than our lack of integrity when we say we believe
one thing evem as our actions reveal a different set of values
altogether.

FAITHFUL LIVING
In this final chapter, I want to revisit the theme of faithful

living in light of the message of Jesus by returning once more
to the classic story Jesus told in response to a lawyer asking
him about eternal life in Luke 10.
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Then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said,
“what must I do to inherit eternal?” [Jesus] said to him,
“What is written in the law? What do you read there?”
[The lawyer] answered, “You shall love the Lord your
God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with
all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neigh-
bor as yourself.” And [Jesus] said to [the lawyer], “You
have given the right answer; do this and you will live.”
(Luke 10:25-28)

The question the lawyer asks Jesus is our question, too.
What must we do to inherit eternal life? What must we do to
live? How do we live? How do we serve life?

In this book, I have defined “theology” as self-awareness
about our basic values—understanding what matters most to
us and articulating those priorities to others. If we also under-
stand theology as “the study of God” (which is what the word
literally means), we might say that when we do theology we
are identifying our true god. Our hierarchy of values, the val-
ues that matter most to us, and what we choose and do and
value are what reveal our actual god. Where does the rubber
meet the road in our actual lives?

Christian theology, I believe, is theology in light of Jesus
Christ. When our hierarchy of values and priorities are like
Jesus’ priorities, we will be worshiping the God Jesus claims is
the true God. As we have seen above, these two names, “Jesus”
and “Christ” are actually titles that underscore the importance
of this person. “Jesus” means “savior,” a term ancient Israel
applied to their great leader with the same name, “Joshua.”
Romans during the first century thought of the emperor as their
“savior.” And “Christ” means “anointed one,” “son of God,”
“messiah”—that is, literally it means “king.”

To think of this person as Jesus and Christ (savior and king)
is, for Christians, to confess that he embodies God. Jesus Christ
shows us with clarity what God is like and what God wants
from human beings. God is the merciful God of life who seeks
to heal a hurting creation—and human beings have the voca-
tion of joining God in this work.

If we confess Jesus as our savior and king, we are saying
we want to align ourselves with his hierarchy of values. We are
saying something definitive about our own identity. The task
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of theology is to help us understand and live with integrity
with this identity. What do we value the most? What does
shape what we do? To what do we devote our best energies
and resources?

Our American money proclaims that “in God we trust.”
And of course, we do—but what “god”? We all have gods; we
all trust in something; we all have something (a “god”) at the
top of our hierarchy of values. But who or what is the god in
whom our nation trusts? Well, look at where our resources go.

In his book, Great Plains,1 Ian Frazier gives a fascinating
look at the western interior of North America. He highlights
the extraction of untold natural wealth, generally with devas-
tating consequences for the environment. He closes the book
with a great, and deeply distressing irony. The bounty that has
been taken from the ground in the Great Plains, worth billions
of dollars, has been replaced with billions of dollars worth of
buried nuclear weapons and their delivery systems. Quite a
trade-off—irreplaceable natural beauty and life-systems re-
placed with systems whose only purpose is to destroy life.
What does this exchange say about our nation’s hierarchy of
values?

It is now well known that our country devotes more money
to military spending than do just about all the other countries
in the world combined—amazing, given that we have no pow-
erful enemies anywhere right now. In what god do we trust?
Follow the money.

What does it say about a city’s “god” when you see count-
less signs proclaiming, “We are open for business”? Where are
the true houses of worship? How about the big box corporate
mega-stores? As I write this the week after the Super Bowl, I’m
reminded that we also might reflect on the god Nike, that is the
god of victory. As the soul singer William Bell complained, all
of us love winners, but if you’re the unfortunate loser, “you
lose alone.”2

ALIGNING OUR VALUES WITH JESUS�’
So, part of doing theology is self-awareness. The other part,

for Christians, is trying to align our hierarchy of values with
Jesus’ values. As we better understand what our actual gods
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are, as we bring these gods to the surface, we then will be able
to revise, adjust, and correct. By being more self-aware we will
be able to transform our theology into the actual theology we
want, that we believe will help us serve life.

This self-awareness should also include recognition that
the various rival gods (redemptive violence, consumerism, the
“free market”) competing for our ultimate trust are not pas-
sive. The appropriate analogy is not searching a card catalogue
in a library and having the comfortable space to decide with-
out pressure which book we want to look at. Rather, the anal-
ogy is more the old county fair with the various barkers in the
midway all vying for our attention, making promises, seeking
more than anything to separate us from our money but to make
us think we are happy about them doing so.

As Paul writes in Romans, these various principalities and
powers actively seek to separate us from God (8:35-39). And
they are pretty powerful in their allure. However, the Bible also
tells us that the main power these idols have is deception. Once
we see them for who or what they are—rivals to God, not God’s
servants as they claim—then their hold over us might be bro-
ken. Then we may be freed to model our theology (and our
lives) after Jesus’ theology and life.

WHAT DID JESUS TEACH?
So, let’s look at Jesus’ life and teaching. What do we find

when we actually do our theology as if Jesus matters? As we
have seen throughout this book, a passage from Luke’s Gospel
gives us about as much direction in just a few sentences as any
place in the Bible.

Jesus faces a test when he is confronted by this lawyer, a
recognized expert in Torah, the Law, the core of Israel’s life and
faith. The lawyer asks Jesus the question: What must we do to
inherit eternal life? Don’t let the word eternal distract you here.
“Eternal life” for New Testament people was not focused on
life in a different world, escaping from this world to go to
“heaven.” The lawyer is not asking, How can my soul end up
living forever?

Eternal here has to do with quality. How do we live life as
it is meant to be lived? How do we live in harmony with God
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and with God’s intention for human beings? How do we fulfill
our purpose? As human beings, as living creatures, we are all
oriented to life—life’s longing for itself. How do we best do
this? That is the question.

Jesus makes like Socrates here. The lawyer asks, “What
must I do to inherit life?” Jesus turns it back on him. What do
you think? The lawyer is ready. He summarizes Torah in a nut-
shell. Love God with one’s whole being and, as part of that
love, love one’s neighbor. Yes, Jesus says, you’ve got it right.
Do this and live.

This answer the lawyer gives and Jesus affirms actually is
a pretty rich and complicated statement. The issue here is life
itself. The meaning of life, our place in life. The question about
eternal life looms about as big and basic as any theological
question a person could ask.

Jesus shows great respect for this lawyer. The lawyer turns
directly to the law, to Torah, to the commands—the message
God gave God’s people about how to live together as God’s
people. Torah speaks to life, not just to legalistic rules and reg-
ulations about behavior. Torah is not mainly about an external
toeing the line. Torah is about our very relationship with God.
Torah is about the quality of life, our purposes and destiny. The
writer of Psalm 119 captures this sense of Torah:

Let your steadfast love come to me, O Lord, your salva-
tion according to your promise. Then I shall have an an-
swer for those who taunt me, for I trust in your word. Do
not take the word of truth utterly out of my mouth, for my
hope is in your ordinances. I will keep the law continually,
forever and ever. I shall walk at liberty, for I have sought
your precepts. I will also speak of your decrees before
kings, and shall not be put to shame; I find my delight in
your commandments, because I love them. I revere your
commandments, which I love, and it will meditate on
your statutes. (Ps. 119:41-48)

“I revere your commandments.” And, from the start, Torah
is about love. We too easily separate law and love—and with
tragic consequences. We end up with loveless law and lawless
love. Law becomes about power and retribution and has no
soul. Love becomes about feelings and self-gratification and
has no social embodiment. But Torah, in its truest meaning,



speaks to hearts. Torah speaks a word of love. We see the cen-
trality of love from the very beginning when the command-
ments are first given to Moses in Exodus 20. The first word in
the commandments is “I am the Lord your God who delivered
you from slavery and into freedom out of my mercy and love
for you.” The commands follow in response to God’s love.

Leviticus 19 also emphasizes the centrality of love in por-
traying the law:

You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy. You
shall each revere your mother and father, and you shall
keep my sabbaths: I am the Lord your God. Do not turn to
idols or make cast images for yourselves: I am the Lord
your God. . . . You shall not hate in your heart anyone of
your kin; you shall reprove your neighbor, or you will
incur guilt yourself. You shall not take vengeance or bear a
grudge against any of your people, but you shall love
your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord. (Lev. 19:1-4, 17-
18)

The apostle Paul has often been characterized as reacting
negatively against Torah. However, as with Jesus, we more ac-
curately understand him as reacting against ways some of his
contemporaries interpreted and applied Torah. In Romans 13,
Paul embraces Torah—properly understood. Paul closely
tracks the logic of Leviticus 19:

Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the
one who loves another has fulfilled the law. The com-
mandments, “You shall not commit adultery; You shall
not murder; You shall not steal; You shall not covet; and
any other commandment,” 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.
(Rom. 13:8-10)

The law brings life because it is grounded in and leads to
love. But we can’t command love, right? Certainly not in an ex-
ternal, coercive sense. Maybe we shouldn’t command anything
in an external, coercive sense.

As I write right now, I have just heard about recent events
in the life of this little boy, about a year-and-a-half old—a boy I
have a lot of interest in, my grandson Elias. I have heard some
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of what he’s been learning. His mama is introducing him to the
concept of “please.” Well, Elias seems to understand: You say
“please” when you are asking for something. However, he
seems to understand something else, too. The “please” best
comes from the heart, not from an external command. He’ll say
“please,” alright—but only when it’s his own idea, not when
someone tells him to. . . . I agree!

We follow commands best when we want to, not when we
feel forced. The commands in Torah are a response—we follow
Torah because we have God’s love, not to earn God’s love.
What could make the non-legalistic intentions of Torah more
clear than how the lawyer (with Jesus’ approval) summarizes
the entire Law and Prophets: love God; love neighbor?

Love must come from the heart. We only know how to love
because we have been loved. As Bruce Cockburn sings, “when
you love love, love loves you too.”3 The way love works—woo-
ing, not coercing—fits with the nature of creation as a whole.
God has infused creation with God’s Spirit, the Spirit of life.
As Christians, we confess a unity among God the Creator, God
the Spirit, and God incarnated in the human being, Jesus. God
made what is out of love and continues to enliven it. And this
love is defined by the message of Jesus.

Jesus and the lawyer are on the same page. Torah equals
love which equals life. But then the lawyer presses on. He tests
Jesus further. “And who is my neighbor?” Notice that the
lawyer recognizes the direct link between love of God and love
of neighbor. The lawyer recognizes that the clearest test of our
love for God is our love for our neighbor.

We don’t know how the lawyer himself would have an-
swered this question. We don’t know who the lawyer thought
his neighbor was. Possibly, if the lawyer is like we are much of
the time and if his culture was anything like ours, he would
think of neighbor as limited to those inside his own circle of
friends. The neighbor would be one like oneself—life and love
are to be given to me and mine, alone.

When the lawyer asks who the neighbor is, Jesus makes
another pedagogical move. Rather than a direct answer, he tells
the story we have already examined from various angles, so
let me this time pull it into the present. It’s like I am back in
Oregon, a University of Oregon grad with a sticker on my car
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to show it. I’m driving over to the coast and my car breaks
down. After hours of dozens of cars speeding by heedless to
my troubles someone finally stops. And it’s an orange-and-
black Hummer, driven by someone from Oregon State. A
Beaver, for crying out loud!

Years ago, I heard a radio preacher talking about his car
breaking down on the way to the airport. He had a hard time
getting someone to stop, too, until finally a hippie van pulled
over and helped him out. Ironically, the lesson the preacher
drew from this experience wasn’t about having his notion of
neighbor shaken up, it was, well, you never know when you
might get a chance to evangelize.

The Samaritans were the Jews’ sworn enemies. And, in
Jesus’ story, the Samaritan is the hero! To his credit, the lawyer
gets Jesus’ point. The one who shows mercy is the neighbor.
He is the one who shows what it takes to inherit eternal life,
even if he is a Samaritan. 

THEOLOGY AND HOW WE LIVE
So, in the end, theology is about how we live more than

about our ideas or dogmas. Jesus takes the most theological
question imaginable (“How do I inherit eternal life?”) and an-
swers it with a concrete directive. Love God; that is, love your
neighbor; that is, act with transformative mercy toward any-
one in need, most especially your enemies.

Jesus links this call to love enemies directly with God’s own
way of loving:

Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you. . . . If
you love those who love you, what credit is that to you?
For even sinners love those who love them. If you do good
to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you?
For even sinners do the same. If you lend to those from
whom you hope to receive, what credit is that to you?
Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much again. But
love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing
in return. Your reward will be great, and you will be chil-
dren of the Most High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and
the wicked. Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.
(Luke 6:27, 32-36)
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Paul reinforces this point in Romans 5 where he writes of
God’s love for us “in that while we were still sinners Christ
died for us. . . . While we were enemies, we were reconciled to
God through the death of his Son” (Rom. 5:8, 10). God’s love
serves as the basis for our being able to love others. God’s
mercy transforms us and empowers us. And God’s mercy
serves as our model.

Jesus is comprehensive in his definition of neighbor. In the
Good Samaritan story the neighbor is the enemy. In his life,
Jesus showed “neighbor love” not only to his friends and fol-
lowers but also all kinds of other people. He showed neighbor
love to religious leaders and outcast lepers, to the wealthy and
the poor, to synagogue leaders, Roman soldiers, and revolu-
tionaries. So when we reflect on the texts mentioned above
such as Leviticus 19 and Romans 13 that call for love of “neigh-
bor,” if we see these in light of Jesus we recognize that “neigh-
bor” means “fellow human being” and nothing less.

When Jesus began his public ministry, he affirmed the
words of the prophet Isaiah. He claimed that these words were
being fulfilled in his witness. We need to be attentive to the
words Jesus proclaimed (Luke 4:14-21). His message of good
news is directed at “the poor,” “the captives,” “the blind,” and
“the oppressed.” We should resist spiritualizing these terms
too much. Jesus showed in his ministry that he meant very lit-
erally that he brought a special message of hope and empow-
erment to those most vulnerable people.

Gustavo Gutiérrez, the great Peruvian liberation theolo-
gian, captured this central element of Jesus’ message when he
wrote of the travails of “non-persons” in our world today.4 Too
many people are pushed to the margins, dehumanized, tram-
pled upon. These are precisely the people to whom Jesus
reached out. In Luke’s account we see an expression of a trini-
tarian unity. Jesus, the Son, speaks under the power of the Holy
Spirit (4:18) and proclaims the “year of God’s favor” (4:19). God
is truly the source of this ministry of neighbor love, of neigh-
bor restorative justice.

Jesus answers the lawyers question with an extraordinar-
ily challenging command. “How do we gain eternal life?” By
loving our fellow human beings—each one.
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GO AND DO LIKEWISE
I will conclude by suggesting just how comprehensively

this “go and do likewise” should be understood. Theology in
light of Jesus concerns itself with neighborliness. And, as we
have seen, this neighborliness has to do with serving life, the
well-being of our fellow human beings. 

We might think of this call to neighborliness in terms of
three inter-locking circles. We are called to neighborliness in
our faith communities, the locus of God’s healing strategy. We
are called to neighborliness in relation to the large social and
political issues and policies in our society and the wider world.
And we are called to neighborliness in relation to our geo-
graphical neighbors in our work of establishing and cultivat-
ing face-to-face communities in our workplaces, in our produc-
tion and distribution of food, in our local economies.

The one circle includes our faith communities. “Go and do
likewise” and create faith communities that embody the kind
of face-to-face encouragement that Jesus had in mind in call-
ing together his twelve disciples; that Paul had in mind when
he wrote his powerful letters to congregations in Corinth,
Rome, and Philippi; and that John had in mind in his messages
to the seven congregations of Revelation 2 and 3.

In bringing together “Jews” and “Samaritans,” people in
need and people with excess, people with faith and people who
doubt, people who are old and people who are young, Chris-
tian congregations model to the entire world God’s ways of
peace and healing.

Learn about love face to face in your common life. Find oth-
ers who model Jesus’ style of compassion—and accept the chal-
lenge to model such compassion yourselves. Nurture your chil-
dren in healing environments. Worship together, exhorting one
another to faithfulness. Provide a critical mass of those com-
mitted to genuine neighbor love that can sustain such love in a
world hostile to worship of the true God.

The second circle includes working for genuine healing on
a national and global scale. Go and do likewise and find ways
to speak truth to power, to reform governmental structures to-
ward genuine democracy, to seek to beat the swords of imperi-
alist domination into plowshares that genuinely serve human
well-being.
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People of faith in North America have access to the deci-
sion-makers and policy setters, even if the people in power do
not always (or often) welcome our influence.5 Engagement in
the political arena brings with it many temptations to waver
from commitment to Jesus’ message; however, that this mes-
sage is needed may not be denied.

The third circle points more to work on a local level. Go
and do likewise and create broader communities, alternatives
to the corporate, profit-driven distribution of vital human re-
sources. Food co-ops, credit unions, soup kitchens, farmers
markets—these only scratch the surface of possibilities for
human connection that may cultivate life in face of dehuman-
izing tendencies in our culture. Work to create economies that
put human well-being ahead of shareholder dividends and
CEO bonuses.

We should affirm all of these ways of responding to the
words Jesus left the lawyer with. “Go and do likewise.” Serve
life on all levels—at least collectively, as we encourage one an-
other to express our various gifts in response to the God that
Jesus made visible among us.

Amen.
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Responses

UNDERSCORING AND 
DETOURING AROUND JESUS�’ LIFE

Ted Grimsrud seeks to remedy theology’s “image problem” by
engaging his readers in practical, down-to-earth, deliberate re-
flection about what matters most and what central values we
live by. More specifically, he sets out to write a more accessible
Christian theology that truly takes Jesus’ life and teachings se-
riously.

Grimsrud accomplishes both goals well. He does a remark-
able job of tackling the traditional Christian doctrines in a fresh
way, consistently using Jesus’ life and teaching as his starting
point and interpretive norm. In the end, Grimsrud writes a
compelling theology for those who claim to follow Jesus Christ.
In fact, his theology challenges all Christians to truly practice
Jesus’ way of life and teaching in the world.

Effectively pointing out how the Nicean Creed and the
Westminster Confession of Faith disregard Jesus’ life and
teaching, Grimsrud convincingly constructs a Christian theol-
ogy arguing that what these traditional creeds leave out is pre-
cisely what matters most. Using the stories of Jesus’ encounter
with the lawyer from Luke 10:25-37 and Matt. 22:34-40, Grim-
srud concludes that loving God and loving neighbor as one-
self were Jesus’ own highest values. Grimsrud’s entire theol-
ogy hinges on these love commands on which Jesus said all the
law and the prophets hang.
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While I agree with much of what Grimsrud asserts in this
book and find his fresh articulation of traditional doctrines (sal-
vation, sin, humanness, sacraments) to be worthy of consider-
ation, it must be acknowledged that Grimsrud interprets Jesus’
life and teaching giving particular stories and teaching from
the Gospels priority. Jesus’ story about the Prodigal Son
recorded in Luke 10:11-32 is cited most frequently and func-
tions as a primary story in Grimsrud’s interpretation of Jesus’
teaching. The stories of Jesus eating with sinners and of the lost
sheep and the lost coins (Luke 10:1-10) are also central in Grim-
srud’s understanding of Jesus. 

Grimsrud makes frequent reference to “the actual life and
teaching” of Jesus but, in fact, some of Jesus’ more difficult
words or most troublesome teachings are not addressed in this
book. One case in point: Grimsrud’s use of Matthew 25:31-46
(p. 173) to argue for the importance of lived faith, without grap-
pling with the fate of the goats and merely giving the readers a
set of ellipses. Grimsrud’s book would more fuller demonstrate
the theological integrity for which he is reaching if he acknowl-
edged the gospel accounts of Jesus’ life and teaching that don’t
easily fit with the interpretive lens for Jesus that he is using
here. What about Jesus’ statements about gouging eyes out,
hating father and mother, the outer darkness where there is
weeping and gnashing of teeth or not giving the children’s
bread to the dogs, just to name a few? 

Grimsrud’s treatment of Jesus’ life and teaching in this
book leads the reader to believe that accessing Jesus’ life and
teaching from the Gospels is easy and creates one uniform pic-
ture of Jesus. If his first disciples often didn’t grasp or misun-
derstood what Jesus was saying, maybe we should use greater
humility in asserting a summary of his “actual teaching” and
when determining which of Jesus’ parables and teachings mat-
ter most.

As I was reading this manuscript, I kept hearing the cri-
tique of my former professor, Dr. Douglas Ottati, from Union
Theological Seminary in Richmond, Virginia. In a class discus-
sion on H. Richard Neibuhr’s Radical Monotheism and Western
Culture, Dr. Ottati chided Mennonites for giving Jesus greater
priority than God. He noted that Jesus always pointed his lis-
teners to God, not to himself. “Love God with your whole heart,
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soul, and mind. . . . ” I wonder how Ted Grimsrud would re-
spond to Dr. Ottati’s critique, given that Grimsrud’s whole the-
ology rests on understanding “God first of all in terms of Jesus’
life and teaching” (p. 33)? —Brenda Martin Hurst, Pastor, Frazer
Mennonite Church

WHY WOULD JESUS MATTER?

Ted Grimsrud is concerned to say why Jesus matters for theol-
ogy. In contrast to “abstract doctrines” about Jesus, he focuses
on Jesus’ life and teachings so that we might see what kind of
life God wants us to live and come to our conclusion about Jesus
on that basis. Our christological confession is finally our own
act of perception and affirmation.

Even as there is much to affirm in insights Grimrsud draws
from the aspects of Jesus’ life, death, and teachings he high-
lights, unfortunately his book reflects little of the great cosmic
battle between the Father and Satan over Jesus’ divine mes-
sianic identity that is going on in the scene recorded in
Matthew 16:13-23. In that battle Jesus blesses Peter because his
conclusion, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God,”
if true, is not his (that is, based on his “flesh and blood” percep-
tions) but is revealed (“apocalypsed”—apekalypsen) by the Fa-
ther (16:17). Jesus curses Peter precisely because his conclusion
is his (rooted in how Peter sees Jesus fulfilling current messianic
expectations) and therefore Satan’s (16:23). 

Jesus renders judgment against the capacity of human per-
ception to discern God’s revelation in Jesus the Messiah. What
the disciples see is insufficient. They need God to act; they need
an apocalypse in which their distorted sight is crucified and res-
urrected by divine power. If their confession that Jesus is God’s
Messiah is true, it is because God has caused it to be so, against
their own best perceptions.

Grimsrud does not develop an account of the way in which
all humankind is enslaved to cosmic and historical powers—Sin,
Death, Satan, “principalities” and “authorities”—a desidera-
tum found everywhere in Paul’s writings and presupposed in
the passion narratives of the canonical Gospels. Theological re-
flection on Paul and the passion narratives is virtually absent
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in this book—it focuses almost exclusively on the gospel ac-
counts before the confession of Peter at Caesarea Philippi. 

Grimsrud thus fails to provide a doctrine of the atonement
(a Christus Victor account) according to which humankind is
enslaved to cosmic and historical powers and is wholly inca-
pable of self-liberation. God alone, through the self-offering
death and powerful resurrection of his son Jesus (himself di-
vine and human, freely and fully participating in the event),
delivers us from those enslaving powers, and through the Holy
Spirit recreates us as new moral agents, activating our percep-
tion, confession, faith, and obedient action.

By limiting his attention almost exclusively to the accounts
in the Gospels in which Jesus teaches and does deeds of mercy,
Grimsrud finally achieves little more than a Jesusology, and
that of the thinnest sort. He complains that in the traditional
(Apostle’s, Nicene) creedal definitions the “important elements
[of Christology] (divinity, death, and resurrection) are delinked
from their context in Jesus’ life—and their meaning is thereby
transformed. They become independent events rather than
part of a single story that features Jesus’ words and deeds” (p.
38). And yet, Grimsrud’s construal in this complaint ironically
undercuts the possibility of giving a reason why Jesus should
matter at all. Jesus’ life itself is not a “context” for anything. If
we worry about the “delinking” of Nicene and Chalcedonian
doctrines from Jesus’ life and teachings, we should worry much
more about the kind of “delinking” from those doctrines which
Grimsrud encourages. Jesus’ life and teachings easily dissolve
into the social, cultural, political context of his time. It is only
because Jesus was raised from the dead and ascended to the
Father and sends the Spirit that anyone pays attention to his
deeds and teachings. 

Grimsrud of course affirms that the resurrection is God’s
vindication of Jesus’ life and teachings. But the New Testament
does not leave the matter there. Every New Testament docu-
ment, because of Jesus’ resurrection, places his deeds and teach-
ings within the largest context possible—the context of God’s
own decisive action: the eternally existing divine Son becoming
incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth, who dies, is raised, and ascends
to the Father; the divine Holy Spirit arriving with power to cre-
ate the church and to bring about the liberation, recreation, and
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transfiguration of the whole cosmos, the powers, and all hu-
mankind. 

It is that theological “context” that makes the life of Jesus
worthy of the attention Christians must give it if they are to live
the kind of faithful lives that Grimsrud hopes they will and
does, commendably, delineate. The creeds attest to the apoca-
lyptic liberating action of the triune God. Their meaning stands
a chance of being transformed by the life of Jesus only if the
life of Jesus is first grasped, in the power of the Spirit, as in
truth the very being and life of the Triune God among us. Only
then does Jesus matter.—Douglas Harink, Professor of Theology,
King’s University College

AN ENGAGING INTRODUCTION 
AND PERPLEXING PROBLEMS

In this readable and engaging introduction to central convic-
tions of Christian faith, Ted Grimsrud takes as his starting point
and lodestar the life story of Jesus in its totality—Jesus’ death
as inevitable outcome of what he stood for in life and his res-
urrection as God’s confirmation that the priorities of Jesus ex-
pressed in his teaching and actions are God’s priorities.

All Christian theology claims to make Jesus central in some
sense, but so much of it devotes the better part of its energy to
circumventing the biblical witness to what was central for
Jesus. Not Grimsrud. His is an incarnational theology that
wrestles with the implications for faith and practice of the bib-
lical witness to Jesus as an expression of God’s determination
not to be God in splendid isolation but God in loving, other-
seeking relationship with the whole of the created order, in-
cluding humanity. The life story of Jesus witnesses to that di-
vine determination but also draws people of faith into that
story so as to continue that witness to God’s love for the world.

In Theology as if Jesus Matters, Grimsrud returns again and
again to Jesus’ command to love both God and neighbor as the
tuning fork for setting theological convictions in their proper
key. Another central concern for Grimsrud is integrity, Chris-
tian practice being in sync with core Christian convictions and,
indeed, giving perceptible practical expression to those con-
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victions. In this way, his vision of theology is as much con-
cerned with daily life as with belief, with how (and how well)
Christians relate to the remainder of the created order as with
what they profess or confess.

I am in basic agreement with Grimsrud’s concern to do the-
ology as if Jesus matters, and I share his pacifist convictions
largely because of this shared premise. Thus, my comments
below arise not so much from disagreement with Grimsrud as
from agreement: Assuming the centrality of the life story of
Jesus in its biblical wholeness, does Grimsrud’s approach have
integrity?

In two respects, I think Grimsrud’s discussion might have
been structured differently to cohere better with his central im-
pulse. First, in view of what he says about “practice-first Chris-
tology,” why separate discussion of salvation (chapter 8) from
discussion of Jesus’ identity (chapter 2)? This split is tradi-
tional, especially among theologians who think that the solu-
tion to humanity’s plight is best seen in light of that plight
rather than humanity’s plight being best understood in light
of God’s restorative solution. But the split is not biblical and
smacks of the creedal emphasis on doctrinal affirmations di-
vorced from their context in the life story of Jesus.

And why postpone a discussion of ethics until the final
chapter? If, taking its cue from Jesus, Christian theology is con-
cerned with the God who is determined not to be God except
in partnership with humanity, then ethics (loving neighbor)
could well follow the early chapters on Jesus, God, and the
Spirit of life. Would not a discussion of Christian ethics follow
seamlessly from a discussion of the work of the Spirit?

There are two further points I am interested in pursuing
with Grimsrud: first, interpretive difficulties associated with a
Christology based on the Gospels; and second, his tendency to
romanticize nature. It is not so straightforward to identify “the
convictions Jesus had, Jesus’ [own] hierarchy of values,” since
we do not have immediate access to Jesus. Moreover, not every
gospel text contributes to a uniform perspective on Jesus. In-
terpretive choices must be made. I make the kind of interpre-
tive choices Grimsrud makes, but some readers might find it
difficult to appreciate why he gives priority to certain aspects
of the fourfold biblical portrait of Jesus above others.



I am grateful to Grimsrud for trying to find coherence be-
tween what one says about God on the basis of the life story of
Jesus found in the book of Scripture and on the basis of what
we find in the book of nature. There is food for thought in his
comments about projecting our violence onto nature, but if
Grimsrud is correct that “for Christians, God is to be seen in
all aspects of the created universe,” that must include all the
violent processes that have contributed to this cosmos being
the way it is. Theology as if Jesus matters cannot avoid
wrestling with this perplexing problem. To his credit, Grim-
srud does so wrestle, but his remarks about nature take insuf-
ficient account of the violence that inheres in natural processes.
—David Neville, School of Theology, Charles Sturt University, Aus-
tralia 

HIGHLIGHTS AND WRINKLES 
OF A JESUS-CENTERED THEOLOGY

I enthusiastically support Ted Grimsrud=s claim that Jesus= life
and teaching must be central to how we think theologically as
Christians. For Grimsrud the Spirit of Christ is the core convic-
tion that undergirds and shapes the values and concrete prac-
tices of an earthy, engaged life within a broken world that
yearns for healing.

Grimsrud rightly criticizes the creeds for jumping from
Jesus= birth to his death and ignoring Jesus= life and teaching.
The creeds turn Jesus into a Divine Being at the expense of
Jesus= humanity. Though the creeds affirm that Jesus is fully
human, by saying nothing about his life and teachings as a
guide for our lives, they make Jesus= humanity basically irrele-
vant for the core convictions of many Christians.

Theologies of the atonement turn the cross into a meta-
physical transaction to secure our salvation for the life to come
rather than the cross as a model for faithful discipleship. Thus
it is not surprising that many Christians think the Christian life
is about believing the right things so we can gain eternal life,
rather than a set of values that shapes practices to address the
care of creation, justice for the poor and marginalized, and non-
violence as an alternative to the myth of redemptive violence.
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Theology as if Jesus matters also significantly alters how
we relate to people of other religious faiths. Rather than seek-
ing to convert people to believing the right things so that they
receive eternal life, we would be in dialogue with others about
those values and practices embodied in the Spirit of Jesus that
bring healing and wholeness to the world. The concrete and
practical transforming initiatives taught by Jesus in the Ser-
mon on the Mount on peacemaking and doing justice is a fruit-
ful framework for conversation and joint action as we engage
people of both secular and other faith traditions. (This is illu-
minated in the scholarly work of Glen Stassen which I would
add to Grimsrud=s bibliography, Just Peacemaking: Transforming
Initiatives for Justice and Peace, Westminster/John Knox Press,
1992. See especially chapter 2, “Turning toward the Sermon on
the Mount,” and chapter 3, “Transforming Initiatives in the
New Testament,” pp. 53-88.)

One important issue that needs to be addressed is Grim-
srud=s methodology for developing a picture of Jesus. He
draws from the four Gospels, as if there were one composite
view of Jesus in the Bible instead of attending to the four por-
traits of Jesus. The story of Jesus is, I believe, richer when we
pay more attention to the variety of ways Jesus= life and teach-
ings are narrated by the different gospel writers. We benefit
from a comparative literary reading of the four Gospels to help
us see more vividly the particular emphases and nuances as
each gospel addresses a variety of issues and audiences in dif-
ferent contexts. Such a reading enriches the contemporary
imagination as we discern the meaning of Jesus for our own
time and place.

Does Grimsrud intend to imply that the story of Jesus can
fully encompass everything we would want to say about God?
If by “God” we mean the ultimate or foundational reality for
interpreting the whole of creation, would not God also include
an interpretation of powerful cosmic forces like earthquakes
and volcanos? Though these forces result in the majesty and
beauty of mountains that we proclaim “declare the glory of
God,” at the same time such forces are indifferent to and some-
times downright destructive of human life. The forces of
weather that sustain life on the Great Plains are the same forces
that produce tornados. I find Rudolf Otto=s phrase, “mysterium
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tremendum,” helpful to describe powers of “God” that are both
beautiful and terrifying. Are the forces that express God=s cre-
ative power in the universe in tension with Grimsrud=s state-
ment that “God created life in such a way that faithfulness to
God leads to happiness, contentment, and joy” (p. 57)?

Finally, I have a concern about Grimsrud=s uncritical refer-
ence to “dominion” in the Genesis 1 creation story and his com-
posite interpretation of the two stories of creation as if the
human relationship to the natural order were the same in both
stories. Attention to each story would empower us to see a ten-
sion in Genesis in how we humans are to relate to the natural
order that is profoundly relevant to how we address creation
care today.

We have space only to summarize Old Testament
scholar Ted Hiebert, who says the priestly story of Genesis 1
views God as a Sovereign Lord in the universe. Humans are
made in God=s image to have dominion and subdue the earth.
In the farmer=s story of creation of Genesis 2, humans are earth-
lings who belong to the earth community, come from the
ground, and are called to take care of and “serve” the earth. We
need to avoid the anthropocentric emphasis reflected in the
language of dominion over nature. An ethic of creation care
seeks a balance between humans as members of the earth com-
munity (Gen. 2) and as moral agents accountable to God for
the earth (Gen. 1). (See Ted Hiebert, “Creation, Fall, and Hu-
manity=s Role in the Creation,” in Calvin Redekop, ed., Cre-
ation and Environment: An Anabaptist Perspective on a Sustain-
able World, The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000.)

The issues and concerns I have raised should not detract
from my support for Grimsrud=s Jesus-centered theology. The-
ology as if Jesus matters is a much needed corrective to the
weakness of the Christian theological tradition. We will, how-
ever, get our theology right not primarily because we have got-
ten our ideas right, but because the Spirit of Jesus has become
embodied in a way of living that brings healing to the world.
—Duane Friesen, Edmund G. Kaufman Professor Emeritus of Bible
and Religion, Bethel College (Kan.).
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THE AUTHOR RESPONDS TO RESPONDENTS
I deeply appreciate the stimulating thoughtfulness dis-

played by the four respondents. A few brief reflections:
Brenda Martin Hurst expresses concern that I did not focus

on “Jesus’ more difficult words or most troublesome teach-
ings.” My intent is to focus on the heart of his message—love
of God and neighbor. This isn’t a book surveying everything
Jesus said. Is Hurst suggesting that if we took into account the
“more difficult words” that would change how we understand
the heart of his message? I don’t think it would.

She wonders if I give Jesus higher priority than God. Ab-
solutely not. I argue for sharing Jesus’ hierarchy of values and
portrayal of God. He provides the lens through which we un-
derstand the God we worship. A great deal of mischief results
when Christians imagine we can add other lenses that operate
independently from the vision we get from Jesus.

I am especially grateful for Doug Harink’s response for il-
lustrating the kind of theology I seek to articulate an alterna-
tive to.

I confess that I don’t know what he means by “the great
cosmic battle between the Father and Satan”—except that it
seems to place some theological construct between us and the
story of Jesus’ way of love and its normativity for our faith.

Harink seems more interested in using Matthew 16:17 for
his “apocalyptic” agenda than taking seriously its role in the
story of Jesus’ ministry. Peter’s problem seems to be that he
can’t accept the vulnerability of a suffering Christ. I fear Harink
also has trouble accepting the vulnerability of a story-based
Christology. As John Howard Yoder points out, part of the
power of the gospel is that it may be either accepted or rejected
and must be embodied in persevering love to be experienced
as true.

David Neville, affirming what I do as “an incarnational
theology” that centers on “God’s determination . . . to
be . . . God in loving, other-seeking relationship with the whole
of the created order,” reads me as I want to be read.

His questions are good challenges—I separated discussion
of Jesus’ identity from salvation as a practical decision due to
wanting to discuss anthropology before soteriology, not mean-
ing to imply that salvation is somehow distinct from the story
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of Jesus. My chapter on ethics is meant to be a coda on the book
that is from start to finish about ethics.

I grant that my view of “nature” is optimistic (I resist call-
ing it “romantic”). However, I am basing it on a reading of the
biblical portrayal (“the earth is full of the steadfast love of
God,” Ps. 33). I think in our present cultural moment we too
easily dismiss that portrayal in our quickness to use human
moral language (“violence”) to describe natural processes.

Duane Friesen raises an excellent question: “Does . . . the
story of Jesus . . . fully encompass everything we would want
to say about God?” I would say the story of Jesus gives us our
interpretive lens for all data we consider concerning God.
Much more than what we learn directly from the story of Jesus
needs to factor in—but we still need to interpret it all, to filter
it in some way.

I believe that we should give the benefit of the doubt to in-
terpretations of this “much more” that cohere with what we
know about Jesus. Colossians 1:15-23 affirms that “in [Jesus]
all things in heaven and on earth were created,” implying that
we may expect to see coherence between the data we draw on
concerning God from the story of Jesus and other data.

I tend to be suspicious about tendencies to draw inferences
about God from nature or elsewhere that move in a different
trajectory than the story of Jesus. —Ted Grimsrud
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