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Preface



Two fields of work converge in these pages, the work of pastor and the work of professor. Most of my vocational life has been conducted as a pastor in a congregation. That is where most of the “field work” took place that has been written out here as an extended conversation in spiritual theology, the lived quality of God’s revelation among and in us. Writing about the Christian life (formulated here as “spiritual theology”) is like trying to paint a picture of a bird in flight. The very nature of a subject in which everything is always in motion and the context is constantly changing — rhythm of wings, sun-tinted feathers, drift of clouds (and much more) — precludes precision. Which is why definitions and explanations for the most part miss the very thing that we are interested in. Stories and metaphors, poetry and prayer, and leisurely conversation are more congenial to the subject, a conversation that necessarily also includes the Other.


But my work as a professor has also been formative. As a visiting or adjunct professor throughout the years that I was pastor, I often spent time with students and pastors to reflect on the intersection of the Scriptures, theology, history, and congregation in the work of getting the gospel lived in the actual conditions we face in North American culture. And then after thirty-three years of work as a pastor, I became a professor full-time, James M. Houston Professor of Spiritual Theology at Regent College (Canada). The overlapping fields of work, pastor and professor, cross-fertilized and provided the occasion and energy for writing this book. The wide variety of persons who have been with me for worship and learning and with whom I have been in conversation in these matters (farmers and pastors, homemakers and engineers, children and the elderly, worshipers and students, parents and scholars) accounts for the mixed style in the writing, the mixture of personal and academic. I have attempted to write spiritual theology in the same terms in which it is lived, which is to say, using language that comes at one time right out of the library and at another from a conversation over coffee in a diner, that on one page is derived from questions raised in a lecture and on another from insights accumulated while kayaking on a river. My intent is to provide the widespread but often free-floating spirituality of our time with structure and coherence by working from a scriptural foundation and with a Trinitarian imagination.


All of these conversations in congregations and schools came together in a particularly fortuitous way for me in the life and work of Dr. and Mrs. James Houston of Regent College. They embodied in their own lives the meaning and significance of spiritual theology (Jim in his teaching and mentoring and Rita in her hospitality). Christ Plays is dedicated to them with gratitude.


Advent 2003





Introduction



The end is where we start from. “In my end is my beginning” (T. S. Eliot).1 Endings take precedence over beginnings. We begin a journey by first deciding on a destination. We gather information and employ our imaginations in preparing ourselves for what is to come: Life is the end of life; life, life, and more life.


The end of all Christian belief and obedience, witness and teaching, marriage and family, leisure and work life, preaching and pastoral work is the living of everything we know about God: life, life, and more life. If we don’t know where we are going, any road will get us there. But if we have a destination — in this case a life lived to the glory of God — there is a well-marked way, the Jesus-revealed Way. Spiritual theology is the attention that we give to the details of living life on this way. It is a protest against theology depersonalized into information about God; it is a protest against theology functionalized into a program of strategic planning for God.


A sonnet by the poet and priest Gerard Manley Hopkins provides an arresting and accurate statement on the end of human life well lived:


As kingfishers catch fire, dragonflies draw flame;


As tumbled over rim in roundy wells


Stones ring; like each tucked string tells, each hung bell’s


Bow swung finds tongue to fling out broad its name;


Each mortal thing does one thing and the same:


Deals out that being indoors each one dwells;


Selves — goes itself; myself it speaks and spells,


Crying What I do is me: for that I came.


I say more: the just man justices;


Keeps grace: that keeps all his goings graces;


Acts in God’s eye what in God’s eye he is —


Christ. For Christ plays in ten thousand places,


Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his


To the Father through the features of men’s faces.2


We sense that life is more than what we are in touch with at this moment, but not different from it, not unrelated to it. We get glimpses of wholeness and vitality that exceed what we can muster out of our own resources. We get hints of congruence between who and what we are and the world around us — rocks and trees, meadows and mountains, birds and fish, dogs and cats, kingfishers and dragonflies — obscure and fleeting but convincing confirmations that we are all in this together, that we are kin to all that is and has been and will be. We have this feeling in our bones that we are involved in an enterprise that is more than the sum of the parts that we can account for by looking around us and making an inventory of the details of our bodies, our families, our thoughts and feelings, the weather and the news, our job and leisure activities; we have this feeling that we will never quite make it out, never be able to explain or diagram it, that we will always be living a mystery — but a good mystery.


Everyone alive at this moment, most emphatically including you, the person reading this page, and me, the person writing it, with no other qualification than having our eyes open and our lungs taking in air, can give personal witness to this More, this Congruence, this Kinship, this Mystery, that


Each mortal thing does one thing and the same:


Deals out that being indoors each one dwells . . .


Our simplest word for all of this is Life.


The final lines of Hopkins’s poem supply the image I have chosen for providing a metaphorical arena for working out the details of all that is involved in Christian living:


For Christ plays in ten thousand places,


Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his


To the Father through the features of men’s faces.
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Hopkins’s diction conveys the vigor and spark and spontaneity that is inherent in all of life. The focused conviction expressed here is that it is Christ, the God-revealing Christ, who is behind and in all of this living. The message is that all this life, this kingfisher- and dragonfly-aflame life, this tumbled stone and harp string and bell-sounding life, gets played out in us, in our limbs and eyes, in our feet and speech, in the faces of the men and women we see all day long, every day, in the mirror and on the sidewalk, in classroom and kitchen, in workplaces and on playgrounds, in sanctuaries and committees. The central verb, “play,” catches the exuberance and freedom that mark life when it is lived beyond necessity, beyond mere survival. “Play” also suggests words and sounds and actions that are “played” for another, intentional and meaningful renderings of beauty or truth or goodness. Hopkins incorporates this sense of play with God as the ultimate “other” (“. . . to the Father”) — which is to say that all life is, or can be, worship.


Hopkins’s sonnet is as good a presentation of what we are after in understanding life, the “end” of life, as we are likely to find: The vigor and spontaneity, the God-revealing Christ getting us and everything around us in on it, the playful freedom and exuberance, the total rendering of our lives as play, as worship before God. Some of us, to prevent misunderstanding or reduction, sometimes supply a defining adjective to this life and call it the Christian life. It is the task of the Christian community to give witness and guidance in the living of life in a culture that is relentless in reducing, constricting, and enervating this life.


And so I have chosen Hopkins’s sonnet to set the tone and identify the nature of what I have set about doing in writing this book. I hope to fairly and clearly represent what the Christian church has for two thousand years now been living out in and for the world. What I am after is not unlike what Hopkins did when he made his poem. A poem is a complex matter of sounds and rhythms, meanings nuanced and plain, the ordinary and the unexpected juxtaposed, all put together in such a way as to involve us as participants in life, more life, real life. That is my intent — not primarily to explain anything or hand out information, but to enlist your play (my friends and neighbors, my family and congregation, my readers and students) in the play of Christ. I don’t have anything new to say; Christians already know all the basics simply by being alive and baptized. We are already in on it, for Christ does, in fact, play “in ten thousand places.” But I do hope to get you in on a little more of it, we who are the limbs and eyes and faces in and through whom Christ plays.
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Christ Plays is a conversation in spiritual theology — “conversation” because conversation implies back-and-forthness, several voices engaged in considering, exploring, discussing, and enjoying not only the subject matter but also one another’s company. Spiritual theology is a pair of words that hold together what is so often “sawn asunder.” It represents the attention that the church community gives to keeping what we think about God (theology) in organic connection with the way we live with God (spirituality).


The meteoric ascendancy of interest in spirituality in recent decades is largely fueled by a profound dissatisfaction with approaches to life that are either aridly rationalistic, consisting of definitions, explanations, diagrams, and instructions (whether by psychologists, pastors, theologians, or strategic planners), or impersonally functional, consisting of slogans, goals, incentives, and programs (whether by advertisers, coaches, motivational consultants, church leaders, or evangelists). There comes a time for most of us when we discover a deep desire within us to live from the heart what we already know in our heads and do with our hands. But “to whom shall we go?” Our educational institutions have only marginal interest in dealing with our desire — they give us books to read and exams to pass but pay little attention to us otherwise. In our workplaces we quickly find that we are valued primarily, if not exclusively, in terms of our usefulness and profitability — they reward us when we do our jobs well and dismiss us when we don’t. Meanwhile our religious institutions, in previous and other cultures the obvious places to go in matters of God and the soul, prove disappointing to more and more people who find themselves zealously cultivated as consumers in a God-product marketplace or treated as exasperatingly slow students preparing for final exams on the “furniture of heaven and the temperature of hell.”3


Because of this spiritual poverty all around, this lack of interest in dealing with what matters most to us — a lack encountered in our schools, our jobs and vocations, and our places of worship alike — “spirituality,” to use the generic term for it, has escaped institutional structures and is now more or less free-floating. Spirituality is “in the air.” The good thing in all this is that the deepest and most characteristic aspects of life are now common concerns; hunger and thirst for what is lasting and eternal is widely acknowledged and openly expressed; refusal to be reduced to our job descriptions and test results is pervasive and determined. The difficulty, though, is that everyone is more or less invited to make up a spirituality that suits herself or himself. Out of the grab bag of celebrity anecdotes, media gurus, fragments of ecstasy, and personal fantasies, far too many of us, with the best intentions in the world, because we have been left to do it “on our own,” assemble spiritual identities and ways of life that are conspicuously prone to addictions, broken relationships, isolation, and violence.


There is no question but that there is widespread interest in living beyond the roles and functions handed to us by the culture. But much of it ends up as a spirituality that is shaped by terms handed out by the same culture. Because of this, it seems preferable to use the term “spiritual theology” to refer to the specifically Christian attempt to address the lived experience revealed in our Holy Scriptures and the rich understandings and practices of our ancestors as we work this experience out in our contemporary world of diffused and unfocused “hunger and thirst for righteousness.”


The two terms, “spiritual” and “theology,” keep good company with one another. “Theology” is the attention that we give to God, the effort we give to knowing God as revealed in the Holy Scriptures and in Jesus Christ. “Spiritual” is the insistence that everything that God reveals of himself and his works is capable of being lived by ordinary men and women in their homes and workplaces. “Spiritual” keeps “theology” from degenerating into merely thinking and talking and writing about God at a distance. “Theology” keeps “spiritual” from becoming merely thinking and talking and writing about the feelings and thoughts one has about God. The two words need each other, for we know how easy it is for us to let our study of God (theology) get separated from the way we live; we also know how easy it is to let our desires to live whole and satisfying lives (spiritual lives) get disconnected from who God actually is and the ways he works among us.


Spiritual theology is the attention we give to lived theology — prayed and lived, for if it is not prayed sooner or later it will not be lived from the inside out and in continuity with the Lord of life. Spiritual theology is the attention that we give to living what we know and believe about God. It is the thoughtful and obedient cultivation of life as worship on our knees before God the Father, of life as sacrifice on our feet following God the Son, and of life as love embracing and being embraced by the community of God the Spirit.


Spiritual theology is not one more area of theology that takes its place on the shelf alongside the academic disciplines of systematic, biblical, practical, and historical theology; rather, it represents the conviction that all theology, no exceptions, has to do with the living God who creates us as living creatures to live to his glory. It is the development of awareness and discernments that are as alert and responsive in the workplace as in the sanctuary, as active while changing diapers in a nursery as while meditating in a grove of aspens, as necessary when reading a newspaper editorial as when exegeting a sentence written in Hebrew.


Some may want to simplify things by keeping the spiritual and throwing out the theology. Others will be content to continue with the theology as usual and forget the spiritual. But the fact is that we live only because God lives and that we live well only in continuity with the way God makes, saves, and blesses us. Spirituality begins in theology (the revelation and understanding of God) and is guided by it. And theology is never truly itself apart from being expressed in the bodies of the men and women to whom God gives life and whom God then intends to live a full salvation life (spirituality).
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“Trinity” is the theological formulation that most adequately provides a structure for keeping conversations on the Christian life coherent, focused, and personal. Early on the Christian community realized that everything about us — our worshiping and learning, conversing and listening, teaching and preaching, obeying and deciding, working and playing, eating and sleeping — takes place in the “country” of the Trinity, that is, in the presence and among the operations of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. If God’s presence and work are not understood to define who we are and what we are doing, nothing we come up with will be understood and lived properly.


“Trinity” has suffered the indignity among many of being treated as a desiccated verbal artifact poked and probed by arthritic octogenarians of the sort skewered by Robert Browning as “dead from the waist down.”4 In reality, it is our most exuberant intellectual venture in thinking about God.5 Trinity is a conceptual attempt to provide coherence to God as God is revealed variously as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in our Scriptures: God is emphatically personal; God is only and exclusively God in relationship. Trinity is not an attempt to explain or define God by means of abstractions (although there is some of that, too), but a witness that God reveals himself as personal and in personal relations. The down-to-earth consequence of this is that God is rescued from the speculations of the metaphysicians and brought boldly into a community of men, women, and children who are called to enter into this communal life of love, an emphatically personal life where they experience themselves in personal terms of love and forgiveness, of hope and desire. Under the image of the Trinity we discover that we do not know God by defining him but by being loved by him and loving in return. The consequences of this are personally revelatory: another does not know me, nor do I know another, by defining or explaining, by categorizing or by psychologizing, but only relationally, by accepting and loving, by giving and receiving. The personal and interpersonal provide the primary images (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) for both knowing God and being known by God. This is living, not thinking about living; living with, not performing for.


And so these conversations in spiritual theology are set in this Trinity-mapped country in which we know and believe in and serve God: the Father and creation, the Son and history, and the Spirit and community.


There is far more to Trinity than getting a theological dogma straight; the country of the Trinity comprehends creation (the world in which we live), history (all that happens to and around us), and community (the ways we personally participate in daily living in the company of all the others in the neighborhood). Trinity isn’t something imposed on us, it is a witness to the co-inherence of God (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) and the co-inherence of our lives in the image of God (where we are, what is happening, and who we are as we speak and act and engage in personal relations with one another).


Trinity maps the country in which we know and receive and obey God. It is not the country itself, but a map of the country. And a most useful map it is, for God is vast and various, working visibly and invisibly. Left to ourselves we often get lost in blind alleys, get tangled up in thickets, and don’t have a clue to where we are. The map locates us: it provides the vocabulary and identifies the experience by which we can explore God when there are no signs pointing to him, when there are no neatly lettered labels defining the odd shape or feeling that is in front of our eyes.


There is this also to be said about a map. Even though a map is an artifact, something made, it is not arbitrarily imposed on the land. It comes out of careful observation and accurate recording of what is actually there. It is required that maps be honest. And there is also this: maps are humble — they don’t pretend to substitute for the country itself. Studying the map doesn’t provide experience of the country. The purpose of the map is to show us the way into the country and prevent us from getting lost in our travels.
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With the Holy Trinity providing structure and context, the conversations will proceed under the metaphor “Christ plays in ten thousand places” by first clearing the playing field and then exploring the three intersecting dimensions of creation, history, and community in which we live out our lives:


Clearing the Playing Field. We live in a time in which there is an enormous interest in what is popularly called “spirituality.” The Christian church has no monopoly on giving out guidance on how to live life. The playing field of spirituality is fairly cluttered with debris from improvised attempts and makeshift rules in playing out this life. I will attempt to clear the playing field of this clutter and establish a common ground for conversation by getting some basic stories, metaphors, and terms in place that will prepare us to understand the Christian life in biblical and personal terms.


Christ Plays in Creation. We live in an extraordinarily complex cosmos. We live out our lives in the presence of and in relation to millions of other life-forms. There’s a lot going on. We don’t want to miss any of it. In an age that increasingly functionalizes everything and everyone, and in times when the sense of the sacred, the holy, whether in things or people, steadily erodes, we will explore the ways in which the Christian receives, celebrates, and honors all creation as a holy gift that has its origins and comes to its full expression in the birth of Christ.


Christ Plays in History. But life is not only the gift of creation. We are also plunged into history in which sin and death play a major part: suffering and pain, disappointment and loss, catastrophe and evil. In an age of burgeoning knowledge and dazzling technological proficiency it is easy to assume that a little more knowledge and technology will turn the tide and we will all soon be getting better. But we haven’t. And we won’t. Historians have provided thorough and irrefutable documentation that the century just lived through (the twentieth) has been the most murderous on record.6 We need help. We will explore the ways in which Christians enter into a history that gets its definitive meaning from Christ’s death and the life of salvation that derives from it.


Christ Plays in Community. The Christian life is lived with others and for others. Nothing can be done alone or solely for oneself. In an age of heightened individualism, it is easy to assume that the Christian life is primarily what I am responsible for on my own. But neither self-help nor selfishness has any standing in spiritual theology. We will explore the ways in which we are placed in the community formed by Christ’s Holy Spirit and become full participants in all that the risen Christ is and does, living resurrection lives.




 






Clearing the Playing Field



“Come to me . . . learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart. . . .”


MATTHEW 11:28–291


As soon as the Gospels were written, speech without experience began to dabble with the new facts proposed by the existence of the Church. . . . People tried to think the new life without being touched by it first in some form of call, listening, passion or change of heart.


EUGEN ROSENSTOCK-HUESSY2





 


There are seething energies of spirituality in evidence everywhere. To begin with this is a good thing. But spirituality is also prone to imprecisions that clutter the playing field and make it difficult to carry on a conversation. Four are common: First, spirituality easily, almost inevitably, develops elitist postures as it notices that so many of the men and women that we rub shoulders with in our work and worship are so “unspiritual.” Then, in the enthusiasm of firsthand experience, spirituality imperceptibly wanders away from its basic spirituality text, the Bible, and embraces the inviting world of self-help. Now, exposed and vulnerable to a culture that is only too happy to supply the terms of discourse, spirituality is diluted or emptied of any gospel distinctiveness. Finally, in reaction to what is assumed to be “dead” theology, spirituality easily becomes theologically amnesiac and ends up isolated from any awareness of the grand and spacious God horizons, the truly vast landscapes in which we are invited to live out the Christian life.


I want to harness these contemporary but imprecise spirituality energies in biblical leather and direct them in entering the company of Jesus in preparation for joining the actual “play” of Christ in creation, history, and community. I will employ two stories, three texts, four terms, and a dance to clear the field for conversation, get rid of the clutter of misconceptions and misunderstanding in these four areas: two stories to level the playing field so that we live humbly and without pretense (countering elitism); three texts that define a scriptural foundation so that we live obediently (countering self-helpism); four terms that provide gospel foci for living accurately (countering cultural fuzziness); and a dance to bring theology prominently into the field of action so that our imagination is large enough to accommodate our life (countering the shrunken secular horizon).



Two Stories


Story is the most natural way of enlarging and deepening our sense of reality, and then enlisting us as participants in it. Stories open doors to areas or aspects of life that we didn’t know were there, or had quit noticing out of over-familiarity, or supposed were out-of-bounds to us. They then welcome us in. Stories are verbal acts of hospitality.


St. John tells two stories early in his Gospel that definitively welcome all into the Christian life.


The first story is of Nicodemus, a Jewish rabbi (John 3). Nervous about his reputation, he came to talk with Jesus under cover of darkness. He would have lost credibility with his rabbi colleagues if it became known that he was consulting this disreputable itinerant teacher, this loose prophetic cannon out of nowhere, the no-place Nazareth in Galilee, so he came to Jesus by night. He came, it seems, without an agenda, simply to get acquainted, opening the conversation by complimenting Jesus: “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God” (John 3:2).


But Jesus discerned an agenda, a yet unspoken question; Nicodemus was after something. Jesus brushed aside the introductory small talk and got down to business; he read Nicodemus’s heart and addressed himself to that: “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above” (3:3). So that is what Nicodemus was there for, to inquire about getting into the kingdom of God, living under the rule of God, participating in the reality of God. That’s odd.


Odd, because this is the kind of thing in which Nicodemus was supposed to be an expert. So why is he sneaking around, having a clandestine conversation with Jesus? Was it out of humility? That is plausible. Leaders who are looked up to constantly, who give out answers competently, who everyone assumes are living what they are saying, often have acute experiences of dissonance: “Who I am and what people think I am aren’t anywhere close to being the same thing. The better I get as a rabbi and the more my reputation grows, the more I feel like a fraud. I know so much more than I live. The longer I live, the more knowledge I acquire, the wider the gap between what I know and what I live. I’m getting worse by the day. . . .”


So perhaps it was this deep sense of unease, grounded in a true humility, that brought Nicodemus that night to Jesus. He wasn’t looking for theological information but for a way in, not for anything more about the kingdom of God but for a personal guide/friend to show him the door and lead him in: “How do I enter . . .?”


Or was he there simply out of curiosity? Leaders, if they are to maintain their influence, have to stay ahead of the competition, have to keep up with the trends, know what sells best in the current market. Jesus was attracting an enormous amount of attention these days — so what’s his angle? What’s his secret? How does he do it? Nicodemus was good at his work, but he knew he couldn’t simply rest on his laurels. The world was changing fast. Israel was in a vortex of cultures — Greek learning and Roman government and Jewish moral traditions mixed in with gnostic sects, mystery cults, terrorist bands, and assorted messianic adventurers and fanatics. The mix changed weekly. Nicodemus had to be alert to every shift in the wind if he was going to keep his leadership out in front and on course. Jesus was the latest attraction and so Nicodemus was there that night to dig out some useful piece of strategy or lore. This also is plausible.


But our interest in teasing out the motive that brought Nicodemus to Jesus is not shared by the storyteller, St. John. There is no authorial interest in motive here; this is a story about Jesus, not Nicodemus. Jesus does not question Nicodemus’s motives, and John does not explore them. After the brief opening gambit, Jesus seizes the initiative by introducing a startling, attention-demanding metaphor, “born again” or “born from above”: “I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above” (3:3); and then, before Nicodemus can so much as catch his breath, Jesus adds another metaphor, even odder than the first: “I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit” (3:5). Wind, Breath, and Spirit are the same word in the Aramaic that Jesus presumably spoke and also in the Greek that St. John wrote. The necessity in those languages of using the same term for the movement of air caused by a contraction of the lungs, the movement of air caused by a shift in barometric pressure, and the life-giving movement of the living God in us, required an exercise of the imagination every time the word was used: What’s being talked about here, breathing or weather or God?


No sooner have we asked the question than John clarifies matters by putting the literal and the metaphorical together side by side: “The wind [pneuma] blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit [pneuma]” (3:8).


Nicodemus shakes his head. He doesn’t get it.
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Another story follows, this one of the Samaritan woman (John 4). This story takes place not at night as with Nicodemus but in broad daylight by Jacob’s Well in Samaria. Jesus is sitting alone when the woman comes to get water. Jesus opens the conversation by asking for a drink. The woman is surprised even to be spoken to by this man, this Jew, for there were centuries of religious bad blood between the two ethnic groups.


She is surprised, but is she also wary? Do we detect an edge to her voice in her reply, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” (4:9). Does she mistrust this man sitting at the well? It would seem she had good reason to. She is a woman hard-used by life. Later in the narrative we will find that she has been married five times and is now living with a sixth man without benefit of marriage. It is not difficult to conjure a scenario of serial rejections, multiple failures, year by year accumulating wounds and scars in mind and body. For her, to be a woman is to be a victim. To be near a man is to be near danger. What is this stranger going to do next, say next? Her guard is up.


Or is it just the opposite? Maybe that was not mistrust we detected in her question, but a teasing flirtatiousness. Maybe she is on the hunt. Maybe she used up those five husbands, one after another, and is now working her seductive ways on this sixth. Maybe she sees men as opportunities for gratification or access to power or advancement and when they no longer serve her pride or ambition or lust she dumps them. It is entirely possible that from the moment she saw Jesus she began calculating strategies of seduction: “Well, this is a nice surprise! Let’s see what I can get out of this one.”


We love playing these little games. Filling in the blanks, guessing at the reality behind the appearances, getting the inside scoop on people’s lives. But again, just as in the Nicodemus story, Jesus shows no interest in playing the game and John shows no interest in exploring motives. He takes her just as he finds her, no questions asked. We realize that, as before with Nicodemus, this is a story not about the woman but about Jesus.


After the opening conversational exchange at the well, Jesus starts talking in riddles: “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water” (4:10). Soon it becomes clear to us that Jesus is using the word “water” as a metaphor with the Samaritan just as he used “wind” as a metaphor with Nicodemus. The word “water” that initially referred to well water pulled up by a bucket is now being used to refer to something quite different, something interior, “a spring of water gushing up [in them] to eternal life” (4:14). And then the earlier Nicodemus metaphor is added: “God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth” (4:24).


“Spirit” again, the word that connects our sensory experience of breath and wind with the nature and activity of God. Just as the conversation is on the brink of degenerating into a squabble over where to worship, Jesus’ words suddenly create a new reality in which God takes the center ground.


The woman gets it. She makes the connection between things she knows about messiah and what Jesus says to her, what he is to her. She is converted on the spot.
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The striking thing about these two stories, set in parallel as they are by St. John, is that God’s Spirit is at the heart of the action: the aliveness of God, the creating presence of God, the breath breathed into our lives just as it was breathed into Adam, the breath that makes us alive in ways that biology can neither command nor account for.


There is a corresponding feature: the stories taken together insist on accessibility. There is an unfortunate connotation that often accompanies the contemporary use of the word “spiritual” — a tinge of elitism, that only a select or in-the-know few can get in on it. But these two stories dismiss even a hint of that. The God-breathed life is common, it is totally accessible across the whole spectrum of the human condition. We are welcomed into life, period. There are no pre-conditions.


This realization of generous welcome is achieved first of all by the choice of vocabulary. The introductory metaphors in each story are completely accessible; everyone knows the words without using a dictionary; they come out of ordinary life. With Nicodemus it is birth; with the Samaritan it is water. We all have sufficient experience of those two words to know what is going on without further instruction. We all know what birth is: our being here is proof that we were born. We all know what water is: we drink it or wash with it several times a day. The metaphor common to both stories, wind/breath, is also plain. We all know what wind/breath is: blow on your hand, take a deep breath, look at the leaves blowing in the breeze.


And then there are these features:


The first story is about a man; the second about a woman. There is no preferred gender in the Christian life.


The first story takes place in the city, the center of sophistication and learning and fashion; the second on the outskirts of a small town in the country. Geography has no bearing on perception or aptitude.


Nicodemus is a respectable member of a strictly orthodox sect of the Pharisees; the Samaritan is a disreputable member of the despised heretical sect of the Samaritans. Racial background, religious identity, and moral track record are neither here nor there in matters of spirituality.


The man is named; the woman is unnamed. Reputation and standing in the community don’t seem to count for anything.


There is also this: Nicodemus opens the conversation with Jesus with a religious statement, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come from God.” Jesus opens the conversation with the woman by asking for a drink of water, a sentence that doesn’t sound the least bit religious. It doesn’t seem to make any difference in the Christian life who gets things started, Jesus or us, or what the subject matter is, heavenly or earthly.


And in both stories a reputation is put at risk: Nicodemus risks his reputation by being seen with Jesus; Jesus risks his reputation by being seen with the Samaritan woman. There is a sense of ignoring conventions here on both sides, a crossing of the lines of caution, a willingness on both sides to risk misunderstanding. When we get close to the heart of things, we aren’t dealing with assured results or conventional behavior. So —


A man and a woman.


City and country.


An insider and an outsider.


A professional and a layperson.


A respectable man and a disreputable woman.


An orthodox and a heretic.


One who takes initiative; one who lets it be taken.


One named, the other anonymous.


Human reputation at risk; divine reputation at risk.


There is also this: In both conversations “spirit” is the pivotal word. “Spirit” links the differences and contrasts in the two stories and makes them aspects of one story. In both conversations “Spirit” refers primarily to God and only derivatively to the man and the woman: In the first conversation the Spirit gives birth (“So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit”); Spirit is an agent, a source, a cause of the birth that makes a person able to “see” and to “enter” (both verbs are used in the conversation). In the second conversation, God is Spirit; the consequence is that we worship him in spirit and truth. It is only because God is Spirit that there is anything to say about what we do or don’t do.


Finally, there is this: Jesus is the primary figure in both stories. Although Nicodemus and the Samaritan provide the occasion, it is Jesus who provides the content. In everything that has to do with living, which is the large context in which everything that we do and say takes place, Jesus is working at the center. Jesus is far more active than any one of us; it is Jesus who provides the energy.
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We are not used to this. For us, “spiritual,” the adjective formed off the activity of God’s Holy Spirit, is commonly used to describe moods or traits or desires or accomplishments in us. The unhappy result is that the word has become hopelessly garbled. These two stories rescue us from our confusion: We will no longer consult our own experiences or feelings or performance or those of our friends as we study the ways of God among us in Jesus Christ and the ways we are welcomed into those ways. We will start with these stories and make a clearing in which to stand. We have removed some of the clutter by observing that


spirituality is not a body of secret lore,


spirituality has nothing to do with aptitude or temperament,


spirituality is not primarily about you or me; it is not about personal


power or enrichment. It is about God.


But because the terms “spiritual” and “spirituality” are used so widely these days quite apart from (and sometimes in defiance of) the biblical revelation, “the Christian life” will be often used in these pages (but not exclusively) as a synonym for spirituality.
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The biblically instructed Christian church has always maintained an open door, a welcoming stance to “the lost,” to those disenfranchised by establishment religion or deficient in education or piety or social respectability. But not infrequently, especially when the church has been adopted by the culture and is numerically successful, it has strayed in this commitment and society’s outsiders have also been left out of the church. At such times marginal people have often provided voices that recovered the original welcome and re-included the left out.


Perpetual vigilance is required in all matters of spirituality. Elitism is always “couching at the door” (Gen. 4:7 RSV) — the gospel perhaps is for everyone, but in “advanced” matters in the kingdom some are more suited than others, and these “some” always seem to be socially and culturally from the middle or upper social strata. The poor and the minimally educated never seem to receive much attention in these matters. But “evangelical” brings the same energy and acceptance to the outsiders as to the insiders. The storefront mission and the prairie outpost often have deeply developed Christian spiritualities, even though their vocabularies might not fit in easily with what is heard in mountain retreat centers or large suburban churches.



Three Texts


The two stories set the word “spirit” front and center for us, inviting one and all into a life of growing intimacy with our Lord. The word “spirit,” designating God’s Spirit, or Holy Spirit, occupies a prominent place throughout our Scriptures and traditions, designating God’s living presence at work among us. Three representative texts mark the range of the formative work of Spirit in the world we find ourselves in: Genesis 1:1–3, Mark 1:9–11, and Acts 2:1–4. Each of these texts marks a beginning and in each text it is the Spirit that initiates the beginning.


G. K. Chesterton once said that there are two kinds of people in the world: When trees are waving wildly in the wind, one group of people thinks that it is the wind that moves the trees; the other group thinks that the motion of the trees creates the wind.3 The former view was the one held by most of humankind through most of its centuries; it was only in recent years, Chesterton said, that a new breed of people had emerged who blandly hold that it is the movement of trees that creates the wind. The consensus had always held that the invisible is behind and gives energy to the visible; Chesterton in his work as a journalist, closely observing and commenting on people and events, reported with alarm that the broad consensus had fallen apart and that the modern majority naively assumes that what they see and hear and touch is basic reality and generates whatever people come up with that cannot be verified with the senses. They think that the visible accounts for the invisible.


Having lost the metaphorical origin of “spirit” we operate, in our daily conversations (in the English language at least), with a serious vocabulary deficit. Imagine how our perceptions would change if we eliminated the word “spirit” from our language and used only “wind” and “breath.” Spirit was not “spiritual” for our ancestors; it was sensual. It was the invisible that had visible effects. It was invisible but it was not immaterial. Air has as much materiality to it as a granite mountain: it can be felt, heard, and measured; it provides the molecules for the quiet breathing that is part of all life, human and animal, waking and sleeping — the puffs of air used to make words, the gentle breezes that caress the skin, the brisk winds that fill the sails of ships, the wild hurricanes that tear roofs off barns and uproot trees.


It would clarify things enormously if we could withdraw “spirit” and “spiritual” from our language stock for a while.


But these three texts can, if we attend to them, serve as signposts in the muck of imprecision in which we find ourselves. The three texts mark the three beginnings, the beginning of creation, the beginning of salvation, and the beginning of the church: holy creation, holy salvation, holy community.


Genesis 1:1–3


“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters. And God said, ‘Let there be light’ ” (RSV).


God begins. He begins by creating. This act of creation accounts for everything there is, visible and invisible, “heavens and earth.” Creation takes noncreation, or anti-creation, that which is “without form and void,” that which is without light (“darkness on the face of the deep”), and makes something of it, gives it form and content, and floods it with light. Noncreation or pre-creation is pictured as ocean waters deep and dark — formless, anarchic, wild, unpredictable, death-dealing.


God breathes or blows over these waters. The breath is life and life-making. We see the wind moving over these anarchic waters, these dark and lethal waters, God breathing life into this unlife, this nonlife.


And then this breath of God, no longer just an inarticulate blowing, is used to make words. The same breath/spirit that produces wind now makes language. We first see the effects of God’s breath on the water, then we hear the articulation of God’s breath in words: “God said. . . .” Eight times in the narrative God speaks. The eight sentences account for everything that is; the scope is comprehensive. “Create” accounts for everything that is in heaven and earth.


But there is more to this. The Spirit of God that moved over the face of the waters “in the beginning” continues to move, continues to create. The Genesis creation text is not confined to telling us how the world came into being, it is also a witness to the creation work of the Spirit of God now. The verb “create” in our Bibles is used exclusively with God as its subject. Men and women and angels don’t create. Only God creates. And the most frequent use of the verb is not in the story of the beginning of heaven and earth but in a prophetic/pastoral ministry that took place among the exiled people of God in Babylon in the sixth century B.C. The Hebrew people had lost virtually everything — their political identity, their place of worship, their homes and farms. They had been force-marched across six hundred miles of desert to eke out a bare exilic existence in a strange land. They had nothing. They were stripped not only of their possessions but of their very identity as a people of God. They were uprooted and plunked down in a foreign and idolatrous society. And it was there and in those conditions that they began hearing the Genesis verb “create” in a fresh, unexpected way. The word “create” (and “Creator”) occurs more times in the preaching of Isaiah of the exile than any other place in the Bible — seventeen times as compared to the six occurrences in the great creation narrative in Genesis. The Spirit of God created life out of nothing in the Babylon of the sixth century B.C. just as he had done in the formless void when the “darkness was upon the face of the deep.” Through the text of Isaiah the Creator Spirit is seen as creating both a structure to live in and human lives adequate for living in it now. “Create” is not confined to what the Spirit did; it is what the Spirit does. Creation is not an impersonal environment, it is a personal home — this is where we live. The superb accomplishment of Isaiah of the exile was to bring every detail of the Genesis beginnings into this present in which we feel so uncreated, so unformed, and unfitted for the world in which we find ourselves. The work of the Spirit in creation no longer is confined to asking the questions “When did this take place? How did this happen?” We are now asking “How can I get in on this? Where is my place in this?” And praying, “Create in me . . .” (Ps. 51:10).


Mark 1:9–11


“In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. And when he came up out of the water, immediately he saw the heavens opened and the Spirit descending upon him like a dove; and a voice came from heaven, ‘Thou art my beloved Son; with thee I am well pleased’ ” (RSV).


God begins again. A second beginning: Jesus is baptized and identified as God’s “beloved Son.”


Genesis is cosmological, presenting us with a watery chaos breathed on by God into form and fullness and light; life both inorganic and organic emerges out of no-life. The Gospel of Mark presents us with a local and named river in which Jesus is baptized, first drowned in the river and then raised from the river. Baptism is a replay of Genesis. As Jesus is lifted out of the water, God breathes life into him. The breathing is given visibility this time by means of what looks like a dove descending out of heaven.


The descending dove on Jesus provides a visual link with Genesis 1. The verb used for the “Spirit of God moving (merachepheth) over the face of the waters” can also be translated “hovering.” It is used in Deuteronomy (32:11) of an eagle nurturingly or protectively hovering over the young in its nest.4 The birds, hovering Genesis eagle and descending Markan dove, provide our imaginations with an image of the Spirit of God.


And as in Genesis the breathing of God that is first given visibility immediately becomes audible in speech (“Let there be . . .”), so in Mark: “Thou art my beloved Son; with thee I am well pleased” (Mark 1:11).


A lot has happened between the events of Genesis and the arrival of Jesus. The creation that was brought into being by the life-breath of God has been battered around a good bit. Death has become a major factor — death, anti-creation. Death, the denial of life, the elimination of life, the enemy of life. There is no energy in death, no movement in death, no words out of death. But death never prevailed. Always life — God-breathed, God-articulated life — survived, at times even flourished. As death worked its way into the creation, an extensive vocabulary of death words was developed to identify its various forms, words like “sin” and “rebellion,” “iniquity” and “lawlessness.” Biblically, we are given an extensively narrated story of life assaulted by death but all the time surviving death, with God constantly, in new ways and old, breathing life into this death-plagued creation, these death-battered lives. A complex plot emerges as we read this story: God creating a way of life out of this chaos and misery, God countering death, God breathing life into creation and creatures and the life-breath becoming audible in language over and over again. The vocabulary of life-words counters and surpasses the death-words: words like “love” and “hope,” “obedience” and “faith” and “salvation,” “grace” and “praise.” Hallelujah and Amen words.


The same Spirit of God, so lavishly articulated in words that create out of formlessness, void, and darkness everything that is, “heavens and earth,” fish and birds, stars and trees, plants and animals, man and woman, now descends on Jesus who will now speak salvation into reality in our death-ravished and sin-decimated world.


The God-breathed-into-life of Jesus, the God-blessed person of Jesus, at this moment begins to work out the consummation of salvation over death.


Acts 2:1–4


“When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly from heaven there came a sound like the rush of a violent wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. Divided tongues, as of fire, appeared among them, and a tongue rested on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages, as the Spirit gave them ability.”


And yet again, God begins. A third beginning, as God breathes on a company of 120 followers of Jesus and creates the holy community, the church.


On the day of his ascension into heaven Jesus had told his apostles that God would breathe life into them just as God had breathed heaven and earth into creation, just as God had breathed blessing into Jesus at his baptism, confirming and authorizing the completion of salvation in him. Once having been breathed into life by God — “baptized with the Holy Spirit” was the way he put it (Acts 1:5) — they would have the strength and energy to continue the God-breathed creation of heaven and earth and the God-breathed baptism of Jesus. “My witnesses” was the term he used to designate their new identity.


They believed the promise. They told other Jesus-followers. Soon there were 120 of them waiting for it to happen. They were waiting for the God-breathed creation of heaven and earth and the God-breathed baptism of Jesus to be God-breathed into them. They waited ten days.


When it happened, as it most surely did, there were surprises. The continuity with God’s life-giving breath in the Genesis creation and the Jesus baptism was evident, but also augmented — the holy breathing became a holy wind, “the rush of a violent wind” (2:2), and filled the room. Soon the wind that filled the room (v. 2) filled them (v. 4). As if that were not enough, another sign was added, the sign of fire. Those gathered in the room that day were part of a tradition in which fire, commonly altar fire, was associated with the presence of God — Abraham at Moriah, Aaron in the tabernacle, Elijah on Carmel. But there was more to it here; this fire was distributed — each person individually was signed with a tongue of fire, each person an altar, visibly on fire with the presence of God. As the breathing of the Genesis creation and the Jesus baptism swelled into a wind, the old altar fires were multiplied into personalized fires burning above each waiting man and woman, each of them now a sign of God alive, God present.


And then, repeating the pattern of Genesis and Jesus, the breath/wind, that is, the living presence of God that filled each of them, was formed into spoken words by each of them. The tongues of fire became articulate in tongues of speech. The God-breathing that was formed into speech came out of the mouths of men and women speaking in all the languages (sixteen are named) represented in Jerusalem that day, with all the languages expressing essentially the same thing, “God’s deeds of power” (v. 11).


Everyone, of course, was properly astonished. The miracle of language is what first caught their attention, the God-originated and God-witnessing speech spoken in sixteen (at least) different languages by ordinary men and women (“Galileans” — that is, provincials who presumably would know only one or two languages). The confusion of languages at Babel (Gen. 11) was reversed. The continuing miracle that continues to astonish is that the same breath (life) of God that created heavens and earth, that validated and blessed Jesus, is now being breathed into ordinary men and women and formed into words that continue to give witness to God’s Genesis-creation and Jesus-salvation.
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The three texts function like a tripod, grounding every aspect of life — creation, salvation, community — in the living (breathing) God. God alive who makes alive. God the Spirit who imparts spirit. God’s Spirit is not marginal to the main action, it is the main action. Spirit is comprehensive. The three texts also make it clear that language is always involved in the making and saving and carrying on of life.


In the Christian tradition Spirit and Word are organically connected. They are not simply related or complementary; they are aspects of the same thing. Attempts are made from time to time to launch wordless spiritualities in which silence is set as the goal. It is no doubt true that there is too much talk in most religion or spirituality. But these three texts stand as authoritative: sooner or later something is said, reality is spoken into being.



Four Terms


Four terms provide a common vocabulary for exploring the nature and dynamics of the Christian life, Christian spirituality. The four terms work together as a quartet. There are no solo voices here. All are needed at once, although on occasion any one may take the lead for a brief time. Each gets its significance as much from how it sounds in relation to the others as from what it is in itself. A quartet of terms: “spirituality,” “Jesus,” “soul,” and “fear-of-the-Lord.” “Spirituality” sounds the note of comprehensiveness — anything and everything that men and women designate as they speak or think about the significance of their lives, including God and personal meaning and concern for the world. “Jesus” evokes focus and particularity. “Soul” gives voice to our unique human identity. “Fear-of-the-Lord” sets the mood and rhythm that makes it possible for the four terms to stay together, moving at the same pace.


There is nothing esoteric or obscure about any of the four terms; all are part of our common speech and may be heard if we step at random into the nearest coffee shop or hair salon or family reunion. But they are also used variously and carelessly in our culture, usually far removed from the language home in which they grew up. Since the terms provide a basic vocabulary in the pages of this book, it will be useful to reflect on how they sound and the associations they have in their more natural surroundings where they are most at home, the Christian life.


Spirituality


“Spirituality” is a net that when thrown into the sea of contemporary culture pulls in a vast quantity of spiritual fish, rivaling the resurrection catch of 153 “large fish” that St. John reports (John 21:11). In our times “spirituality” has become a major business for entrepreneurs, a recreational sport for the bored, and for others, whether many or few (it is difficult to discern), a serious and disciplined commitment to live deeply and fully in relation to God.


Once used exclusively in traditional religious contexts, the word is now used quite indiscriminately by all sorts of people in all sorts of circumstances and with all sorts of meanings. This once pristine word has been dragged into the rough-and-tumble dirt of marketplace and playground. Many lament this, but I’m not sure that lament is the appropriate response. We need a word like this.


The attempt to reclaim the word for exclusively Christian or other religious usage usually begins with a definition. But attempts to define “spirituality,” and they are many, are futile. The term has escaped the disciplines of the dictionary. The current usefulness of the term is not in its precision but rather in the way it names something indefinable yet quite recognizable — transcendence vaguely intermingled with intimacy. Transcendence: a sense that there is more, a sense that life extends far beyond me, beyond what I get paid, beyond what my spouse and children think of me, beyond my cholesterol count. And intimacy: a sense that deep within me there is a core being inaccessible to the probes of psychologists or the examinations of physicians, the questions of the pollsters, the strategies of the advertisers. “Spirituality,” though hardly precise, provides the catch-all term that recognizes an organic linkage to this Beyond and Within that are part of everyone’s experience.


We need a term that covers the waterfront, that throws every intimation of Beyond and Within into one huge wicker basket, a term that is indiscriminately comprehensive: spirituality.


[image: ART_P3]


The word “spirituality,” historically, is a relative latecomer to our dictionaries, and only very recently has it hit the streets in common, everyday speech. St. Paul used the adjective “spiritual” (pneumatikos) to refer to actions or attitudes derived from the work of the Holy Spirit in all Christians.5 It was only later in the medieval church, and primarily in the context of monasticism, that the word began to be used to name a way of life restricted to an elite class of Christian, those who worked at a higher level than ordinary Christians. The lives of “spiritual” Christians, mostly monks and nuns vowed to celibacy, poverty, and obedience, were viewed in contrast to the muddled lives of men and women who married and had babies, who got their hands dirty in fields and markets in a world where “all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil;/and wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell. . . .”6 “Spirituality,” then, came into use to designate the study and practice of a perfect life before God, of extraordinary holiness in the Christian life. It was a specialized word having to do with only a small number of people and so was never part of everyday speech.


The word got into our common language more or less through the backdoor. A movement developed in seventeenth-century France among Catholic laity who held the then radical notion that the monasteries had no corner on the Christian life well-lived. They insisted that the ordinary Christian was quite as capable of living the Christian life as any monk or nun — and of living it just as well. Madam Guyon and Miguel de Molinos, prominent voices in this movement, were silenced by church authorities who condemned their beliefs as “quietism.” The religious establishment, with its nose in the air, used the term la spiritualité as a term of derogation for laypeople who practiced their devotion too intensely, a snobbish dismissal of upstart Christians who didn’t know what they were doing, writing, thinking, and practicing. These were things that were best left in the hands of the experts. But the official church’s attempt to silence them was too late; the cat was out of the bag.


It wasn’t long, though, before the word lost its pejorative tone. Among Protestants, lay-oriented spiritual seriousness came to be expressed in Puritan “godliness,” Methodist “perfection,” and Lutheran “pietism.” “Spirituality,” this loose, vaguely comprehensive “net” word, is now used on the streets with general approval. Now anybody can be spiritual.


Interestingly, some of today’s “experts” in religion are again using the term dismissively. Because there appears to be a widespread and faddish use of the term by men and women judged by credentialed insiders as misguided, ignorant, and undisciplined, some professionals are once again taking a condescending stance toward spirituality in its popular forms.
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Living, living fully and well, is at the heart of all serious spirituality. “Spirit,” in our three parent languages of Hebrew, Greek, and Latin, carries the root meaning of breath and easily offers itself up as a metaphor for life. The word figured prominently in the two stories (Nicodemus and the Samaritan) and the three texts (Genesis, Mark, Acts) that set the tone for our conversation. In each instance the spirit is God’s Spirit: God alive, God creating, God saving, God blessing. God lives and gives life. God lives and brims with life. God lives and permeates everything we see and hear and taste and touch, everything we experience.


At this time in our history, “spirituality” seems to be the term of choice to refer to this vast and intricate web of “livingness.” It may not be the best word, but it is what we have. Its primary weakness is that in the English language “spirituality” has been eroded to an abstraction, even though the metaphor “breath” can be detected just beneath the surface. As an abstraction “spirituality” frequently obscures the very thing it is intended to convey — God alive and active and present.


The difficulty is that the term has become widely secularized in our present culture and consequently reduced to mean simply “vitality” or “centered energy” or “hidden springs of exuberance” or “an aliveness that comes from within.” For most people it conveys no sense of the life of God: Spirit of God, Spirit of Christ, Holy Spirit. The more the word is secularized the less useful it is. Still, it is what we have and as with many ruined or desiccated words (I think of “marriage,” “love,” “sin,” and so on) requires constant rehabilitation. I find it best to use it as little as possible — following the precedent of our Scriptures, which have an aversion to abstractions of any kind — and prefer to use stories and metaphors that keep us involved and participating in what is right before us.


The abstracted vagueness of the word easily serves as a convenient cover for idolatry. Idolatry, reducing God to a concept or object that we can use for our benefit, is endemic to the human condition. As long as the word carries connotations of sincerity and aspiration for all that is good, it is easy and common for idolatrous motives to quietly and unassumingly attach themselves to it and involve us in ways of living and thinking that are crippling.


Superficial misunderstandings can be easily disposed of: Spirituality is not immaterial as opposed to material; not interior as opposed to exterior; not invisible as opposed to visible. Quite the contrary; spirituality has much to do with the material, the external, and the visible. What it properly conveys is living as opposed to dead. When we sense that the life has gone out of things and people, of institutions and traditions, eventually (and sometimes this takes us awhile) we notice the absence. We look for a file-drawer kind of word in which we can shove insights, images, and desires that we don’t have a precise name for. “Spirituality” works about as well as anything for filing purposes.


The frequent use of the word as a catch-all term is understandable in a society in which we are variously depersonalized, functionalized, and psychologized. The particularity of each life is obscured by reductionizing abstractions. Life leaks out of us as we find ourselves treated as objects, roles, images, economic potential, commodities, consumers. Even though daily life is much simplified and made easier by these various reductions, something in us rebels, at least in fits and starts. Most of us, at least at times, sense that there is something more, something vastly more. We need a word, any word, to name what we are missing.


But if we are going to use the term, and it’s difficult to see how we can avoid it, our use is going to have to be marked by vigilance and attentiveness. Vigilance: discerning the de-spiritualization of spirituality by watching for and naming the many and various ways in which we fall prey to the devil’s lure to “be like God” (Gen. 3:5). The primary way in which this vigilance is maintained is in a continual and careful reading of Holy Scripture.


And attentiveness: noticing the many and profligate ways in which God gives life, renews life, blesses life. Noticing and then insisting that everything in this creation is livable. The primary way in which this attentiveness is nurtured is in common worship and personal prayer.


I am quite content to work in this field of spirituality with whatever is given me, however vague and fuzzy. But I am also interested in providing as much clarity and focus as I am able by identifying life, all of life, as God-derived, God-sustained, and God-blessed: “I walk before the LORD in the land of the living” (Ps. 116:9).


Jesus


If the usefulness of the term “spirituality” is in its vague but comprehensive suggestiveness of everything Beyond and More and Deep, the term “Jesus” is useful as it gathers all the diffused vagueness into a tight, clear, light-filled focus; for in the Christian way there is nothing vague about life (although there is plenty of ambiguity involved!). Spirituality is never a subject that we can attend to as a thing-in-itself. It is always an operation of God in which our human lives are pulled into and made participants in the life of God, whether as lovers or rebels.


The Christian community is interested in spirituality because it is interested in living. We give careful attention to spirituality because we know, from long experience, how easy it is to get interested in ideas of God and projects for God and gradually lose interest in God alive, deadening our lives with the ideas and the projects. This happens a lot. Because the ideas and projects have the name of God attached to them, it is easy to assume that we are involved with God. It is the devil’s work to get us worked up thinking and acting for God and then subtly detach us from a relational obedience and adoration of God, substituting our selves, our godlike egos, in the place originally occupied by God.


Jesus is the name that keeps us attentive to the God-defined, God-revealed life. The amorphous limpness so often associated with “spirituality” is given skeleton, sinews, definition, shape, and energy by the term “Jesus.” Jesus is the personal name of a person who lived at a datable time in an actual land that has mountains we can still climb, wildflowers that can be photographed, cities in which we can still buy dates and pomegranates, and water which we can drink and in which we can be baptized. As such the name counters the abstraction that plagues “spirituality.”


Jesus is the central and defining figure in the spiritual life. His life is, precisely, revelation. He brings out into the open what we could never have figured out for ourselves, never guessed in a million years. He is God among us: God speaking, acting, healing, helping. “Salvation” is the big word into which all these words fit. The name Jesus means “God saves” — God present and at work saving in our language and in our history.


The four Gospel writers, backed up by the comprehensive context provided by Israel’s prophets and poets, tell us everything we need to know about Jesus. And Jesus tells us everything we need to know about God. As we read, ponder, study, believe, and pray these Gospels we find both the entire Scriptures and the entirety of the spiritual life accessible and in focus before us in the inviting presence of Jesus of Nazareth, the Word made flesh.


But while the Gospel writers present Jesus in a feet-on-the-ground setting not too different from the town and countryside in which we live, and in a vocabulary and syntax similar to the language we use when we sit down to the dinner table and go out shopping, they don’t indulge our curiosity — there is much that they do not tell us. There is so much more that we would like to know. Our imaginations itch to fill in the details. What did Jesus look like? How did he grow up? How did his childhood friends treat him? What did he do all those years of his growing up in the carpentry shop?


It didn’t take long, as it turns out, for writers to appear on the scene who were quite ready to satisfy our curiosities, to tell us what Jesus was really like. And they keep showing up. But “lives” of Jesus — imaginative constructs of Jesus’ life with all the childhood influences, emotional tones, neighborhood gossip, and social/cultural/political dynamics worked in — are notoriously unsatisfactory. What we always seem to get is not the Jesus who reveals God to us, but a Jesus who develops some ideal or justifies some cause of the writer. When we finish the book, we realize that we have less of Jesus, not more.


This itch to know more about Jesus than the canonical Gospel writers chose to tell us started early on in the second century. The first people who filled in the blanks in the story had wonderful imaginations but were somewhat deficient in veracity; they omitted to tell us that the supplementary entertaining details were the product of their imaginations. Some wrote under apostolic pseudonyms to provide authority for their inventions. Others claimed actual Holy Spirit inspiration for their fictions. It wasn’t long before the church got more or less fed up with this imaginative tinkering with and creative expansion of Jesus and said it had to stop. The church leaders rendered their decision: The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are the last word on Jesus. There is nothing more to be said on the subject.


The ban on inventing new Jesus stories and sayings was not, as some have suggested, repressive. Its effect was to release the imagination for doing what is proper to it, namely, joining Mary the mother of Jesus in pondering Jesus in our hearts (Luke 2:19, 51), meditating our own selves into the presence of Jesus as presented by the Gospel writers, or meditating other settings in which Jesus is met and either crucified again or believed in again by us. And we have been doing it ever since in sermons and Bible studies, in stories and poems, in pilgrimage and silence, in hymns and prayers, in acts of obedience and service in Jesus’ name.


It is essential that we honor this reticence on the part of the Gospel writers. Spirituality is not improved by fantasies. The Christian life is not a field in which to indulge pious dreams.


By accepting Jesus as the final and definitive revelation of God, the Christian church makes it impossible for us to make up our own customized variations of the spiritual life and get away with it, not that we don’t try. But we can’t get around him or away from him: Jesus is the incarnation of God, God among and with us. Jesus gathered up God’s words spoken to and through God’s people and given to us in our Holy Scriptures. He spoke them personally to us. He performed God’s works of healing and compassion, forgiveness and salvation, love and sacrifice among us, men and women with personal names, with personal histories. Because Jesus was born in Bethlehem, grew up in Nazareth, gathered disciples in Galilee, worshiped in synagogues, ate meals in Bethany, went to a wedding in Cana, told stories in Jericho, prayed in Gethsemane, led a parade down the Mount of Olives, taught in the Jerusalem temple, was killed on the hill Golgotha, and three days later had supper with Cleopas and his friend in Emmaus, we are not free to make up our own private spiritualities; we know too much about his life, his spirituality. The story of Jesus gives us access to scores of these incidents and words, specific with places and times and names, all of them hanging together and interpenetrating, forming a coherent revelation of who God is and how he acts and what he says. Jesus prevents us from thinking that life is a matter of ideas to ponder or concepts to discuss. Jesus saves us from wasting our lives in the pursuit of cheap thrills and trivializing diversions. Jesus enables us to take seriously who we are and where we are without being seduced by the intimidating lies and illusions that fill the air, so that we needn’t be someone else or somewhere else. Jesus keeps our feet on the ground, attentive to children, in conversation with ordinary people, sharing meals with friends and strangers, listening to the wind, observing the wildflowers, touching the sick and wounded, praying simply and unselfconsciously. Jesus insists that we deal with God right here and now, in the place we find ourselves and with the people we are with. Jesus is God here and now.
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It is basic to the Christian faith that Jesus is, in actual fact, God among us. As hard as it is to believe and as impossible as it is to imagine, Christians do believe it. The entire and elaborate work of salvation from “before the foundation of the world” (Eph. 1:4) is gathered up and made complete in this birth, life, death, and resurrection — a miracle of unprecedented and staggering proportions. We acknowledge all this when we, following the example of St. Peter, add the title “Christ” to the name Jesus: Jesus Christ. Christ: God’s anointed, God among us to save us from our sins, God speaking to us in the same language we learned at our mother’s knee, God raising us from the dead to real, eternal life.


You would think that believing that Jesus is God among us would be the hardest thing. It is not. It turns out that the hardest thing is to believe that God’s work — this dazzling creation, this astonishing salvation, this cascade of blessings — is all being worked out in and under the conditions of our humanity: at picnics and around dinner tables, in conversations and while walking along roads, in puzzled questions and homely stories, with blind beggars and suppurating lepers, at weddings and funerals. Everything that Jesus does and says takes place within the limits and conditions of our humanity. No fireworks. No special effects. Yes, there are miracles, plenty of them. But because for the most part they are so much a part of the fabric of everyday life, very few notice. The miraculousness of miracle is obscured by the familiarity of the setting, the ordinariness of the people involved.


[image: ART_P3]


This is still the way Jesus is God among us. And this is what is still so hard to believe. It is hard to believe that this marvelous work of salvation is presently taking place in our neighborhoods, in our families, in our governments, in our schools and businesses, in our hospitals, on the roads we drive and down the corridors we walk, among people whose names we know. The ordinariness of Jesus was a huge roadblock to belief in his identity and work in the “days of his flesh.” It is still a roadblock.


In an incident reported by St. John, people who heard Jesus speak a most impressive, a truly astonishing, message in the Capernaum synagogue — offering his own body and blood as food for eternal life! — disbelieved what he said because he wasn’t more impressive. “This man,” they called him dismissively (John 6:52). Given their earlier attempt to discredit his extravagant claim (“I am the bread that came down from heaven,” 6:41) by pointing out his unmistakable humanity (“Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know?” 6:42), “this man” carries the clear implication of “this nobody.” Suddenly many of Jesus’ followers weren’t buying it any longer — they couldn’t fit the miracles and the message into the unimpressive form of “this man” they were looking at. Their rhetorical question, “Who can accept it?” called for a negative answer, “Not us.”


Jesus brings the undercurrent of dissension into the open: “Does this offend you? Then what if you were to see the Son of Man ascending to where he was before? It is the spirit that gives life; the flesh is useless” (John 6:61–63). Which is to say, “So, what is your problem? If you saw me levitating right here before your eyes straight up into heaven, then would you believe what I’m telling you? I guess you would, but it is the spirit, which is like the wind that you can’t see, that gives life, not the flesh, not out-of-this-world wonders.” Spirit again. This key word in the earlier conversations with Nicodemus and the Samaritan marks the quiet, often concealed, means by which God works his salvation among us.


They are not impressed. They walk off, followers no longer: “Because of this many of his disciples turned back and no longer went about with him” (6:66). Because of what? Because Jesus was so obviously human — so ordinary, so uncharismatic, so unexciting, so everyday human.


Jesus asks the Twelve if they also are going to abandon him. Here St. John supplies us with St. Peter’s punch line response: “Lord, to whom can we go? You have the words of eternal life . . . you are the Holy One of God” (6:68–69). Peter has come to the place where we must all come if we are going to continue following Jesus: he does not impose on Jesus his own ideas or ambitions on how God must do his work; he is willing to let Jesus do it in his own way, as a man.


The perpetual threat to living a real life, an authentic and true and honest life, is to evade or dump “this man,” this Jesus, this ordinary way he comes to us and this inglorious company he keeps, and pretentiously attempt to be our own god or to fashion a glamorous god or gods that appeal to our vanity.7 When it comes to dealing with God, most of us spend considerable time trying our own hands at either being or making gods. Jesus blocks the way. Jesus is not a god of our own making and he is certainly not a god designed to win popularity contests.


Soul


When we come to understand ourselves and the men and women we work with “according to the Scriptures,” our core identity comes out as persons-in-relationship. Each person is a one-of-a-kind creature made in the “image of God.” Whatever else that phrase means, it conveys a sense of enormous dignity and thorough-going relationality.


“Soul” is our word for this.8 It is the most personal term we have for who we are. The term “soul” is an assertion of wholeness, the totality of what it means to be a human being. “Soul” is a barrier against reduction, against human life reduced to biology and genitals, culture and utility, race and ethnicity. It signals an interiority that permeates all exteriority, an invisibility that everywhere inhabits visibility. “Soul” carries with it resonances of God-created, God-sustained, and God-blessed. It is our most comprehensive term for designating the core being of men and women.


“Soul” in the Hebrew language is a metaphor, nephesh, the word for neck. The neck is the narrow part of the anatomy that connects the head, the site of intelligence and the nervous system, with everything else; it literally keeps us “together.” Physically, the head is higher than the body, at least when we are standing up, and so we sometimes speak of the higher functions of thinking, seeing, hearing, and tasting in contrast to the lower functions of digestion and excretion, of perspiring and copulating. But if there are higher and lower aspects to human life (which I very much doubt) it is not as if they can exist independently from one another. And what connects them is the neck. The neck contains the narrow passage through which air passes from mouth to lungs and back out again in speech — breath, spirit, God-breathed life. It is the conduit for the entire nervous system stemming and branching from the brain. And it is where the mighty jugular vein, an extremely vulnerable three to four inches of blood supply, comes dangerously close to the surface of the skin. Soul, nephesh, keeps it all together. Without soul we would be a jumble of disconnected parts, lumps of protoplasm. Our modern passion for analysis and dissection, trying to find out what makes us tick, is not a biblical passion. Our Scriptures come at us differently; they convey a sense of wholeness, created. The Hebrews had a genius for metaphors and “soul” is one of their finest. Synonyms for “soul” proliferate — heart, kidneys, loins — accumulating metaphors that deepen a sense of inwardness and depth. But “soul” holds the center.


The term “soul” works like a magnet, pulling all the pieces of our lives into a unity, a totality. The human person is a vast totality; “soul” names it as such.9


The biblical story that gives us this metaphor in Genesis 2 makes it clear that the breath that flows through the neck/soul is God’s breath. And if God’s breath is gone, the human being is gone. Apart from God there is nothing to us.


Virtually every language has a word or words similar to this, words that reach for what the human being is uniquely and comprehensively. Biblically, “comprehensive” includes God and all the operations of God in men and women. Most of what makes us human is God. When we say “soul” we are calling attention to the God-origins, God-intentions, God-operations that make us what we are. It is the most personal and most comprehensive term for who we are — man, woman, and child.


But in our current culture, “soul” has given way to “self” as the term of choice to designate who and what we are. Self is the soul minus God. Self is what is left of soul with all the transcendence and intimacy squeezed out, the self with little or no reference to God (transcendence) or others (intimacy).


“Self” is a threadbare word, a scarecrow word.


“Soul” is a word reverberating with relationships: God-relationships, human-relationships, earth-relationships.


“Self” in both common speech and scientific discourse is mostly an isolating term: the individual.


“Soul” gets beneath the fragmentary surface appearances and experiences and affirms an at-homeness, an affinity with whoever and whatever is at hand.


When “soul” and “self” are turned into adjectives in colloquial speech, the contrast becomes even clearer: “soulish” gives a sense of something inherent and relational, entering the depths, plumbing the underlying sources of motive and meaning, as in soul food, soul music, the soulful eyes of a spaniel, and, negatively, “that poor lost soul”; “selfish,” on the other hand, refers to the self-absorbed, uncaring, and unrelational — a life that is all surface and image.


Setting the two words side by side triggers a realization that a fundamental aspect of our identity is under assault every day. We live in a culture that has replaced soul with self. This reduction turns people into either problems or consumers. Insofar as we acquiesce in that replacement, we gradually but surely regress in our identity, for we end up thinking of ourselves and dealing with others in marketplace terms: everyone we meet is either a potential recruit to join our enterprise or a potential consumer for what we are selling; or we ourselves are the potential recruits and consumers. Neither we nor our friends have any dignity just as we are, only in terms of how we or they can be used.


Two words, widely used these days, are symptomatic of the reduction of soul to self in our society. The first of these, “resource,” is commonly used of people who can help us in our work. I can still remember how jarring that word sounded to me when I first heard it used forty years ago by a man who was giving me direction in my work of developing a new congregation. He kept pushing me to identify the resource-people that I could use in my work. And then I noticed that he was using the word as a verb; he frequently offered to resource our church board, our financial committee, our planning committee.


But “resource” identifies a person as something to be used. There is nothing personal to a resource — it is a thing, stuff, a function. Use the word long enough and it begins to change the way we view a person. It started out harmlessly enough as a metaphor and as such was found useful, I guess. But when it becomes habitual, it erodes our sense of this person as soul — relational at the core and God-dimensioned.


And “dysfunctional.” It is alarming how frequently people are referred to as dysfunctional: dysfunctional families, dysfunctional committees and congregations, dysfunctional leaders, dysfunctional relationships, dysfunctional politicians. But dysfunctional is not a personal word, it is mechanical. Machines are dysfunctional but not souls; bicycles are dysfunctional but not children; water pumps are dysfunctional but not spouses. The constant, unthinking use of the word erodes our sense of worth and dignity inherent in the people we meet and work with no matter how messed up they are.


We cannot be too careful about the words we use; we start out using them and then they end up using us. Our imaginations become blunted. We end up dealing only with surfaces, functions, roles.


In our present culture all of us find that we are studied, named, and treated as functions and things. “Consumer” is the catch-all term for the way we are viewed. From an early age we are looked upon as individuals who can buy or perform or use. Advertisers begin targeting us in those terms from the moment we are able to choose a breakfast cereal.


For those of us who are reared in North American culture, it is inevitable that we should unconsciously acquire this way of looking at everyone we meet. Other people are potential buyers for what I am selling, students for what I am teaching, recruits for what I am doing, voters for what I am proposing, resources for what I am building or making, clients for the services I am offering. Or, to reverse the elements, I identify myself as the potential buyer, student, recruit, resource, client, and so on. But it is consumerism either way.


I have no complaint about this at one level. I need things, other people offer what I need; I am happy to pay for and take advantage of what is offered whether it is food, clothing, information, medical and legal help, leadership in a cause that is dear to my heart, advocacy in matters of justice, or victim-rights that I care about. I’m quite happy to be a consumer in this capitalist economy where there is so much to consume.


Except. Except that I don’t want to be just a consumer. I don’t even want to be predominantly a consumer. To be reduced to a consumer is to leave out most of what I am, of what makes me me. To be treated as a consumer is to be reduced to being used by another or reduced to a product for someone else’s use. It makes little difference whether the using is in a generous or selfish cause, it is reduction. Widespread consumerism results in extensive depersonalization. And every time depersonalization moves in, life leaks out.


But souls are not sieves; souls brim with life: “Bless the Lord, O my soul!”


Fear-of-the-Lord


Finally, we need a common and comprehensive term for referring to the way we live the spiritual life — not just what we do and say but the way we act, the way we speak. How do we go about living appropriately in this world that has been revealed to us in Jesus Christ?


This is a question that needs to be delayed for as long as possible. Most of the Christian life (and spiritual theology is responsible for maintaining vigilance in this regard) involves paying attention to who God is and what he does; but not only the who and the what but the how, the means God employs to accomplish his ends. If we get too interested too soon in what we do and are, we go off the rails badly. Still, we are part of it and need a term to designate the human side of spirituality, something that names the way we make our way through this complex minefield of a world in which we live out the Christian life. But it needs to be a term that does not make us the center of the subject. (The words most in use among us tend to put the emphasis on what we initiate and carry out: spiritual discipline, piety, devotional practice, quiet time, and so on.) It also needs to be a term that doesn’t contribute to the dichotomizing of spirituality into God’s part and the human part.


This question — “what is our part in this?” — requires considerable care in the answering. We realize how critical it is to get the right term for this when we look around and become aware of the sheer quantity of silliness, sordidness, meanness, and dullness that piles up under the roofs of enterprises given over to directing and motivating people to serve God, as our “leaders” tell us what to do and say to be distinctively God’s people. Given the frequency with which men and women make hash out of the words and works of God, it might seem best to do nothing. Just get out of the way and let God do it all.


There have been teachers who have formulated just such an answer and been serious about it: the less we do for God, the better; it leaves more room for God to do something for us, which is the point of it all anyway.10 But most of us do not find that adequate counsel. Most of us have a sense that somehow or other we need to get in on what God is doing; we want to be involved, we want to do something. But what, without getting in the way, without gumming up the works?
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The biblical word of choice for the term we need is “fear-of-the-Lord.” It is the stock biblical phrase for the way of life that is lived responsively and appropriately before who God is, who he is as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.


None of the available synonyms in the English language — awe, reverence, worshipful respect — seems quite adequate. They miss the punch delivered by “fear-of-the-Lord.” When Rudolf Otto, one of our great scholars in these matters, analyzed this core religious/spiritual attitude and response, he resorted to Latin phrases (numen and mysterium tremendum), finding that nothing in his German language worked either.11


The primary way in which we cultivate fear-of-the-Lord is in prayer and worship — personal prayer and corporate worship. We deliberately interrupt our preoccupation with ourselves and attend to God, place ourselves intentionally in sacred space, in sacred time, in the holy presence — and wait. We become silent and still in order to listen and respond to what is Other than us. Once we get the hang of this we find that this can occur any place and any time. But prayer and worship provide the base.


“Fear-of-the-Lord” is the best term we have to point to this way of life we cultivate as Christians. The Christian life consists mostly of what God — Father, Son, and Holy Spirit — is and does. But we also are part of it. Not the largest part, but still part. A world has been opened up to us by revelation in which we find ourselves walking on holy ground and living in sacred time. The moment we realize this, we feel shy, cautious. We slow down, we look around, ears and eyes alert. Like lost children happening on a clearing in the woods and finding elves and fairies singing and dancing in a circle around a prancing two-foot-high unicorn, we stop in awed silence to accommodate to this wonderful but unguessed-at revelation. But for us it isn’t a unicorn and elves; it is Sinai and Tabor and Golgotha.


The moment we find ourselves unexpectedly in the presence of the sacred, our first response is to stop in silence. We do nothing. We say nothing. We fear to trespass inadvertently; we are afraid of saying something inappropriate. Plunged into mystery we become still, we fall silent, all our senses alert. This is the fear-of-the-Lord.


Or we don’t. Uneasy with the unknown, again like children, we run around crazily, yelling and screaming, trying to put our stamp of familiarity on it. We attempt to get rid of the mystery by making our presence large and noisy. When children do this in church we call it misbehaving. But misbehavior in these matters does not consist in what we say or do as such; it is that what we say or do is incongruent with the sacred time and place. Until we know what is going on, anything we say or do is apt to be wrong, or at least inappropriate.


We all have experiences of finding ourselves in the sacred presence or on holy ground from time to time, however briefly. The most common of such experiences is being in the presence of a newborn child. Most of us are speechless and still. We don’t know what to do or say. We are overtaken by the mystery of God-given life. Something deep within us responds to the sacredness of life, of sheer existence; our response becomes worship, adoration, prayer, awe — the fear-of-the-Lord.


But there is also something about the sacred that makes us uneasy. We don’t like being in the dark, not knowing what to do. And so we attempt to domesticate the mystery, explain it, probe it, name and use it. “Blasphemy” is the term we use for these verbal transgressions of the sacred, these violations of the holy: taking God’s name in vain, dishonoring sacred time and place, reducing God to gossip and chatter. Uncomfortable with the mystery, we try to banish it with clichés.


Every culture has stories and taboos to train and discipline its people in protecting and honoring the sacred mystery. Human beings are not gods; the moment we forget this, we violate the boundaries of our humanity and something is violated in reality itself. The universe suffers damage.


So we set out to cultivate the fear-of-the-Lord, “the quintessential rubric, which expresses in a nutshell the basic grammar that holds the covenant community together,” as Bruce Waltke puts it.12 Despite its prominence in the Bible, the term does not find wide use among North American Christians. “Fear” apparently gets us off on the wrong foot. Grammarians help us regain our biblical stride by calling our attention to the fact that fear-of-the-Lord is a “bound phrase” (syntagm). The four words in English (two in Hebrew) are bound together, making a single word. Its function as a single word cannot be understood by taking it apart and then adding up the meanings of the parts. Fear-of-the-Lord is not a combination of fear + of + the + Lord. Fear-of-the-Lord is a word all its own. So we don’t look up “fear” in the dictionary, then “God,” and then proceed to combine the two meanings: “fear,” a feeling of apprehension, plus “God,” a divine being worthy of worship, is not fear-of-the-Lord. Pursuing that analytical route gets us way off the track.


But when we let the biblical contexts provide the conditions for understanding the word we find that it means something more like a way of life in which human feelings and behavior are fused with God’s being and revelation. There are upward of 138 occurrences of the term in a wide range of Old Testament books but most prominently in Proverbs, Psalms, Isaiah, Chronicles, and Deuteronomy.13 God is active in the term; the human is active in the term. “Fear-of-the-Lord” designates a way of living that cannot be dissected into two parts, any more than a baby can be dissected into what comes from sperm and what comes from egg. “Fear-of-the-Lord” is a new word in our vocabularies; it marks the way of life appropriate to our creation and salvation and blessing by God.


A common and distressingly frequent way of answering the question, “So now, what do we do?” but one that avoids prayerful involvement with God in the presence of God, is to come up with a Code of Conduct. The Ten Commandments is the usual place to start, supplemented by Proverbs, brought to a focus by Jesus’ summing up (Love God/Love your neighbor), salted by the Golden Rule, and then capped off by the Beatitudes. That might seem to be the simplest way to go about it, but religious communities that take this route have rarely, if ever, been able to let it go at that. They commonly find that the particular context in which they live requires special handling: rules are added, regulations enforced, and it isn’t long before the Code of Conduct grows into a formidable jungle of talmudic regulation.


The other and opposite way of doing the Code of Conduct thing is to make it as simple as possible; get it down to the bare bones of bumper sticker spirituality: “Follow your bliss. . . . Smell the roses. . . . Do no harm. . . .” My favorite is the fragment of a poem sometimes attributed to W. H. Auden:


I love to sin; God loves to forgive;


The world is admirably arranged.


But the fundamental inadequacy of codes of conduct for giving direction in how to live the spiritual life is that they put us in charge (or, which is just as bad, put someone else in charge of us); God is moved off the field of action to the judge’s stand where he grades our performance. The moment that we take charge, “knowing good and evil,” we are in trouble and almost immediately start getting other people in trouble too.


No. However useful codes of conduct are in the overall scheme of things, they are not the place to begin answering the question, “Now, what do we do?”
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The fact that fear-of-the-Lord cannot be precisely defined is one of its glories — we are dealing with something that we cannot pin down, we inhabit mystery, we can’t be cocksure about anything, we cultivate an attentive and reverent expectation before every person, event, rock, and tree. Presumption recedes, attentiveness increases, expectancy heightens.


“Fear-of-the-Lord,” as we notice the way our biblical writers use it, turns out to be a term that is plain without being reductive, clear without being over-simplified, and accurate without dissolving the mystery inherent in all dealings with God and his world. It also has the considerable advantage of evading the precise definition or “control” that we could use to locate ourselves along a spectrum of piety or goodness that would feed our instincts for coziness with God.


So what do we do, given our launch into this life of following Jesus? “Fear the LORD, you his saints” (Ps. 34:9 RSV). Fear-of-the-Lord is not studying about God but living in reverence before God. We don’t so much lack knowledge, we lack reverence. Fear-of-the-Lord is not a technique for acquiring spiritual know-how but a willed not-knowing. It is not so much know-how we lack; we lack a simple being-there. Fear-of-the-Lord, nurtured in worship and prayer, silence and quiet, love and sacrifice, turns everything we do into a life of “breathing God.”



And a Dance


The dance is perichoresis, the Greek word for dance. The term was used by our Greek theologian ancestors as a metaphor to refer to the Trinity. Perichoresis, wrote Karl Barth, “asserts that the divine modes of existence condition and permeate one another mutually with such perfection, that one is as invariably in the other two as the other two are in the one.”14 Imagine a folk dance, a round dance, with three partners in each set. The music starts up and the partners holding hands begin moving in a circle. On signal from the caller, they release hands, change partners, and weave in and out, swinging first one and then another. The tempo increases, the partners move more swiftly with and between and among one another, swinging and twirling, embracing and releasing, holding on and letting go. But there is no confusion, every movement is cleanly coordinated in precise rhythms (these are practiced and skillful dancers!), as each person maintains his or her own identity. To the onlooker, the movements are so swift it is impossible at times to distinguish one person from another; the steps are so intricate that it is difficult to anticipate the actual configurations as they appear: Perichoresis (peri = around; choresis = dance).15


The essence of Trinity, the centerpiece of Christian theology and sometimes considered the most subtle and abstruse of all doctrines, is captured here in a picture that anyone can observe in an American neighborhood barn dance or an Irish ceilidh.


Trinity is the most comprehensive and integrative framework that we have for understanding and participating in the Christian life. Early on in our history, our pastors and teachers formulated the Trinity to express what is distinctive in the revelation of God in Christ. This theology provides an immense horizon against which we can understand and practice the Christian life largely and comprehensively. Without an adequately imagined theology, spirituality gets reduced to the cramped world reported by journalists or the flat world studied by scientists. Trinity reveals the immense world of God creating, saving, and blessing in the name of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit with immediate and lived implications for the way we live, for our spirituality. Trinity is the church’s attempt to understand God’s revelation of Godself in all its parts and relationships. And a most useful work it has been. At a most practical level it provides a way of understanding and responding to the God who enters into all the day-to-day issues that we face as persons and churches and communities from the time we get out of bed in the morning until we fall asleep at night, and reaches out to bring us into participation on God’s terms, that is, on Trinitarian terms. It prevents us from getting involved in highly religious but soul-destroying ways of going about living the Christian life.
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Trinity understands God as three-personed: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, God in community, each “person” in active communion with the others.16 We are given an understanding of God that is most emphatically personal and interpersonal. God is nothing if not personal. If God is revealed as personal, the only way that God can be known is in personal response. We need to know this. It is the easiest thing in the world to use words as a kind of abstract truth or principle, to deal with the gospel as information. Trinity prevents us from doing this. We can never get away with depersonalizing the gospel or the truth to make it easier, simpler, more convenient. Knowing God through impersonal abstractions is ruled out, knowing God through programmatic projects is abandoned, knowing God in solitary isolation is forbidden. Trinity insists that God is not an idea or a force or a private experience but personal and known only in personal response and engagement.


Trinity also prevents us from reducing God to what we can understand or need at any one time. There is a lot going on in us and this world, far exceeding what we are capable of taking in. In dealing with God, we are dealing in mystery, in what we do not know, what we cannot control or deal with on our terms. We need to know this, for we live in a world that over-respects the practical. We want God to be “relevant” to our lifestyle. We want what we can, as we say, “get a handle on.” There is immense peer pressure to reduce God to fit immediate needs and expectations. But God is never a commodity to use. In a functionalized world in which we are all trained to understand ourselves in terms of what we can do, we are faced with a reality that we cannot control. And so we cultivate reverence. We are in the presence of One who is both before and beyond us. We listen and wait. Presumption — God-on-demand on our terms — is exposed as simply silly. Defining God down to the level of our emotions, and thinking and then demanding that God work by the terms of our agenda, is set aside in favor of a life of worship and prayer, obedience and love — a way of life open and responsive to what God is doing rather than one in which we plot strategies to get God involved in what we are doing. Trinity keeps pulling us into a far larger world than we can imagine on our own.


And Trinity is a steady call and invitation to participate in the energetically active life of God — the image of the dance again. It is the participation in the Trinity (God as he has revealed himself to us) that makes things and people particularly and distinctively who they are. We are not spectators to God; there is always a hand reaching out to pull us into the Trinitarian actions of holy creation, holy salvation, and holy community. God is never a nonparticipant in what he does, nor are any of us. There are no nonparticipants in a Trinity-revealed life. We need to know this. It is a lot easier to guide, motivate, plan, and direct from a distance, whether in our homes or in our work. So we keep a little distance, find ways to delegate so we don’t have to get too involved. But the reality of the Trinity does not permit it. If we are going to know God we have to participate in the relationship that is God. We discover ourselves as unique participants — each of us one-of-a-kind — in the life of God. The Christian life is not preprogrammed; it is a release into freedom. Trinity keeps us alert and responsive to the freedom that derives from participation in the life of God. And every act of participation is unique.


Every expression of spirituality, left to itself, tends toward being more about me and less about God. Spiritual theology counters by giving witness to the living God, using the largest and most comprehensive and involving terms possible. Trinity provides these terms, a theological language that enables us to maintain our Christian identity in God’s image rather than in what we see in our mirrors each morning.




 






I


Christ Plays in Creation


[Christ is] the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created. . . .


COLOSSIANS 1:15–16


It is not allowable to love the Creation according to the purposes one has for it, any more than it is allowable to love one’s neighbor in order to borrow his tools.


WENDELL BERRY1





 



Exploring the Neighborhood of Creation


We wake up each morning to a world we did not make. How did it get here? How did we get here? We open our eyes and see that “old bowling ball the sun” careen over the horizon. We wiggle our toes. A mocking bird takes off and improvises on themes set down by robins, vireos, and wrens, and we marvel at the intricacies. The smell of frying bacon works its way into our nostrils and we begin anticipating buttered toast, scrambled eggs, and coffee freshly brewed from our favorite Javanese beans.


There is so much here — around, above, below, inside, outside. Even with the help of poets and scientists we can account for very little of it. We notice this, then that. We start exploring the neighborhood. We try this street, and then that one. We venture across the tracks. Before long we are looking out through telescopes and down into microscopes, curious, fascinated by this endless proliferation of sheer Is-ness — color and shape and texture and sound.


After awhile we get used to it and quit noticing. We get narrowed down into something small and constricting. Somewhere along the way this exponential expansion of awareness, this wide-eyed looking around, this sheer untaught delight in what is here, reverses itself: the world contracts; we are reduced to a life of routine through which we sleepwalk.


But not for long. Something always shows up to jar us awake: a child’s question, a fox’s sleek beauty, a sharp pain, a pastor’s sermon, a fresh metaphor, an artist’s vision, a slap in the face, scent from a crushed violet. We are again awake, alert, in wonder: how did this happen? And why this? Why anything at all? Why not nothing at all?


Gratitude is our spontaneous response to all this: to life. Something wells up within us: Thank you! More often than not, the thank you is directed to God, even by those who don’t believe in him. Johnny Bergman was a young man in my congregation. He and his wife were enthusiastic participants, but then the weeds of a distracting world choked their young faith. They acquired children. They became suddenly wealthy and their lives filled up with boats and cars, house-building and social engagements. They were less and less frequently in worship. After a two-year absence, on a bright sunshiny Sunday, Johnny was there again. Surprised to see him I said, “Johnny! What brought you to worship today?” He said, “I woke this morning feeling so good, so blessed — so created — I just had to say thank you, and this is the only place I could think to say it rightly, adequately — I wanted to say it to Jesus.” The next Sunday his string of absences resumed, but, all the same, the moment struck me as epiphanic, and so very accurate.2 The sheer wonder of life, of creation, of this place where we find ourselves alive at this moment, requires response, a thank you. There is something so deeply congruent with the world we live in and who we are that when we become aware of it we exclaim at the miracle and wonder of it. In the ancient world, Plato observed that all philosophy begins in wonder. In the modern world Heidegger used the phrase “radical astonishment” to underline Plato. Leibniz asked the question that continues to provoke our endless ruminations on finding ourselves plunked down in this place, in this time: “Why is there not nothing?”3


Wonder. Astonishment. Adoration. There can’t be very many of us for whom the sheer fact of existence hasn’t rocked us back on our heels. We take off our sandals before the burning bush. We catch our breath at the sight of a plummeting hawk. “Thank you, God.” We find ourselves in a lavish existence in which we feel a deep sense of kinship — we belong here; we say thanks with our lives to life. And not just “Thanks” or “Thank it,” but “Thank you.” Most of the people who have lived on this planet earth have identified this you with God or gods. This is not just a matter of learning our manners, the way children are taught to say thank you as a social grace. It is the cultivation of adequateness within ourselves to the nature of reality, developing the capacity to sustain an adequate response to the overwhelming giftedness and goodness of life.


Wonder is the only adequate launching pad for exploring a spirituality of creation, keeping us open-eyed, expectant, alive to life that is always more than we can account for, that always exceeds our calculations, that is always beyond anything we can make.



Kerygma: Jesus’ Birth


Naturally, we are interested in what is behind all this: the meaning, the purpose, the implications. We begin by believing in God. Creation is not something we figure out, or deduce, or argue, or simply appreciate as is — it is what we believe: credo. “By faith we understand that the world was created by the word of God, so that what is seen was made out of things which do not appear” (Heb. 11:3 RSV).


But creation in itself does not compel belief in God. There are plenty of people who take creation on its own terms, often designated simply as “nature,” and approach it as if its meaning, its “spirituality,” were inherent in it. There is something very attractive about this; it is so clean and uncomplicated and noncontroversial. And obvious. We get a satisfying sense of the inherently divine in life itself without all the complications of theology, the mess of church history, the hypocrisies of men and women who insist on taking up space in church pews, the incompetence of pastors, and appeals for money. Creation on its own seems perfectly capable of furnishing us with a spirituality that exults in beautiful beaches and fine sunsets, surfing and skiing and body massage, emotional states and aesthetic titillation. But for all its considerable attractions, it is considerably deficient in person.


Our Christian Scriptures take quite a different tack: God reveals himself most completely in a named person: Jesus.


The Genesis stories of creation begin with “heaven and earth,” but that turns out to be merely a warm-up exercise for the main event, the creation of human life, man and woman, designated “image of God.” Man and woman are alive with the very breath (“spirit”) of God. If you want to look at creation full, creation at it shighest, you look at a person — a man, a woman, a child. The faddish preference for appreciating creation in a bouquet of flowers over a squalling baby, for a day on the beach rather than rubbing shoulders with uncongenial neighbors in a cold church — creation with the inconvenience of persons excised — is understandable, but it is also decidedly not creation in the terms it has been revealed to us.


All this comes together as good news, creation as God’s gift of life and the conditions necessary for life, our lives, in the birth of Jesus. This is truly good news, what the Greeks named kerygma, a public proclamation that brings what it proclaims into historical reality. The birth of Jesus provides the kerygmatic focus for receiving, entering into, and participating in creation, for living the creation and not just using it or taking it for granted. This birth is also, our Gospel writers Matthew and Luke give us to understand, a “virgin birth.”


In St. John’s Gospel rewriting of Genesis we read, “the Word became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14). St. Matthew and St. Luke begin their Gospels with detailed accounts of Jesus’ birth. St. Paul in the first written reference to Jesus’ birth calls Jesus the “firstborn of creation” (Col. 1:15).4


In the act of believing in creation, we accept and enter into and submit to what God does — what God made and makes. We are not spectators of creation but participants in it. We are participants first of all by simply being born, but then we realize that our births all take place in the defining context of Jesus’ birth. The Christian life is the practice of living in what God has done and is doing. We want to know the origins of things not to satisfy our curiosity about fossils and dinosaurs and the “big bang” but so that we can live out of our origins. We don’t want our lives to be tacked on to something peripheral. We want to live origin-ally, not derivatively.


So we begin with Jesus. Jesus is the revelation of the God who created heaven and earth; he is also the revelation of the God who is with us, Immanuel. Karl Barth goes into immense detail (he wrote four fat volumes on it) to make this single point: “We have established that from every angle Jesus Christ is the key to the secret of creation.”5
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The birth story of Jesus as told by St. Luke is the most extensive that we have. Gabriel, God’s messenger, opens with the kerygmatic Annunciation to Mary: “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you” (Luke 1:28), at which she is properly astonished (diatarachthe). Gabriel reassures her that everything is going to be all right and then delivers his gospel message: “you will conceive in your womb and bear a son” (v. 31). Only then does Mary learn that the conception of her son will be the work of God’s Holy Spirit: “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 called holy, he will be called Son of God” (v. 35). Mary welcomes and receives this impregnating, life-generating gospel word, and becomes pregnant with Jesus: “Here I am, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word” (v. 38).


The story of Mary’s pregnancy continues in the context of another pregnancy, that of Mary’s elderly cousin Elizabeth. Mary goes to Elizabeth for a “pregnancy test.” The two pregnancies are parallel but contrasting wonders: the old barren woman and the young virgin girl, both impossibly pregnant. Elizabeth, already six months pregnant, confirms Mary’s new pregnancy: “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb” (v. 42). And Mary makes joyful response with her magnificent Magnificat.


“My soul magnifies the Lord,


and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior. . . .”


(vv. 46–55)


When Mary gives birth to her Holy Spirit–conceived child, Luke uses the same word that Paul had earlier used to describe Jesus Christ to the Colossian Christians as “the firstborn (prototokos) of all creation” (Col. 1:15), identifying Mary’s baby, Jesus, as “her firstborn son” (prototokon) (Luke 2:7). The birth is then greeted across the entire range of creation, heaven and earth, angels’ song and shepherds’ welcome. The highest (angels) and the lowliest (shepherds) join in wonder and welcome of Jesus, born “to you” (2:11), or, perhaps, “for you” (etechthe humin). This birth most emphatically has to do with us.


The Spirit that comes upon Mary and conceives the Savior echoes the Spirit that hovered over the waters in the account of creation (Gen. 1:2). As Raymond Brown writes, “The earth was void and without form when that Spirit appeared; just so Mary’s womb was a void until the Spirit God filled it with a child who was His Son.”6


This basic, defining creation story begins with God’s word preached (by messenger Gabriel) — a word that conceives life (by the Holy Spirit) and results in a pregnancy that attracts wonder and blessing (Elizabeth’s greeting and Mary’s Magnificat) — and concludes in a birth that brings heaven’s angels and earth’s shepherds together in joyful, validating witness and worship.
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Five earlier stories of conception and birth in our Scriptures also reveal God as critically and intimately involved in the creation of human life.


Abraham and Sarah and the birth of Isaac: “the LORD did for Sarah as he had promised. Sarah conceived and bore Abraham a son in his old age” (Gen. 21:1).


Manoah and his unnamed wife and the birth of Samson: “And the angel of the LORD appeared to the woman and said to her, ‘Although you are barren, having borne no children, you shall conceive and bear a son’ ” (Judg. 13:3).


Boaz and Ruth and the birth of Obed: “The LORD made her conceive, and she bore a son” (Ruth 4:13).


Elkanah and Hannah and the birth of Samuel: “Elkanah knew his wife Hannah, and the LORD remembered her. In due time Hannah conceived and bore a son. She named him Samuel” (1 Sam. 1:19–20).


Zechariah and Elizabeth and the birth of John: “they had no children, because Elizabeth was barren. . . . Elizabeth will bear you a son. . . . Elizabeth conceived” (Luke 1:7, 13, 24).


And now this final conception and birth story in which God is explicitly revealed as the Creator: Joseph and Mary and the birth of Jesus.


The work of God in the conception and birth of Jesus through Mary is continuous with these five previous “impossible” births, but it is also different. In the mothers ranging from Sarah to Elizabeth, a barren womb was the impossible condition to be overcome; these women very much wanted a child. But in Mary the “impossible” condition is virginity; here there is no yearning for or expectation of a child. Conception and birth for Mary is the surprise of creation. “This is God’s initiative going beyond anything man or woman has dreamed of,” writes Brown.7 This is the birth that will now set all births under the conditions of God’s creative initiative.


These six “insider” birth stories take the so-called natural processes of reproduction, conception, pregnancy, and birth, and reveal God working in impossible conditions, barrenness and virginity, to bring forth life.
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That Jesus, in St. Paul’s phrase, is “born of woman” (Gal. 4:4) quietly insists that Jesus is most emphatically human, the “firstborn of creation.” That Mary is at the same time a virgin insists that the birth of Jesus cannot be reduced or accounted for by what we know or can reproduce from our own experience. Life that is unmistakably human life is before us here, a real baby from an actual mother’s womb; there is also miracle here, and mystery which cannot be brushed aside in our attempts to bring the operations of God, let alone our own lives, under our control. The miracle of the virgin birth, maintained from the earliest times in the church and confessed in its creeds, is, in Karl Barth’s straightforward phrase, a “summons to reverence and worship.” Barth maintained that the one-sided views of those who questioned or denied “born of the virgin Mary” are “in the last resort to be understood only as coming from dread of reverence and only as invitation to comfortable encounter with an all too near or all too far-off God.”8


Artists, poets, musicians, and architects are our primary witnesses to the significance of the meaning of “virgin” in the virgin birth as “a summons to reverence and worship.” Over and over again they rescue us from a life in which the wonder has leaked out. While theologians and biblical scholars have argued, sometimes most contentiously, over texts and sexual facts and mythological parallels, our artists have painted Madonnas, our poets have provided our imaginations with rhythms and metaphors, our musicians have filled the air with carols and anthems that bring us to our knees in adoration, and our architects have designed and built chapels and cathedrals in which we can worship God.


Madeleine L’Engle’s poem “After Annunciation” tells us why:


This is the irrational season


When love blooms bright and wild.


Had Mary been filled with reason


There’d have been no room for the child.9


Conception, pregnancy, and birth language that feature God as the Creator occupy a prominent place in our Scriptures as they give witness to the Christian life. Jesus’ words to Nicodemus, “You must be born anew” (John 3:7 RSV), are certainly the most well known. Jesus and Nicodemus between them use the word “born” seven times in the course of their conversation. Paul’s language is also significant. Writing to the Christian community in Rome, he views the entire creation as a birth process — “We know that the whole creation (pasa he ktisis) has been groaning in labor pains until now” (Rom. 8:22) — and then immediately parallels it with what goes on in us: “we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies” (8:23). Another time, writing to the Christians in Galatia, he goes so far as to identify himself to them as a mother in the pains of childbirth, “again in travail until Christ be formed in you!” (Gal. 4:19).
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The story of Jesus’ birth is our entry into understanding and participating in the play of creation. But every birth can, if we let it, return us to the wonder of Jesus’ birth, the revelation of sheer life as gift, God’s life with us and for us.


God is the Creator and his most encompassing creation is human life, a baby. We, as participants in creation, do it too. When we beget and conceive, give birth to and raise babies, we are in on the heart of creation. Every birth is kerygmatic. There is more gospel in all those “begats” in the genealogical lists of our Scriptures (“And Ezekias begat Manasses; and Manasses begat Amon; and Amon begat Josias . . .”)than we ever dreamed.
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A few years ago I was invited by my daughter-in-law to be present at the birth of her third child. She knew how disappointed I was in never being permitted to be in on the births of my own three children. In the days Jan and I were having children, fathers were banished to outer darkness (“where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth”) at the time and place of birth. So, what I had missed with my own children, by her generosity I experienced with this grandchild. The birthing took place a few days after Christmas, so my mind and heart were well saturated with the songs and stories of Jesus’ birth as my wife and I drove at 2 A.M. to the hospital in Tacoma in anticipation of experiencing this birth.


Nowhere I have ever been and nothing I have ever done in God’s creation rivals what I experienced in that birthing room. The setting was austere — antiseptic and functional — but the life, the sheer life, exploding out of the womb that night, transformed it into a place of revelation. My son received the baby into his hands as she came into the world: “Welcome, Sadie Lynn!”


I have climbed mountain peaks that gave me views of glaciated mountains in wave after wave of ranges, but none of those breathtaking vistas was comparable to seeing that baby enter the world; I have heard the most delicate and exquisite birdsong and some of the best musicians in the world, but no sounds rivaled the cries of that baby.


I was a latecomer to this firsthand experience common to most fathers today and common to the human race as a whole. Does anyone ever get used to this? I was captured by the wonder of life, the miracle of life, the mystery of life, the glory of life.


The day after the birth I was in the grocery store getting some vegetables and grains for the family. There were several mothers shopping up and down the aisles with young children in tow — many of them snarling and snapping at the over-lively, curiosity-filled, wildly energetic kids. I wanted to grab the mothers, embrace them, tell them, “Do you realize what you have done? You have given birth to a child, a child — this miracle, this wonder, this glory. You’re a Madonna! Why aren’t you in awe and on your knees with the magi, with the shepherds?” Luckily, I restrained myself. “Madonna” probably would not have had the same meaning for them as it had for me.


Birth, any birth, is our primary access to the creation work of God. Jesus’ virgin birth provides and maintains the focus that God himself is personally present and totally participant in creation, which is good news indeed. Creation itself is kerygmatic. The birth of Jesus, kept fresh in our imaginations and prayers in song and story, keeps our feet on solid creation ground and responsive to every nuance of obedience and praise evoked by the life all around us.



Threat: Gnosticism


But this has never been an easy truth for people to swallow. There are always plenty of people around who will have none of this particularity: human ordinariness, bodily fluids, raw emotions of anger and disgust, fatigue and loneliness. Birth is painful. Babies are inconvenient and messy. There is immense trouble involved in having children. God having a baby? It’s far easier to accept God as the Creator of the majestic mountains, the rolling sea, the delicate wildflowers, fanciful unicorns, and “tygers, tygers burning bright” (to quote William Blake).


When it comes to the sordid squalor of the raw material involved in being human, God is surely going to keep his distance from that. We have deep aspirations native to our souls that abhor this business of diapers and debts, government taxes and domestic trivia. We imagine that we were created for higher things, that there is a world of subtle ideas and fine feelings and exquisite ecstasies for us to cultivate.


Somewhere along the way some of us become convinced that our souls are different — a cut above the masses, the common herd of philistines that trample the courts of the Lord. We become connoisseurs of the sublime.


As it turned out, the ink was barely dry in the stories telling of the birth of Jesus when a small industry was already up and running, putting out alternate stories that were more “spiritual” than those provided in our Gospels. A rash of apocryphal stories, with Jesus smoothed out and universalized, flooded the early church. They were immensely popular. They still are. And people are still writing them. These alternate stories prove very attractive to a lot of people.


In these accounts of the Christian life, the hard-edged particularities of Jesus’ life are blurred into the sublime divine. The hard, historical factuality of the incarnation, the word made flesh as God’s full and complete revelation of himself, is dismissed as crude. Something finer and more palatable to sensitive souls is put in its place. Jesus was not truly flesh and blood, but entered a human body temporarily in order to give us the inside story on God and initiate us into the secrets of the spiritual life. And of course he didn’t die on the cross, but made his exit at the last minute. The body that was taken from the cross for burial was not Jesus at all, but a kind of costume he used for a few years and then discarded.


It turned out in these versions that Jesus merely role-played a historical flesh-and-blood Christ for a brief time and then returned to a purely spiritual realm. Anyone who accepts that version of Jesus is then free to live the version: we put up with materiality and locale and family for as much and as long as necessary, but only for as much and as long as necessary. The material, the physical, the body — history and geography and weather — is temporary scaffolding; the sooner we realize that none of it has anything to do with God and Jesus, the better.


The attractions of this kind of thing are considerable. The feature attraction is that we no longer have to take seriously — that is, with eternal seriousness, God seriousness — either things or people. Anything you can touch, smell, or see is not of God in any direct or immediate way. We save ourselves an enormous amount of inconvenience and aggravation by putting materiality and everydayness of every kind at the edge of our lives, at least our spiritual lives. Mountains are nice as long as they inspire lofty thoughts, but if one stands in the way of my convenience, a bulldozer can be called in to get rid of it. (And didn’t Jesus say something like this, that faith was useful for getting rid of mountains? If a bulldozer can do the same thing, isn’t it already pre-sanctioned by Jesus?) People are glorious as long as they are good-looking, well-mannered, bolster my self-esteem, and help me fulfill my human potential, but if they smell badly or function poorly they certainly deserve to be dismissed. (It’s what Jesus did, isn’t it? When Peter proved incompetent spiritually, Jesus curtly dismissed him with the rebuke, “Get behind me, Satan!”) If we are going to be truly spiritual beings, we need to free ourselves of all that is unspiritual.


The accompanying attraction to this refined life is that when we engage in it we find ourselves members of an elite spiritual aristocracy. We are insiders to God, privileged members of the ultimate “club” — the Inner Ring of Enlightened Souls.


This all sounds and feels so good that there are very few among those of us who have been involved in the Christian faith who haven’t given it a try. No church is safe from its influence. No one who desires to live a godly life is impervious to its attraction.
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“Gnostic” is the term we often use to designate this most attractive but soul-destroying spirituality. Philip Lee has given careful study to the various and subtle ways in which gnosticism has infected the post-Reformation churches of North America across the board, evangelical and liberal alike. In his analysis, Protestant churches are more liable to the infection than Roman Catholic and Orthodox, but no one is unaffected. He identifies five elements, some or all of which carry the virus of gnosticism and threaten the health of the Christian gospel.10


First, gnosticism works out of a deep metaphysical alienation. The cosmos is a colossal error. Creation is alien to our deepest and truest soul. God, the true God, had and has nothing to do with it, and so the less we have to do with it the better.


Second, there is a secret lore, a knowledge (gnosis) that can save us from this hopeless condition. But it isn’t open knowledge; it has to be acquired by initiation and intuition. A certain spiritual aptitude has to be developed and nurtured.


Third, escapism is the strategy for survival, beginning with an escape from the God of creation. The escapism is nearly total: we escape from everything except the self, we escape from the world into the self.


Fourth, the few souls who learn this secret lore and embark on this escapist life constitute an elite, each a divinity in herself or himself.


And fifth, each person is free to assemble any ideas or stories or techniques at hand to accomplish this way of life; no institution or authority is permitted to interfere or tell the “gnostic” (the one “in the know”) what to believe or do.


Against the good creation of the Christian, the gnostic posits a bad creation.


Against knowing the God who saves, the gnostic sets a secret knowledge, a mystic lore that can be used to free the self from human ordinariness and defilement. It is, in effect, a formula for self-salvation.


Against living life as a pilgrimage in the company of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, David, and Isaiah, and following Jesus, the gnostic plans an escape.


Against the life of the community of children of God, commanded to love one another, the gnostic is absorbed in the self.


Against the life of the ordinary, an embrace of family and work, cooking and sewing, helping the poor and healing the sick — all the foolish, weak, low, and despised “in the world” honored by St. Paul (1 Cor. 1:27–28) — the gnostic claims a special status among the elite that exempts him or her from the sacred ordinary.


Against the particular revelation of God in Jesus, “the Word made flesh,” the gnostic refuses to be bound to anything particular, least of all the particularity of Jesus — “Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles” (1 Cor. 1:23).


Gnosticism is a virus in the bloodstream of religion and keeps resurfacing every generation or so advertised as brand new, replete with a new brand name. On examination, though, it turns out to be the same old thing but with a new public relations agency. “Gnosticism is all over the world today,” Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy writes. “The Churches themselves are filled with it.”11 Gnosticism offers us spirituality without the inconvenience of creation. Gnosticism offers us spirituality without the inconvenience of sin or morality. Gnosticism offers us spirituality without the inconvenience of people we don’t like or who aren’t “our kind.” And, maybe most attractive of all, gnosticism offers us a spirituality without God, at least any god other than the spark of divinity I sense within me.



Grounding Text (1): Genesis 1–2


Our entire Scriptures are vigorously arrayed against this dematerialized, elitist self-spirituality, but Genesis in the Old Testament and John in the New are basic.


The Bible opens with two creation stories, set side by side: Genesis 1 and 2. Genesis 1 and 2 have been studied meticulously for two thousand years by some of our very best scholars, Jewish and Christian. The accumulated insights and truths stagger our imaginations. There is so much here to consider and ponder, to appreciate and respond to. It is not possible to over-appreciate these scholars, whether living or dead.


But what is sometimes missed in this cascade of exegetical brilliance is how skillfully and well these texts prepare and lead each of us as ordinary working Christians in “the land of the living” (Ps. 116:9) right now. These two creation stories, set at the entrance to our Bibles, are primarily texts for living in the time and place that we wake up into each morning.


Creation Now


I missed the personal immediacy of Genesis 1–2 for a long time. Early on I was distracted by the arguers and polemicists who were primarily interested in how things got started. As an adolescent I got mixed up with friends who loved using these texts to pick fights with evolutionists and atheists. Still later I became intoxicated with the words and images and syntax, comparing and evaluating them in the study of the contrasting but still fascinating worlds represented in the ancient Sumerian and Assyrian, Babylonian and Egyptian civilizations.


Then I became a pastor and gradually realized what powerful texts Genesis 1 and 2 are for dealing with life just as it comes to us each day. As pastor my work was to pray and teach and preach these Holy Scriptures into the lives of mothers and fathers raising their children, farmers in their wheat fields, teachers in their classrooms, engineers building bridges, sergeants and captains and colonels keeping watch over our national security, and not a few arthritic octogenarians in nursing homes.


In the course of this work, I’ve come to think that Genesis 1 and 2, prominent as they are in launching us into the grand narrative of the Bible, are among the most under-interpreted and under-used texts for shaping an obedient and reverent life of following Jesus in our daily, ordinary, working and worshiping lives.


My shift from reading Genesis 1–2 primarily as an account of the beginning of all things to reading it as a text for beginning to live right now took place early in my pastoral work. As I was learning how to lead my congregation into an obedient life of worshiping and following Jesus, I was struck by how extensively the cultural and spiritual conditions in which I was working matched the exile conditions of the Hebrews in the sixth century before Christ: the pervasive uprootedness and loss of place, the loss of connection with a tradition of worship, the sense of being immersed in a foreign and idolatrous society. I felt that I and my congregation were starting over every week; there was no moral consensus, no common memory, all of us far removed from where we had grown up. The lives of my parishioners seemed jerky and spasmodic, anxious and hurried, with little sense of place or grounding. When I realized that these were the same exile conditions lived through by the people of God in the sixth century B.C., I started preaching and teaching the exile texts of Isaiah, those great pastoral messages to people who had lost touch with their time and place in the world. In doing that I discovered that one of the most important Isaianic words used with these exiled people was “create.” “Create” is a word that is used in the Bible exclusively with God as the subject. Men and women don’t, can’t, create. But God does. When nothing we can do makes any difference and we are left standing around empty-handed and clueless, we are ready for God to create. When the conditions in which we live seem totally alien to life and salvation, we are reduced to waiting for God to do what only God can do, create. The words “create” and “Creator” occur more times in the exilic preaching of Isaiah than in any other place in the Bible — sixteen times as compared to the six occurrences in the great creation narratives of Genesis 1–2.12 As I pursued this pastoral task, I realized how immediate and powerful, how convincing and life-changing, the creation work of God is among a people who feel so uncreated, so unformed and unfitted for the world in which they find themselves. While under Isaiah’s influence I was moving from my pulpit to hospital rooms and family rooms, coffee shops and community gatherings, praying with and listening to bored or devastated men and women, “create” emerged out of the background of what happened long ago in Canaan and Egypt and Babylon into prominence in my community as an actively gospel word of what God is doing today among the exile people with whom I was living.


After several years of this, I came back to Genesis 1–2 in a fresh way and found in these texts an urgency and freshness and immediacy that surprised me. No longer was I reading Genesis and asking, “What does this mean? How can I use this?” I was asking, “How can I obey this? How can I get in on this?”


These are grounding texts for forming us and leading us into living well, playing well, to the glory of God in the great gift of creation. Genesis 1 is formational for receiving and living into the creation gift of time; Genesis 2 for the creation gift of place.


The Creation Gift of Time


The understanding and honoring of time is fundamental to the realization of who we are and how we live. Violations of sacred time become desecrations of our most intimate relations with God and one another. Hours and days, weeks and months and years, are the very stuff of holiness.


Among the many desecrations visited upon the creation, the profanation of time ranks near the top, at least among North Americans. Time is the medium in which we do all our living. When time is desecrated, life is desecrated. The most conspicuous evidences of this desecration are hurry and procrastination: Hurry turns away from the gift of time in a compulsive grasping for abstractions that it can possess and control. Procrastination is distracted from the gift of time in a lazy inattentiveness to the life of obedience and adoration by which we enter the “fullness of time.” Whether by a hurried grasping or by a procrastinating inattention, time is violated.


Genesis 1 is not in a hurry. And Genesis 1 does not procrastinate.
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Sister Lychen prepared me for the lived quality of Genesis 1. I grew up in a spiritual culture that was dismissive, if not outright contemptuous, of time. Time, ordinary time, was just “putting in time” until the final intervention of God would put an end to time and usher in eternity. Meanwhile, there was a lot to do: witness to our friends, send out missionaries, hold street meetings, go to the jail every Sunday afternoon and sing and preach to the prisoners. But nothing held our attention for very long. We had to make sure we were ready and then hurry and get everybody we knew ready for the end, the rapture, the second coming of Jesus. We had no time for anything but the briefest of vacations, no time to go to college, no time for games. Time was just about up. Time was not honored for its own sake; its only value was to get ready for the end time. End time was the only sacred time. Everything else, days and weeks, minutes and hours, was to be used in service of the end time. If you were not using it for some sanctified project or some Spirit-anointed goal, you were wasting time.


Sister Lychen (every adult in our small congregation was either a “sister” or a “brother”) was a significant figure in this world. She was an ancient, small wisp of a woman, five feet tall and shrinking. She lived in a small house in our neighborhood. The shades were always drawn. I walked or rode my bike past her house often. I never saw her step out of her always darkened house except on Sunday each week when we picked her up and drove her to church. During the testimony and prayer time, with liturgical regularity in our defiantly anti-liturgical pentecostal worship, she stood to her feet and said that our Lord had revealed to her that she would not die before his second coming in glory. He told her that she would be caught up with all the saints in the clouds and meet him in the air (1 Thess. 4:17). Every Sunday. Word perfect. I was very impressed. When I was about eight years old, I started calculating how much time I had on earth, for I took it for granted that I also would be “caught up.” She was at least ninety years old. Given her increasing feebleness and loss of stature — she was shrinking at the rate of about an inch a year — I figured she might live and therefore the rapture be held off for another five or six years. I would be fourteen when the rapture occurred. That meant that I’d never get to drive a car. A big disappointment.


When I was ten years old, Sister Lychen died.


I can still remember my confusion during the funeral service. I kept waiting for Pastor Jones to say something about the Second Coming but he didn’t. Silence. The next Sunday one of the pillars of my childhood experience of worship was gone. The building was still standing. The accustomed congregation was still there. Intact. No rapture. And nobody even seemed to notice. Ten years is not a propitious age to figure out matters eschatological and so I eventually dropped it. Two or three years later I was plunged into adolescence, the age in which biology virtually obliterates eschatology — everything was present, now, immediate, firsthand, with no connections between past and future. Past and future alike took on a shadowy existence.


But eventually I found myself dealing with it again. As I worked my way into adulthood, I was reading my Bible with more diligence, paying attention to how this gospel of Jesus got lived, not just talked about, not just given witness to, not just studied and memorized. I gradually realized that ordinary time is not what biblical people endure or put up with or hurry through as we wait around for the end time and its rocket launch into eternity. It is a gift through which we participate in the present and daily work of God. I finally got it: end time influences present, ordinary time, not by diminishing or denigrating it but by charging it, filling it with purpose and significance. The end time is not a future we wait for but the gift of the fullness of time that we receive in adoration and obedience as it flows into the present.


Rhythm


Back to Genesis 1. The most prominent feature of Genesis 1 is its rhythmic structure. The creation account is arranged in a sequence of seven days. Six times a segment of creation work is introduced with the phrase, “And God said . . .” and six times a segment is concluded with the phrase, “And there was evening and there was morning . . .” followed by the number of the day, one through six.


But the seventh day is treated very differently and that difference sets it off for special emphasis and attention. Instead of the number being in the concluding phrase, it is in the introductory: “And on the seventh day. . . .” This number seven is then repeated twice more in successive sentences. So “seventh” is repeated three times, giving this seventh day an emphasis far beyond that of the first six.


So here is what we notice: God’s work of creation is conveyed to us rhythmically: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 7 7. There are two sets of three days each of creation activity. The first set of three gives form to the pre-creation chaos of verse 2 (the tohu); the second set of three fills the pre-creation emptiness (the bohu). These two sets of creation days, days 1–3 forming the “without form” and days 4–6 filling the “void,” are then followed by the seventh day of creation rest in triple emphasis.


There is another interesting rhythmic variation. The third day of each three-day set comprises a double creation. So the cadence becomes: 1 2 3/3, 4 5 6/6, followed by the triple 7 7 7.


When we speak this text aloud, or listen to it being spoken (which is how most people would have done it in biblical times), the text gets inside us. We enter the rhythms of creation time and find that we are internalizing a creation sense of orderliness and connectedness and resonance that is very much like what we get from music. As we assimilate Genesis 1, we find ourselves “keeping time”: one two three-three, four five six-six, seven seven seven.


Bruce Waltke conveys the musical and rhythmic character of Genesis 1 by naming this text the “libretto for all of Israel’s life.”13 Think of Genesis 1 as an opera or oratorio of creation life; as we get this text, this libretto, into our way of living, these rhythms get into us and are expressed in our language and work.


It is the very nature of time to be rhythmic; it is the rhythm that keeps us participant and present, inhabiting time, tapping our foot, instead of being a mere onlooker to it, measuring it with a clock. This rhythmic core is reinforced in Genesis 1 with many repeated phrases. We have already noted the framing repetitions that initiate (“And God said ‘Let there be . . .’ ”) and conclude (“And there was evening and there was morning”) the six days of creation work. In addition to the eight major creation acts, verbs are used in a grammatical form that we translate “let it be” four more times, giving us twelve named acts of bringing into being. And there are many, many other repetitions that deepen the regularity of the pulse and the variations of the rhythms of creation time and keep us both participant (the pulse) and alert (the variations).14


We are created to live rhythmically in the rhythms of creation. Seven days repeated in a sequence of four weeks place us in the rhythm of the twenty-eight-day phases of the moon circling the earth. This lunar rhythm gets repeated twelve times in the annual sweep of earth and moon around the sun. These large encompassing rhythms call forth regularities of spring births, summer growth, autumn harvest, and winter sleep. Creation time is rhythmic. We are immersed in rhythms.


But we are also composed of rhythms. Physiologically we live out rhythms of pulse and breath. Our hearts beat steadily, circulating our blood through our bodies in impulses of sixty or eighty or a hundred times a minute. Our lungs expand and contract, pushing oxygen through our bodies fifteen or twenty or thirty times a minute.


The interesting thing about rhythm is that we can slow down or quicken the tempo, but we cannot eliminate the beat, the cadence. This can be realized most readily in music and dance, but the very creation itself is this way. This is the nature of the creation of which we are part. We are embedded in time, but time is also embedded in us. Creation is called into being, not haphazardly and not in a cacophony of noise but rhythmically; as we listen and observe we find ourselves integrated into the rhythms. The great creative cadences keep sounding and resounding around and within us: And God said . . . and God created . . . and God blessed . . . and God made . . . and God gave . . . and God called. . . .


Genesis “has a certain liturgical flavor . . . a highly regular and repetitive description of the process of creation, step by step, day by day,” writes Jon Levenson.15 We continue to be part of this process as the Genesis text gets us in tune with, puts us in step with, keeps us present to creation time: light and darkness . . . sky and sea . . . earth and vegetation . . . sun, moon, and stars . . . fish and birds . . . animals and humans. As we enter each night’s rest and each day’s work, the great formative rhythms keep us aware of and participant with God’s formational words: “and God said . . . be fruitful and multiply and fill . . . according to its kind . . . and it was good . . . and it was so . . and there was evening and there was morning. . . .”


There is much more in Genesis 1, of course. There is the work of each of the six days by which we are guided to attend to everything that is going on around us. But the gift of time is, first, that by which we become present and participant in the work. Nothing in this creation is here merely to be studied, analyzed, figured out; each element, each day’s “work,” is here first of all to be received as an integrated and coherent “note” in the all-encompassing rhythms of the creation oratorio, in which we breath the same air that God breathed over the deep, and from deep in our lungs — our lives! — we sing and play to the glory of God.


Recovering the Rhythm


But I’m not done with Sister Lychen. I imagine a scenario in which I am again ten years old; it is a month or so before Sister Lychen dies. I go to her house and knock on her door. She opens it and invites me in. I am no stranger there, for my mother occasionally sent me over with a plate of cookies. The usual routine was that after she let me in she would go to the kitchen and bring me a glass of milk. We would sit there in her knick-knack–crowded living room with the shades pulled. I would eat my cookie and drink my milk in the darkened, sunless room. But this day, in my fantasized scenario, while she is in the kitchen getting the milk, I let up the blinds from all the windows. As she returns with the milk, I exclaim, “Sister Lychen, look! The world!” Startled, she drops the milk and shatters the glass. In her confusion I take her hand and lead her across the street and down a trail to a swampy place, Lawrence Slough, where I and my friends loved to go. I show her the turtles and the frogs — she had never seen either. I show her a nesting osprey waiting for the next fish, the downy heads of its chicks just visible on the nest. She is amazed. Just then a white-tailed deer leaps from a tangle of cattails. She asks what it is and I tell her it is one of Solomon’s gazelles. She is astonished. I am afraid that she is getting too excited and so lead her back home and help her clean up the spilled milk and broken glass.


The next Sunday in worship, she stands to her feet at the usual time but she doesn’t say the usual words. This time she says, “An angel visited me this week and showed me wonders I’d never seen. He said he’d come back on Thursday and show me more. I’m not sure I want to leave and ‘be with the Lord’ yet.”


Each succeeding Thursday I go to her house, take her by the hand, lead her down the path into Lawrence Slough, and show her more wonders. One day we stay late in the evening and watch the setting sun throw a kaleidoscope of color over the surface of the water. She is in awe. One afternoon we watch the kingfisher catch minnows and fly off singing his triumphant scratchy imitation of a rusty gate. She is enthralled. Another day I bring sandwiches and half a loaf of stale Wonder Bread; we sit on a log at the edge of the water, eat our lunch, and feed two swans and seven or eight mergansers who are showing off their dashing swept-back hairdos. She loves it. As we walk home, holding hands, she says, “And to think all this has been going on practically in my backyard!” Each Thursday she notices and comments on connections or echoes between the Sunday hymns, psalms, and Scriptures and what she is feeling, seeing, and remembering from her childhood as we meander in Lawrence Slough. Sunday is no longer a rehearsal of escape, an anticipation of the final escape; it is an exposition of the week, or at least the Thursday segment of it. She never gives me credit as the angel, but each Sunday she does give an accounting of that week’s Thursday angel revelation. And each week the congregation remarks on the lessening enthusiasm in Sister Lychen for being raptured from behind her drawn shades. The concluding sentence of her weekly report in the testimony time takes on a Genesis rhythm: “I’m not sure I want to leave quite yet.”


And then, after four weeks of this, Sister Lychen dies.
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This is all fantasy, of course, casting my ten-year-old self in the role of ministering angel. But my fantasy has a factual base in those childhood years of listening to Sister Lychen’s rhythm-obliterating end time liturgy each Sunday. And for me now, the fantasy has turned into a way of life: the lived quality of Genesis 1 fuels my efforts in trying to raise the blinds in the living quarters of so many people I know and have known; to raise the blinds and get them out of the house between Sundays to enter into this vast, rhythmic extravaganza, seeing and hearing, tasting and touching and smelling what God has created and is creating by his word: sky and earth, plants and trees, stars and planets, fish and birds, Jersey cows and basset hounds, and the crowning touch, man and woman — look at them! — wonder of wonders, male and female!


So here is what I want to say: the way in which this Genesis 1 text on the creation gift of time gets inside us is through the act of worship, believingly listening, obediently receiving the Word of God, but if the blinds are down all week, we cut ourselves off from the textures and rhythms of ordinary time that is the context of that worship. Worship is the primary means for forming us as participants in God’s work, but if the blinds are drawn while we wait for Sunday, we aren’t in touch with the work that God is actually doing. These Genesis work-rhythms are reproduced in our lives and brought to focus in the Sabbath-rest command that enables our participation. When we walk out of the place of worship, we walk with fresh, recognizing eyes and a re-created obedient heart into the world in which we are God’s image participating in God’s creation work. Everything we see, touch, feel, and taste carries within it the rhythms of “And God said . . . and it was so . . . and it was good. . . .” We are more deeply in and at home in the creation than ever.


The Creation Gift of Place


Genesis 1 is structured in time, a seven-day sequence of God’s speaking creation into being. The formative effect is rhythmic, using metrical and repeated melodic phrases to pull our distracted, anxious, and sometimes lethargic lives into the steady, sure, unhurried pace of God as he speaks his reliable and effective word across a sequence of six days. These rhythms are then resolved in an all-embracing seventh-day Sabbath, in which we become present to all of creation time, assimilated and realized. It is by means of this contemplative seventh day that we become participants in creation.


Genesis 2 is structured by place. Time provides the medium by which we become present to the moment and the rhythmic relation of this moment to all other moments, moments past and moments future, giving us a history by securing us in a living way to our past; at the same time it provides us with seeds of hope that grow into anticipation and purpose and fulfillment, tying us into a future. Place is a companion gift to go with time; it locates us on the earth where we become oriented, find work, experience freedom in obedience, and find companionship in a community of others.


If the first creation account has its closest analogy in music with its sequence of rhythms and repeated melodic-like themes, the second creation account is more like a story with a setting in place where a plot begins to form and characters are introduced. We see the human being taking his or her place in the context of country and work and community.


The Place


This second account of creation is set in geography. The first creation account opens with “In the beginning . . . God created the heavens and the earth” and is structured across a sequence of seven days. This second account reverses the pairing of nouns, putting earth in first place, followed by heaven; all the action takes place in a single location on earth, a garden. The first account is comprehensive, the entire cosmos and everything in it. The second account zooms in on earth and then on one place on earth.


The place is defined as a garden as opposed to a wilderness. A garden implies boundaries and intention. It is not a limitless “everywhere” or “anywhere”; it is local: “The LORD God planted a garden in Eden, in the east” (Gen. 2:8).


Everything that the Creator God does in forming us humans is done in place. It follows from this that since we are his creatures and can hardly escape the conditions of our making, for us everything that has to do with God is also in place. All living is local: this land, this neighborhood, these trees and streets and houses, this work, these people.


This may seem so obvious that it doesn’t need saying. But I have spent an adult lifetime with the assigned task of guiding men and women in living out the Christian faith in the place where they raise their children and work for a living, go fishing and play golf, go to bed and eat their meals, and I know that cultivating a sense of place as the exclusive and irreplaceable setting for following Jesus is mighty difficult.


For twenty-five years of Sundays a nuclear scientist sat in my congregation and listened as I preached a thirty-minute sermon. I preached texts of Jesus’ message of forgiveness and salvation, mercy and love, grace and justice. As he left the sanctuary after the benediction, he was always warm in his appreciation: “Thank you pastor — powerful words, great message.” There was hardly a Sunday in which he did not respond positively to the text and its exposition. I never had reason to suppose that he was anything but sincere. But when he returned home — the primary place for him where forgiveness and love and justice could be enacted — he treated his mother-in-law who lived with him with sneers and disdain, acting out years of accumulated grudges. The word of God for this man never got located in his garden, never got placed.


Variations on that story are endless.


I have always loved teaching Bible studies, especially in homes or retreat settings with a dozen or so women and men. There is a kind of low-voltage thrill that comes as diverse personalities and temperaments discuss and comment and exclaim over the revealed text of God’s word, and their words get woven by the Spirit into something coherent and beautiful, the picked-up themes improvised and elaborated into something almost musical. But then later as I would meet these same friends in their workplaces or homes, I observed little, often no, continuity between the electrifying insights of the Bible study and the conditions of work or home. It is so easy to get excited and enthusiastic about the gospel outside our gardens. But it is in our gardens that we have been placed.


One of the seductions that bedevils Christian formation is the construction of utopias, ideal places where we can live totally and without inhibition or interference the good and blessed and righteous life. The imagining and then attempted construction of such utopias is an old habit of our kind. Sometimes we attempt it politically in communities, sometimes socially in communes, sometimes religiously in churches. It never comes to anything but grief. Utopia is, literally, “no-place.” But we can live our lives only in actual place, not in an imagined or fantasized or artificially fashioned place.


Several times when my place seemed inadequate for my vision of what I wanted to do for God, a story held me fast to my place, the story of Gregory of Nyssa, who lived in Cappadocia in the fourth century. His older brother Basil, a bishop, arranged for his brother to be appointed bishop of the small, obscure, and decidedly unimportant town of Nyssa. Gregory objected; he didn’t want to be stuck in such an out-of-the-way place. His brother told him that he didn’t want Gregory to obtain distinction from his church but rather to confer distinction upon it.16 Gregory went where he was placed. And he stayed there. The preaching and writing that he did in that backwater community continues its invigorating influence to this day. One of the features of his biblical expositions was the thoroughness and intensity with which he read Scripture as a text for living, not just for truth or ideas, but as a formative text for Christian faithfulness and obedience. In obscure Nyssa, apart from the high-adrenalin stimulus of the city, Gregory looked around and recognized his place in creation, noticed the script of God’s revelation in the created world around him, noticed the intricate relationships and resonances between his place and the Christ of creation.


This garden, this place, in which the human is placed, has a name: Eden. The word has a good sound to it, “bliss.” A good place to live. But as we know from the story as it develops, Eden is not an ideal place, not a perfect place. It is possible that bad things can happen here; in fact, a bad thing does happen here — a catastrophe, no less. An inconspicuous and seemingly innocent sin sets off an avalanche of sin that continues to pick up momentum right into our own time, dumping debris and chaos into every community on this planet earth.


This place, this garden, is not utopia, is not an ideal no-place. It is simply place, locale, geography, geology. But it is also a good place, Eden, because it provides the form by which we can live to the glory of God.
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Our Scriptures that bring us the story of salvation ground us unrelentingly in place. Everywhere and always they insist on this grounding. Everything that is critically important to us takes place on the ground. Mountains and valleys, towns and cities, regions and countries: Haran, Ur, Canaan, Hebron, Sodom, Machpelah, Bethel, Bethlehem, Jerusalem, Samaria, Tekoa, Nazareth, Capernaum, Mt. Sinai, Mt. of Olives, Mt. Gilboa, Mt. Hermon, Caesarea, Gath, Ashkelon, Michmash, Gibeon, Azekah, Jericho, Chorazin, Bethsaida, Emmaus, the Valley of Jezreel, the Kidron Valley, the Brook Besor, Anathoth. And heading the list, Eden.


What we often consider to be the concerns of the spiritual life — ideas, truths, prayers, promises, beliefs — are never in the Christian gospel permitted to have a life of their own apart from particular persons and actual places. Biblical spirituality/religion has a low tolerance for “great ideas” or “sublime truths” or “inspirational thoughts” apart from the people and places in which they occur. God’s great love and purposes for us are all worked out in messes in our kitchens and backyards, in storms and sins, blue skies, the daily work and dreams of our common lives. God works with us as we are and not as we should be or think we should be. God deals with us where we are and not where we would like to be.


People who want God as an escape from reality and the often hard conditions of this life don’t find much to their liking in this aspect of our Scriptures, our text for living. But there it is. There is no getting around it.


But to the man and woman wanting more reality, not less, this insistence that all genuine life, life that is embraced in God’s work of salvation, is grounded, placed, is good news indeed.


“Eden, in the east” is the first place name in the Bible. It comes with the unqualified affirmation that place is good, essential, and foundational for providing the only possible creation conditions for living out our human existence truly.


The Human


Twice in the text we are told that the human was placed in the garden: “there he put the man whom he had formed” (v. 8) and “the LORD God took the man and put him in the garden” (v. 15). The place that forms the setting for human life is where man is placed, put.


The human is the most conspicuous resident in this place, this garden planted by God and watered by a great river that divides and flows around the four quadrants of the earth.


The terminology is significant: the term for the human is adam, which later in the narrative will assume the dignity of a proper name, Adam. The term for ground is adamah. The human, adam, is derivative of adamah, the ground. It is unfortunate that we have no satisfactory way in our language to represent this. We could attempt “earth” and “earthling” but that sounds a little like science fiction fantasy. Or we could try “dust” and “dusty,” but that sounds like slang out of a Western movie.


Still, we need to pay attention to the relentless verbal repetitions in this narrative that accumulate resonances between the human and the ground from which the human is formed. Eighteen times we have adam, the human; five times adamah, the ground, supplemented by earth (three times), field (three times), land (twice), garden (five times), and dust (once). Adding up all the earth terms, the terms that designate what the human is formed from and the terms that designate where the human is placed, we get nineteen, nearly symmetrical with the eighteen uses of adam, that term that associates the human with that out of which he is formed and where he is placed.


In the next chapter adam will become a proper name but here it seems clear that adam is generic, as it is in Genesis 1:27 where adam is inclusive of both male and female. So, adam, usually translated “the man,” is simply the human being as such; this is us: you, me, her, him.


Since this Genesis text is not just about how things got started but how things are going right now, it might be more accurate to replace the “in general” translation of adam as “the human” or “the human being” with personal pronouns: we, you, us.


We are the identical stuff with the place in which we have been put. God formed us from dust, from dirt — the same stuff that we walk on every day, the same stuff on which we build our houses, the same stuff in which we plant our gardens, the same stuff over we which construct our roads and on which we drive our cars.


Wendell Berry dislikes the term “environment” as a synonym for creation because it puts too much distance between us and where we live. He thinks it sounds as though we think of earth as simply a place where we happen to be camping. But creation, he insists, is not something apart from us; it is part of us and we are part of it. When the land is violated, when animals are exploited and abused, when the streams are polluted, that is the stuff of our personal creation that is desecrated.17


We don’t own this place and so we can’t do with it whatever we wish. We are this place, an identity that we have in common with all our earth-neighbors.


The Latin words humus, soil/earth, and homo, human being, have a common derivation, from which we also get our word “humble.” This is the Genesis origin of who we are: dust — dust that the Lord God used to make us a human being. If we cultivate a lively sense of our origin and nurture a sense of continuity with it, who knows, we may also acquire humility.


The gospel of Jesus Christ has no patience with a spirituality that is general or abstract, that is all ideas and feelings, and that takes as its theme song, “This world is not my home, I’m just a passing through.” Theology divorced from geography gets us into nothing but trouble.


Why is it so difficult to stay put, to cultivate the garden in which we have been placed? Ideas and causes and projects are important, but if they are not worked out in the garden where we have been put they distract us from present work and company, and hamstring the fine and delicate coordination between freedom and necessity that is at the heart of a life of free obedience.


Annie Dillard in her brilliant tour de force, “Expedition to the Pole,” sets stories of polar expeditions alongside stories of people like you and me who enter churches to worship God. She exposes the disaster that overtakes people, whether on a polar expedition or sitting in a church pew, who on a search for the Absolute, the Sublime, ignore or are indifferent to what she calls “conditions” and what I am about to name “necessity.” “On the whole,” she writes, “I do not find Christians, outside of the catacombs, sufficiently sensible of conditions.”18


The fact is that we can do God’s work only in God’s place: “The LORD God planted a garden in Eden . . . and there he put the man whom he had formed” (Gen. 2:8).


Freedom and Necessity


We are not, of course, merely dust. The Lord God breathed into the nostrils of this dust-man who then became “a living being.” As the breath of God infuses this form that we humans are, an enormous dignity accumulates around and within us.


The dignity takes particular shape as a shift occurs in the narrative plot: in the first half of the chapter (vv. 4–14) the Lord God forms and places us; he deals with us in a more personal, relational way in the last half (vv. 15–25).


First, God involves us in a continuation of his creation work: “The LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it” (v. 15). We are put to work, which is to say, we have something useful to do, participating in God’s creation under God’s direction. We are not outsiders to this place, this earth, this stuff of which we are made. The work we are given to do, working the soil and tending it, is congruent with what we are made of and where we are placed. The verb “keep” (shamar) has the sense of “taking good care of it.” “Conserve” is an appropriate translation in the context: we keep watch with an eye to maintaining and preserving. Conservation of the place in which we live is the first work assignment that occurs in our Scriptures.


We live in a good place, planted with trees “that are pleasant to the sight and good for food” (v. 9), good for the eyes and good for the stomach. Lewis Mumford, in his study of the kind of thing that Genesis 2 is concerned with, made the astute comment that “The workings of the natural environment and human history provide even the poorest community with a rich compost, far more favorable to life than the most rational ideal schemes would be if they lacked such a soil to grow in.”19


Then following the assignment to work in the soil of our creation, God issues a command: “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die” (vv. 16–17). The command announces our capacity for freedom. If place marks the necessary conditions in which live, the command marks the freedom to say yes or no, choose this or that, go here or there, think our own thoughts and sing our own songs. It is a freedom absolutely unique in the total scheme of creation.


I am not right now interested so much in the intriguing significance of the “tree of the knowledge of good and evil” as in the significance of the command simply as command. The command assumes a capacity for freedom. We are not slaves to necessity; we are in a fundamental sense free. Our place, this creation, is given to us as is. It comprises the necessary conditions in which we live: gravity and the second law of thermodynamics, procreation and our genes, weather and the seasons, for a start. But within this world of necessity we are able to live in freedom. Necessity, this place we have been given to live in, is not as such limitation but the field in which we can practice and exercise freedom. The permission, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden” (v. 16), and the prohibition, “of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat” (v. 17), in combination plunge us into a world of freedom and necessity. This garden in which we have been placed (and there is no other!) is where we learn to live in the land of the free.
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“Excels even his own high standards.” John Drane





