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Introduction
Setting the Table


 


Had I the slightest inkling of what an exhausting and Herculean but thoroughly stimulating labor this Thanksgiving would turn out to be, I would have eaten my dinner before the guests arrived!

For many years, I had been hosting an international Thanksgiving potluck at my home. Since I didn’t know until the day itself who would come or what they would bring, each meal proved to be a one-of-a-kind experience. I never knew what countries or faith traditions would be represented. Previous dinners had brought Christian believers of all denominations, as well as people with a Christian upbringing who were questioning various aspects of their faith. Followers of Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism, not to mention deists, skeptics, atheists, and New Agers, had all attended as well.

But never before had so many come and from such radically diverse nations, backgrounds, and faith journeys. It was truly invigorating, and made me feel thankful that I lived in a country where such a multiethnic, religiously pluralistic meeting was possible, where conversations could range and rage across a multitude of topics without anyone drawing their swords or reaching for their guns or feeling the need to conceal their deepest doubts and most perplexing questions.

My job that day was not so much to answer every question with airtight logic and irrefutable proofs as to clarify what Christians actually do believe, to distinguish the myth from the history, the rumors from the facts, the urban legends from the true stories.

Well, that’s what I would end up doing for most of the evening, but it’s not where I began. All I could think of when the clock struck three was that the person bringing the turkey had not yet arrived. This was somewhat problematic, given that the dinner was scheduled to begin at two o’clock! Since I have learned through my work with internationals that punctuality is an American virtue—or hangup—not shared by most people outside northern Europe, I didn’t take it personally. Still, I had to do something to keep my hungry guests entertained while we waited for the entrée. The fact that my wife was out of town visiting relatives, leaving me in sole charge of the festivities, merely added another layer of butterflies to my stomach.

Luckily, my daughter, Stacey, happens to be a vocal performance major at my university who possesses a wonderfully clear and pure soprano voice. In order to divert attention away from growling stomachs, I lifted up my right hand and announced, with barely concealed pride, that my daughter would perform “Silent Night” for us. In typical fatherly fashion, I didn’t consult her before making the offer, but then she was used to such things. I felt quite sure she wouldn’t let us down . . . and she didn’t.

While I played the three-chord tune on my eighty-eight-year-old piano, Stacey sang the first stanza with a depth of feeling that caused a hush to fall over the room:


Silent night! Holy night!

All is calm, all is bright

Round yon Virgin Mother and Child

Holy Infant so tender and mild

Sleep in heavenly peace!

Sleep in heavenly peace!



As she sang the last word, I felt all my anxieties melt away. I was not the only person in the room who felt transported, for a brief, shimmering moment, to the manger. Yes, I thought to myself, this is going to be a peaceful Thanksgiving indeed.

With a grand flourish, I swiveled around on my piano bench to face my guests, all of whom were sitting in a large circle in my den. Because of the frequent parties and Bible studies I hosted at my home, I had purchased four large leather couches, one for each side of the den. The couches alone could accommodate fourteen guests, but I had interspersed half a dozen free-standing chairs in the empty spaces between the couches to allow for an even larger group.

On the bench to my immediate left, Bobby, his wife, Martha, and their son, David, sat together. They were longtime members of the fellowship; in fact, Bobby and Martha had started the group some thirty years earlier. To their left sat two of my former students, an Egyptian American named Anthony and an Indian American named Sita.

To their left sat an Iranian man named Reza and a Chinese woman named Elaine. In the fourth couch, which was positioned directly to my left, Stacey sat alone, for she was saving a seat for her brother, Alex. To complete the group, a ninety-five-year-old man named Stewart sat in a large dining room chair with wooden arms that I had moved into the den to help support his back.

As I surveyed the room, enjoying the smiles on the faces of those who had been blessed by my daughter’s singing, I noticed that Anthony looked troubled. He had taken one of my English classes as an elective four years earlier and had shown himself to be an inquisitive but respectful young man. He had grown up in a Christian home to parents who had immigrated to Houston from Egypt, but he had always struggled with the issue of miracles.

I remember he once shared with me a story about an icon in his Coptic Orthodox church of the Virgin Mary that had started weeping. Apparently, when other icons were placed next to it, they would start weeping as well. He didn’t ridicule these claims—like most of my Egyptian students, he was a polite young man with an ingrained respect for tradition and authority—but I could tell that he was troubled by the thought that something could happen for which he could find no natural, scientific explanation.

Ever since he had started his studies at the Baylor School of Medicine, his doubts about the miraculous had increased. He simply couldn’t square what he read in the Bible with what he had learned in school about the human body and the laws of nature.

“Anthony,” I said, “something seems to be worrying you.”

“It is, Dr. Markos,” he said, “but I feel embarrassed to say it in this group.”

“Please don’t be embarrassed,” I replied, “We’re all friends here, and no question is ever off the table.”

“All right, but remember that I warned you. It’s about the Christmas carol your daughter just sang. It was beautiful, but there’s a phrase in it that bothers me.”

“What phrase is that?”

“‘Virgin Mother.’ Isn’t that an oxymoron?”

Well, well, I thought to myself, this is going to be an interesting Thanksgiving.
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    Are Miracles Possible?


 


  

    “Anthony,” I asked, taking a deep breath and praying that my smile looked genuine, “why do you say that ‘Virgin Mother’ is an oxymoron?”


    “Everybody knows that a woman can’t give birth to a child unless she has sex with a man. That’s simple science. If the people back in Jesus’ day thought his mother was a virgin, that was only because they didn’t understand how procreation works.”


    “If you mean they did not know about sperm and eggs, then you are right. But tell me this. When Mary told Joseph that she was pregnant by the Holy Spirit, how did Joseph react?”


    “He was upset and was prepared to divorce her in secret?”


    “Why did he want to divorce her?”


    “Because he thought that she had been unfaithful?”


    “Why did he think that?”


    “Well, she was pregnant, and Joseph knew he had not had sex with her. That meant she must have slept with another man.”


    “Ah, so what you are telling me, Anthony, is that Joseph, though he knew nothing about sperm and eggs, was well aware that women don’t get pregnant if they haven’t had sex?”


    “Of course he knew that. . . . I mean . . . well . . . oh my.”


    “Don’t worry, Anthony, I can’t tell you how many times I have heard highly educated professors say that the people of the past believed in miracles only because they were ignorant of the laws of nature. I hope you see now the flaw in that argument. The only way a person can recognize that a miracle like the virgin birth has occurred is if he is fully aware of the way things normally work in nature.


    “When Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead after he had been in the tomb for four days, the crowd was shocked and terrified. They reacted that way because they all knew that dead people don’t walk out of graves. And the same goes for blind men being able to see and lame men being able to walk. If they did not know that the dead, the blind, and the lame don’t suddenly wake, see, and walk, they wouldn’t have thought it miraculous, or even out of the ordinary, when they did.


    “Stacey,” I said, turning to my daughter, “do you remember the enchanted pig?”


    The moment I said those words, she broke into laughter, causing everyone else to wonder what could possibly be so funny about a pig, enchanted or otherwise.


    “When my kids were young,” I explained, “I read them fairy stories from the red and blue fairy books of Andrew Lang. One of them concerned an enchanted pig that came to the royal court to ask for the hand of the princess. Stacey, please tell everyone what the king said to the pig after he finished making his suit.”


    “Pig,” she said in a deep voice, “I am surprised that you speak so eloquently.” And then she started laughing again.


    “You see,” I continued, knowing that once my daughter started laughing, it was difficult to get her to stop, “the king was not surprised that the pig spoke, only that it spoke eloquently.”


    As Stacey continued to laugh, Anthony, along with most of the guests, stared at her and me with a blank expression.


    “In our world,” I said, “we would all be shocked if a pig began to speak. That is because we live in a world in which animals do not possess the gift of speech. But in the realms of fairy, animals are just as likely to talk as people, and that’s why the king doesn’t bat an eye when the pig talks to him. He is surprised only that so lowly an animal should have mastered the high language of the court.


    “Or, to bring things back to our world, suppose we all went outside on the front lawn, and I asked Anthony to walk over to the sidewalk and jump as high as he could. If you did that, Anthony, what would happen?”


    “I’d jump up and immediately come back down.”


    “Exactly, because we live in a world in which gravity draws things downward.


    “Would that same rule hold for a person living in the Middle Ages or the time of Christ or the golden age of Greece?”


    “Yes.”


    “But what if you jumped, Anthony, and, rather than immediately come back down, you floated away into the sky?”


    “That’s impossible—unless I were performing a magic trick with hidden wires.”


    “Of course it is, but if you did float away without the use of ropes or wires, would you call that a miracle? Wouldn’t you all call that a miracle?”


    Anthony, along with all the other guests, nodded his head.


    “And what about the medievals or early Christians or ancient Athenians who saw one of their friends float away? Would they not recognize it as a miracle as well, despite the fact that they never heard the word gravity?”


    “Yes. You don’t need to know the formula for gravity to know that it works.”


    “But what if we moved the whole party to the surface of the moon. If you jumped on the moon and floated away, would that be a miracle.”


    “No, because there is less gravity on the moon.”


    “So, if we can sum up, people recognize that a miracle has occurred only if they know that a natural law has been violated, and they know if it has been violated only if they know that such laws exist. And the people of the past knew just as well as we do that human beings don’t float away, that people don’t come back from the dead, and that women don’t get pregnant if they have not slept with a man.”


    I could tell by the looks on the faces of my hungry guests that all of them had understood the argument and that most of them had found it reasonable, but Anthony still looked unconvinced. As I saw the skepticism in his eyes, I said a silent prayer that the turkey would arrive and get me off the hook, but I was to have no such luck.
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    “All right,” said Anthony, and then paused to let the words coalesce in his head, “I’ll concede that the people of Jesus’ day knew the laws of nature, even if they didn’t have scientific terminology to express it. The real problem is not that they knew about the laws of nature but that they believed, incorrectly, that those laws could be broken at will. Hasn’t modern science proved that the laws of nature cannot be broken?”


    “Good point, Anthony. I see exactly where you’re coming from. Modern skeptics are right when they say that the laws of nature can’t be broken.”


    “Wait a minute, are you agreeing with me that miracles are impossible?”


    “If miracles did in fact break the laws of nature, then I would agree with you. But I don’t agree that they do. Miracles don’t break the laws; they suspend them.”


    “What’s the difference?”


    By the looks on the faces of those around me, I could tell that Anthony’s point about the laws of nature being unbreakable had engaged them enough to take their minds off dinner. As two dozen eyes fell on me, I looked at my bookshelf in hopes of locating a delicate Chinese vase that one of my students had once given me as a present. Spying it in the top corner by my books of mythology, I went over to the shelf and plucked it down. Then, with the vase in my right hand, I moved to the center of the den.


    “Anthony,” I asked, lifting up my right hand as high as it would go, “What would happen to this vase if I let it go?”


    “It would fall to the ground and shatter.”


    “Exactly. We are back to the unbreakable law of gravity. But watch this.”


    As everyone in the room, especially Elaine, gasped with horror, I opened my hand and let the vase fall. Another second and it would have smashed to pieces, but the crash never came. Before the vase could hit the ground, my left hand swooped across and caught it mid-fall.


    “OK, Anthony,” I said with a smile, “did I just break the law of gravity.”


    “No.”


    “Then what happened?”


    “You altered the course of the vase by catching it with your left hand.”


    “In other words, I suspended the natural course of gravity by adding in a new factor. What will happen if I open my left hand?”


    “Gravity will take over again, and the vase will break.”


    “Do you see now the difference between breaking and suspending the laws of gravity? Increasingly since Isaac Newton, modern scientists and philosophers have come to view our universe as a giant billiard table run by fixed laws of motion. If you hit a ball with your cue stick with such and such force and at such and such an angle, and if there is no friction on the table, the ball must follow a certain course.”


    “But isn’t that true? Isn’t that how the laws of nature work?”


    “Yes, they do. But what would happen if, the second after you hit the ball, two hands reached out and shook the table?”


    “The course of the ball would follow an unpredictable pattern.”


    “Yes, because the intervention of those two hands suspended but didn’t break the physical laws of motion.”


    “I agree, but I don’t see what that has to do with miracles like the virgin birth.”


    “A miracle takes place when the hand of God reaches into our physical world and suspends, for a moment, the natural course of the laws that run it. But once he pulls his hand back, the normal laws of nature resume.”


    “But you can’t bring someone back to life after he’s died.”


    “Anthony, the Gospels record three miracles where Jesus raised someone from the dead. All three of those people that he brought back to life eventually died, just as all those he healed from sickness eventually got sick again.”


    “But what about the virgin birth?”


    “The Bible tells us that the Holy Spirit overshadowed Mary and that she conceived and became pregnant (Lk 1:30-35). Although Luke’s Gospel provides no details on the mechanics of how this miracle occurred, there is one thing that is clear.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Mary did not give birth to Jesus two days later. After Mary was found to be with child by the Holy Spirit, she carried the child for nine months and delivered him in the natural manner that all babies have been delivered since Cain and Abel.


    “The difference between the early and medieval Christians and us is not that we think the laws of nature are inviolable and they did not, but that they were open, while we are not, to the possibility of the supernatural breaking in to the natural world.”


    For a second a hush fell over the group, rather like the hush that fell after Stacey sang “Silent Night.” All of us, myself included, were feeling a quiet sense of awe at the thought that our natural world might not after all be fixed, static, and closed.


    But I could tell that something was still bothering Anthony.


    “Go ahead, Anthony,” I said. “Tell us what’s on your mind.”


    “I’m not sure how to say it, but there’s something else about miracles that just doesn’t sit right with me. I mean, if God created the world and established the laws of nature, then why would he keep meddling with them? Doesn’t that seem to you, well, rather undignified, even a bit sloppy?”


    “I see what you mean. Miracles seem to break the set order and rhythm of the cosmos, and as such suggest that God is a poor playwright who has lost control of the story he is telling. Is that what you’re trying to say?”


    “Yes.”


    “OK, then, let’s explore the analogy a bit further. Tell me, Anthony, who would you say is the greatest playwright who ever lived?”


    “That’s easy. Shakespeare.”


    “I don’t think anyone would disagree with that answer, but did you know that during the Enlightenment, what in England we call the Age of Reason, Shakespeare was considered to be a rather sloppy craftsman?”


    “That sounds crazy.”


    “It does to us, but in the eighteenth century, though they recognized the genius of Shakespeare’s soliloquies, critics felt that the overall design of his plays was flawed. Critics such as Samuel Johnson expected plays to follow the strict rules of decorum laid down by Aristotle and Horace, and, because Shakespeare didn’t think twice about breaking those rules, they felt he was an erratic genius at best.”


    “What happened to change people’s minds about Shakespeare?”


    “The Romantic poet and critic Samuel Taylor Coleridge is what happened.”


    “Isn’t he the one who wrote The Rime of the Ancient Mariner?”


    “The same. He decided to take a second look at Shakespeare’s plays. When he did, he discovered a deeper, more organic unity. True, Shakespeare broke the surface rules, but that is only because his grasp of the whole was fuller and richer. Just as every acorn contains within it the blueprint for an oak forest, so, we now know, each of our microscopic cells contains the DNA code that sets the pattern for every part of our body.


    “Remember in my class, Anthony, when you had to choose one image or metaphor from Hamlet and trace its use across the full length of the play?”


    “I remember that well. It turned out to be the best essay I wrote during my four years at Houston Christian.”


    “It was a good paper, Anthony. That’s because you understood that Hamlet is like a complex tapestry made up of a thousand crisscrossing threads. The metaphor you chose to analyze—poison, if memory serves—was one of those threads. It surfaces in act one, then goes dormant, then remerges, always in a slightly different way. The pattern is there in the play, but you don’t realize it until you study it more closely.”


    “Yes, that’s true,” said Anthony, looking enthusiastically at the other guests. “When I read the play again in a more focused manner, the pattern magically emerged. Before I did that, it was invisible. It was there all along, but I didn’t see it.”


    “That’s because you didn’t yet have eyes to see it.”


    “Or ears to hear it,” chimed in Stacey.


    “That’s right, Stacey!” I said with fatherly pride. “Many of us learned in Sunday school that Jesus taught in parables so that everyone would understand him. But that’s not what Jesus said. He said that he taught in parables so that only those who had eyes to see and ears to hear would understand (Mk 4:10-12).


    “Can anyone tell me what message John the Baptist sent to Jesus after Herod Antipas put John in prison?”


    As Bible questions go, that was a tough one, and it was understandably followed by about twenty seconds of silence. Finally, however, an answer did come, and from just the place I expected it to.
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    David had been a student of mine almost ten years earlier. In fact, he was the very person who had ushered me in to the international Christian fellowship group that was sponsoring the Thanksgiving potluck. His father, who had been born in India, and his mother, who had been born in Mexico, had started the group before he was born.


    My entry into the group began when David, a senior at the time taking my class on The Chronicles of Narnia, invited me to speak for one of their Saturday night meetings. I immediately agreed, only to discover a few days before the scheduled meeting that I couldn’t follow through on my commitment because I’m deathly allergic to cats and dogs, and David’s family, as it turned out, had a dog.


    I was just about to email him my regrets when an idea struck me out of the blue: Why not move the fellowship to my home on Saturday? Well, that’s exactly what we did, and the rest, as they say, is history. The group has been meeting at my house once a month ever since—and I wouldn’t give up a single meeting!


    Even as a senior, David was a powerful evangelist with a strong knowledge of the Bible; the intervening years had only strengthened that knowledge and sharpened his love for Christ, the gospel, and the Word of God.


    “John the Baptist,” he said, “had two of his disciples go to Jesus and ask him whether he was the Messiah promised by God or whether he should wait for someone else (Lk 7:19).”


    “Exactly,” I said with a smile, for a teacher is always pleased when his student gets an answer right, even if he hasn’t taught him for eight years, “though I must admit I’m shocked that John would ask such a question. After all, John was the one God used to identify Jesus as the Son of God (Jn 1:32-34) and thus initiate his ministry.


    “Still, John was confused and worried and wanted to get a straight answer from the lips of Jesus himself. Did Jesus give him the straight yes he was looking for?”


    “Yes and no,” said David. “He didn’t give a direct yes. Rather, he told John’s disciples to report back to John and tell him what was happening in Galilee: that the blind were seeing, the lame walking, the deaf hearing, the lepers being cleansed, the dead being raised, and the good news being preached to the poor (Lk 7:22-23).”


    “Was Jesus being evasive?”


    “No, he was offering up those miracles as a sign that he was the Messiah.”


    “Thanks, David,” I said and then turned back to Anthony. “Anthony, do you see the point of this story? Miracles are not random, haphazard events that strike the earth like meteors that have fallen out of their orbit. They are purposeful. In the Old Testament, they were signs of God’s presence in the history of Israel, particularly when he led them out of slavery in Egypt, when he gave them the law of Moses, and when he spoke through the judges and prophets to get them back on track after they had strayed from the law.


    “In the New Testament, they point to an amazing fact: that the God who created the world entered in to the world and became a man. They further attest to the good news that God in Christ has defeated sin and death and that he is building his church through the disciples. And miracles continue today, for God’s church is always dying and being reborn, just like its founder. Miracles don’t just do something; they mean something. They mean that God’s Spirit is working in the world.


    “Anthony, the modern scientific mind takes for granted that miracles are aberrations, faulty stitches in the weave of nature, just as Samuel Johnson thought Shakespeare’s deviations from dramatic decorum rendered his plays flawed and imperfect. But if the Bible is right, then our world is fallen and in a state of decay. What if the miracle is not a break or a flaw in the story but a brief, tantalizing moment during which the original order is restored? Maybe miracles offer an all-too-brief glimpse into the way things were meant to be. When the Creator himself enters in to his creation, how else should that creation respond?”


    “But water simply doesn’t turn into wine,” said Anthony, “and you can’t feed five thousand men with five loaves of bread and two fish.”


    “Stacey,” I said, “could you please go in my study and get my copy of Miracles by C. S. Lewis?” As my ever-helpful daughter went in search of the book, I summed up for Anthony and the other guests what Lewis had to say about Jesus’ first miracle, when he turned six stone jars filled with water into six jugs of the finest wine to provide convivial cheer for those attending a wedding at Cana in Galilee (Jn 2:1-11).


    “Every day, Lewis explains, water turns into wine, but the process is very slow and happens in secret. But when Jesus shows up and does it in a flash, the veil is lifted, and we get to see the miracle that has been going on for millennia. The same goes for the feeding of the five thousand (Mk 6:30-44). Every day, some wheat becomes much wheat, and a few fish become many fish, but we don’t notice the miracle. Until Jesus does it in a flash, and we suddenly recognize the fecundity the Creator put into his creation.”


    “Our eyes are opened,” said Anthony with a slow nod of his head.


    “Yes. We recognize not only that what we call nature was fashioned by the hand of a personal Creator but that that Creator is among us.”


    At just that moment, Stacey arrived with book in hand. “Here it is, Dad. I’ve opened it to the page I think you have in mind.”


    “Well done, daughter! Here is what Lewis writes in chapter fifteen: ‘Every year, as part of the Natural order, God makes wine. He does so by creating a vegetable organism that can turn water, soil, and sunlight into a juice which will, under proper conditions, become wine. Thus, in a certain sense, He constantly turns water into wine, for wine, like all drinks, is but water modified. Once, and in one year only, God, now incarnate, short circuits the process: makes wine in a moment; uses earthenware jars instead of vegetable fibres to hold the water. But uses them to do what He is always doing. The miracle consists in the short cut; but the event to which it leads is the usual one.’


    “Anthony, do you remember in class when we read Ovid’s Metamorphoses?”


    “How could I forget? People turning into bears and birds and trees and stones! Sometimes they even turn into rivers or flowers or stars. I really enjoyed that book.”


    “But would you have enjoyed it if you thought that those things might happen?”


    “Of course not! I would be terrified if I thought it was even remotely possible that such things might happen to me or someone I know.”


    “If the ‘miracles’ in Ovid were true, what would that tell you about the world in which we live?”


    “That it’s run by arbitrary gods who help us to become heroes or transform us into animals depending on their mood.”


    “Did you know that Ovid wrote his Metamorphoses about fifty years before the Gospel of Mark? Ovid’s life overlaps with that of Jesus.”


    “Really? But the miracles of Jesus are radically different from those in Ovid.”


    “How so? Can you explain the difference?”


    “I would say that those in Ovid are performed by random, capricious gods who seem to care nothing for the people whose lives they interfere with, while those in Mark are performed by a good, moral God who wants to help and heal humanity.”


    “Well put, Anthony. Would you say, then, that in the miracles recorded in the Gospels, we see the hand of a loving God who works with and through his creation rather than violating and disrupting its laws?”


    “Yes, I think that’s a fair statement. The miracles in the Bible really are different from those we read about in Greek and Roman mythology. Ovid’s miracles break the laws of nature, while those in the Bible work through them.”


    “Yes, just as Jesus the teacher did not break the Mosaic law but fulfilled it (Mt 5:17), so Jesus the miracle worker did not break the laws of nature but fulfilled them. As Lewis himself reminds us in the same chapter I just read from, when God created the first man, Adam, he did it directly, bypassing what would become the normal route of procreation. Just so, when he created the second Adam, the perfect Man, Jesus, he also bypassed the normal route so that Mary conceived by the Holy Spirit. The virgin birth does not violate the scientific laws of procreation; it reveals that the original seed came from God and that he, not our parents, is the real author of human life.”


    When I could see from Anthony’s body language that he was a bit more comfortable now with the idea of a Virgin Mother, I turned my attention to the group as a whole and said: “Yes, the virgin birth is a difficult thing to bend one’s mind around, but it is not the greatest miracle in Christianity. The virgin birth, as amazing as it is, is merely the vehicle that brought about the greatest miracle of all: the incarnation, that Jesus of Nazareth was fully man and fully God.”


    “Wait a minute,” said a voice to my left, “those two miracles don’t have to go together. In my religion, we accept and teach the virgin birth, but we reject what you call the incarnation. Our book teaches us that Jesus was a prophet born of a virgin but that he was not the Son of God.”


    This would be a most opportune time for that turkey to arrive, I thought to myself, but the front door remained stubbornly shut. This question too would need to be wrestled with.
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Who Did Jesus
Claim to Be?


 


American Christians who have never read the Qur’an are generally shocked to learn that Muhammad believed and taught that Mary was a virgin when she gave birth to Jesus. Still, despite accepting that miracle, Muhammad categorically denied the most vital, nonnegotiable of all Christian doctrines: that Jesus was the one-and-only God-man, 100 percent human and 100 percent divine.

In fact, to drive that point home, there is a scene in the Qur’an in which the newborn Jesus speaks to those around him and proclaims that he is not the Son of God, only his servant and prophet (sura 19, verses 27-36). Again and again, the Qur’an emphasizes that God has no partners of any kind, especially no wife or son (4:171-73; 5:116; 6:100-103; 72:3). Indeed, the central proclamation of Christianity, that God is a Trinity (one God but three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) and that the Second Person of that Trinity was fully God and fully man, was rejected by Muhammad and his followers.

Given that aspect of Islam, I wasn’t at all surprised when Reza (pronounced RAY-zah), a middle-aged engineer from Iran, said that the Qur’an accepted the virgin birth but rejected the incarnation. He was in fact absolutely correct.

This was only the third time Reza had been to my home. He had mostly grown up in America, for he was quite young when his parents fled Iran for Texas during the takeover by the Ayatollah Khomeini. He was a Shia Muslim who knew his Qur’an well, but, like many Iranian Muslims, he had never forgotten that Persia had had her own great prophet, Zoroaster. He was an educated, open-minded man who liked to study different religions and who was not afraid to ask questions. As you can imagine, I liked him immediately. Although twenty-five hundred years ago, my Greek ancestors had fought against his Persian ancestors in a great war, today in America, especially on Thanksgiving, we could meet and break bread together as friends.

“Reza,” I said after pausing to collect my thoughts, “you are right to say that the Qur’an says that God has no Son. But let me ask you this question. What does the Qur’an have to say about the Bible? Do Muslims accept the Bible as authoritative scripture?”

“Yes and no,” he replied. “Although Muslims do not accept the full Bible, the Qur’an does say that God sent the Torah and the Gospel (3:2-4). That is why we consider Jews and Christians to be people of the Book.”

“So, as a Muslim, you believe that the Five Books of Moses and the Four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) constitute divine revelation.”

“Yes.”

“Reza, let me begin by saying something you may find shocking. Although Muhammad taught that Jesus was a prophet but not the Son of God, a position shared by many Jews, there are a large number of people who call themselves Christians who believe the same thing. That is to say, they respect Jesus as a great rabbi or teacher, but they do not believe that he was the Son of God or even that he was born of a virgin.”

“That is surprising.”

“It is indeed, and it raises an important question for all people of all religions, even those who grew up in a Christian home.”

“What question is that?”

“Did Jesus actually claim to be the Son of God, or is that just something later Christians invented?”

“I agree that that is a very important question.”

“Would you be willing to consider the question with me by looking at some of Jesus’ actual words?”

“I would!”

“Then let’s start with an episode from early in Jesus’ ministry that is recorded in Matthew (Mt 9:1-8), Mark (Mk 2:1-12), and Luke (Lk 5:17-26). It takes place in a house where Jesus is preaching. The house is so crowded that no one else can possibly get in. Enter a group of men carrying a paralytic on a mat. They are eager to get their friend to Jesus in hopes that Jesus will heal him, but the crowd will not let them pass. Desperate to help their friend, they finally climb on the roof and lower the man through it.”

“That must have gotten the homeowner upset!”

“I’m sure it did, but whether they were right or wrong to do it, it did bring the paralyzed man in direct contact with Jesus. Impressed by the faith of the paralytic’s friends, Jesus looks at the sick man and says, ‘Your sins are forgiven.’

“This upsets the Pharisees and the teachers of the law very much. They begin to mutter under their breath that Jesus is speaking blasphemy, for only God can forgive sins. But Jesus hears their grumbles and tells them that he, as the Son of Man, has the authority to forgive sins on the earth. Then he heals the paralytic and tells him to take up his mat and go home.

“Now, Reza, I would like to clarify what is going on in this story by means of an illustration. What would you think if I walked over to you and punched you on the nose; and then, while you were holding your nose to stop the blood from running on to your shirt, David walked over to me and said, ‘That’s OK, I forgive you’?”

“That would be ridiculous.”

“Why would it be ridiculous?”

“Because David can’t forgive you.”

“Why not?”

“Because he’s not the person you hurt. Only the person you hurt can forgive you for hurting him.”

“Ah, so you are saying that only you, Reza, can forgive me for punching you on the nose.”

“Yes.”

“Now, when we commit a sin, the person we are ultimately hurting is God. True, we may sometimes hurt another person through our sin, but the offended party when we commit a sin that breaks God’s law is finally God himself. Do you agree?”

“Yes.”

“Under normal circumstances, Jesus telling the paralytic that his sins are forgiven is as ridiculous as David forgiving me for punching you on the nose. But in Jesus’ case, it is more than ridiculous; it is blasphemous. For Jesus, by claiming the power to forgive the paralytic’s sins, is claiming to be equal with God. That’s why the Pharisees get mad and accuse him of blasphemy. In fact, if Jesus were not equal with God, then the Pharisees would have been right to call him a blasphemer.”

“But why does Jesus call himself the Son of Man rather than the Son of God?”

“That’s a good question,” I said as I walked over to the bookshelf and took down a Bible. “In the Old Testament, the phrase ‘Son of Man’ was a messianic title: that is to say, one of the titles the promised Messiah would bear. It is used in an amazing passage in the book of Daniel. In a vision in the night, the prophet Daniel sees the following:


Behold, with the clouds of heaven

there came one like a son of man,

and he came to the Ancient of Days

and was presented before him.

And to him was given dominion

and glory and a kingdom,

that all peoples, nations, and languages

should serve him;

his dominion is an everlasting dominion,

which shall not pass away,

and his kingdom one

that shall not be destroyed. (Dan 7:13-14)



“The Ancient of Days is God himself, but the one Daniel calls the Son of Man is clearly equal with the Ancient of Days and will be given all power and authority. After Daniel made that prophecy, no one in the Bible but Jesus took the title for himself.”

“But how do we know that Jesus had that passage in mind?”

“When Jesus was put on trial by the high priest Caiaphas, he was asked, point blank, ‘I adjure you by the living God, tell us if you are the Christ [the Greek word for “Messiah”], the Son of God.’ In response, Jesus says, ‘You have said so,’ but he then continues to say, ‘But I tell you, from now on you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of Power and coming on the clouds of heaven’ (Mt 26:63-64). In response, Caiaphas tears his clothes and accuses Jesus of blasphemy (Mt 25:65).

“This passage tells us two important things: first, that Jesus claimed to be both the Son of God and Son of Man and that he identified himself with the messianic prophecy from Daniel; second, that the high priest of the Jews recognized Jesus’ claims as being blasphemous. In fact, Jesus was condemned by the Jewish Council, or Sanhedrin, precisely because he claimed to be the Son of God. He was not condemned for being a prophet but for claiming to be equal with God.”

“Are there other examples where Jesus makes claims like this during his ministry and the Jewish leaders accuse him of blasphemy?”

“There is a very powerful example in the Gospel of John where Jesus and the Pharisees are debating Jesus’ relationship to Abraham. As you know, Reza, Jews, Christians, and Muslims all look to Abraham as their spiritual father.”

“That is true. Abraham is a great prophet in the Qur’an who worshiped the one true God and fought against the idolatry of his times.”

“He was a great prophet indeed! In the dialogue John records, Jesus angers the Pharisees by telling them they are not true sons of Abraham. If they were, they would not be seeking to kill Jesus (Jn 8:39-40).

“As the dialogue gets more heated, Jesus makes a startling proclamation, one that exceeds anything a prophet would dare to say: ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, if anyone keeps my word, he will never see death’ (Jn 8:51). To this bold claim the Pharisees react: ‘Now we know that you have a demon! Abraham died, as did the prophets, yet you say, “If anyone keeps my word, he will never taste death.” Are you greater than our father Abraham, who died? And the prophets died! Who do you make yourself out to be?’ (Jn 8:52-53).

“Do you see, Reza? The Pharisees are well aware that no true prophet would make so audacious a claim. Prophets proclaim the words God gave them, but they do not claim power over life and death. Jesus here claims to be something more than a prophet. Would you like to know what happens next?”

“I would.”

“Jesus responds that his glory comes from God and that it is he, not the Pharisees, who knows God. Then he concludes with a verse that would be the height of arrogance and presumption if Jesus were not far more than a prophet: ‘Your father Abraham rejoiced that he would see my day. He saw it and was glad’ (Jn 8:56).

“Now listen to how the dialogue ends: ‘So the Jews said to him, “You are not yet fifty years old, and have you seen Abraham?” Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I am.” So they picked up stones to throw at him, but Jesus hid himself and went out of the temple’ (Jn 8:57-59).”

“Why do the Pharisees try to stone him?”

“Because Jesus, if he is only a prophet, has just spoken unutterable blasphemy. And he has done so in two ways. First of all, by saying that he existed before Abraham, he claims to partake somehow in the eternal nature of God. But the blasphemy goes much deeper than that. Notice that Jesus does not say, ‘before Abraham was, I was,’ but ‘before Abraham was, I am.’ That may not strike us as a statement worthy of stoning, but it was to the Pharisees.”

“Why?”

“Because ‘I am’ was the divine name God revealed to Moses when he spoke to him from the burning bush.”

“Yes, the story of the burning bush is also in the Qur’an (20:9-14; 27:7-9), but please explain to me about this ‘I am.’”

“In Exodus, the second book of the Torah, Moses asks God his name, and God responds that his name is ‘I AM WHO I AM’ (Ex 3:13-14). That is to say, God is the one being who has always existed: He had no beginning and will have no end. That name, ‘I AM WHO I AM,’ comes from the Hebrew verb ‘to be,’ and is written as Jehovah or Yahweh. However, that name was so holy that the Jews never spoke it. In the Old Testament the name is written as LORD. When Jesus identifies himself with the ‘I AM,’ the Pharisees know what he is claiming, and that is why they immediately try to stone him, which was the prescribed method for killing blasphemers (Lev 24:16).”

“I must admit that these are very strong arguments. Are there other places where Jesus links himself to the ‘I AM?’”

“Actually, throughout the Gospel of John, Jesus makes startling ‘I am’ claims. Here is a list of them: ‘I am the bread of life’ (Jn 6:35), ‘I am the light of the world’ (Jn 8:12), ‘I am the door’ (Jn 10:9), ‘I am the good shepherd’ (Jn 10:11), ‘I am the resurrection and the life’ (Jn 11:25), ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life’ (Jn 14:6), and ‘I am the true vine’ (Jn 15:1). I must say that I am particularly fond of ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life,’ for that is the founding verse of my university!”

Reza was about to respond when a voice shouted out from the kitchen: “Dad, why don’t you mention C. S. Lewis’s liar-lunatic-Lord argument?”

The voice belonged to my son, who must have snuck in from the back door.

[image: ]

My son, Alex, who is twenty-one months older than his sister, had just arrived from San Antonio. At least in his case, it turned out to be a good thing that the turkey had not yet arrived!

Alex was now in his second year teaching third through fifth grade Latin at Geneva, a classical Christian school located in the idyllic town of Boerne. He had majored in history and classics and was enjoying opening young minds and hearts to the wonders and beauties of the Latin language.

Alex was a big fan of audiobooks, and he had already listened to a few dozen books as he commuted back and forth between San Antonio and Boerne. As it so happened, during his traffic-impeded five-hour drive from San Antonio, he had been listening to the audiobook of Lewis’s Mere Christianity. That is why, when he quietly entered the house and heard his father discussing an issue famously covered by Lewis in book two, chapter three of Mere Christianity, he could not help but shout out his suggestion.

“Welcome home, Alex,” I cried, leaping from my chair and crossing the room to give him a hug. “I’m so glad you made it before dinner.”

I’m not sure the hungry guests in the den shared my gladness, but they were nice enough not to say so. Stacey, meanwhile, gave her brother a hug as well and invited him to sit next to her on the couch.

“Alex,” I said, “this is Reza, and we are discussing whether Jesus actually claimed to be the Son of God. I explained to him that not just Muslims but many who call themselves Christians believe that Jesus was not the Son of God but only a prophet.”

“But that is not a tenable position to take,” said Alex, “as C. S. Lewis proves logically in his liar-lunatic-Lord argument.”

“Alex, your arrival couldn’t have been better timed. I just finished demonstrating from the Gospels that Jesus made claims to be equal with God: that is, to have the power to forgive sins, to be both the Son of Man and the Son of God, and to share in the eternal, ‘I Am’ nature of God. If you would, please take over from here and explain why Lewis argues that, given Jesus’ claims, it is not tenable to say he was only a prophet.”

“Well,” said Alex, “a man who made the claims that Jesus made but who was not the Son of God would not be a prophet. He might be crazy—there are plenty of people in insane asylums who think they are God or Jesus—or a terrible deceiver, but he could not be a prophet. In fact, if Jesus was not the Son of God, then the Pharisees were right to condemn him for blasphemy and turn him over to the Romans to be crucified. Jesus simply did not leave us with the option of calling him a good man and a prophet but nothing more. If he was not the Lord, then he was either a lunatic or a liar.”

“Well said, Alex. I believe that the logic of Lewis’s argument is airtight. If you read the Gospels carefully, by the way, you will find that Jesus’ enemies invariably accused him of being either a blasphemer or demon possessed (Mk 3:22). At the start of his ministry, Jesus’ own family thought he was crazy (Mk 3:21). Those who opposed Jesus never said he was just a teacher. They recognized the enormity of his claims but refused to acknowledge and worship him as the Son of God. That left them with no other option but to attack him as a liar or a lunatic.”
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