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    Introduction


    ESAU D. MCCAULLEY


    

      I was sitting in a coffee shop, books taking up too much space on the tiny table in front of me, bemoaning the lack of attention the academy paid to the Black church and the distinctive interpretative habits of African American church leaders and scholars. My time in religious higher education had signaled in ways large and small its belief that the tradition that shaped me had little to say to the rest of the world. The important ideas and trends arose in Europe or White North American spaces.


      Black Christians were deemed theologically simplistic or dangerous. I longed for people to know the tradition as I experienced it: life giving, spiritually robust, and intellectually stimulating. We had wrestled with God and found our way toward faith in the context of anti-Black racism often perpetuated by other Christians. I wanted to make that story and the fruits of our labor known. I still do.


      While I sipped my coffee, I was struck by an idea that served as the genesis for this book. I often complained about White scholars neglecting African American voices, but I knew little about Asian American biblical interpretation, its theological and historical developments, and the gifts it offered to the body of Christ. The same was true regarding Latino/a interpretation and the Bible-reading habits of First Nations and Indigenous peoples.


      In some ways, I was a hypocrite. I wanted people to attend to the contributions of my community without being similarly invested in others. I needed to spend less time complaining and more time listening. The New Testament in Color: A Multiethnic Commentary on the New Testament began with that insight. It was a hope that we might come together across ethnic difference and create something beautiful.


      I wondered, “What fruit might come from the various ethnic groups sharing space in North America working together to produce a commentary?” What did I need to learn from my brothers and sisters in Christ beyond the Black-White binary that shaped my imagination in the American South?


      It was natural that my lament was directed to where the power resides in the academy. In 2019, the Society of Biblical Literature, the largest body of biblical scholars in the world, did a study of its membership. That study showed that 86 percent (2,732 of 3,159) of its members who described themselves as college or university faculty were of European or Caucasian descent.1


      Given the demographics of the United States (and the world), it is more than fair to say that we experience a disproportionate White or European dominance of biblical studies. If God gives his Spirit without measure and equips the entire body of Christ to read and interpret the Bible, then it is a tragedy when the whole body of Christ is not engaged in the process of reading, interpreting, and applying these texts. No one part of the body has the right to speak for the whole. We need each other.


      Does a lack of ethnic diversity matter? Isn’t biblical interpretation simply a matter of translating verbs and nouns, linking together ideas as they come together into sentences, paragraphs, narratives, or letters? I was told that the only thing we needed to be good interpreters was proper understanding of the historical context alongside requisite grammatical, text-critical, and linguistic expertise.


      I do not want to push any of those important and vital skills aside. All the contributors in this volume labored hard to gain the aforementioned tools of the scholarly trade. It is precisely because I believe that biblical texts are God’s inspired Word to his people that we must do our very best to read them well and carefully.


      But here is the rub. It matters that we have diverse representation in the process of biblical interpretation because it is always ourselves as persons with our experiences, biases, gifts, and liabilities that we bring to the text. We are not disembodied spirits with no histories or cultures. We are not exegetical machines; we are interpreting persons.


      We come from somewhere, and that somewhere has left its mark whether we acknowledge it or not. When one culture dominates the discourse, we are closing ourselves off from what the Holy Spirit is saying among other cultures. Socially located interpretation, when rooted in a trust in God’s Word, is a gift from particular cultures to the whole church. Socially located interpretation reflects a trust that none of our experiences were wasted, that all of who we are is useful to God.


      Our cultures are not something we are called to set aside in the Bible-reading process because our cultures and ethnicities have their origins in God (Eph 3:14-15). Every culture and ethnicity, because it was created by people made in the image of God, contains within it both evidence of its divine origins (Gen 1: 27-28) and elements of the fall (Gen 3).


      Stated differently, there are no perfect cultures. Every culture and people is challenged and made into the best version of itself through an encounter with the living God. Our cultures are restless until they find their rest in their Creator. None of them are left unchanged. God’s word to persons and cultures is always yes and no. He offers us all repentance for things that have gone astray and lauds our struggles toward the good, the true, and the beautiful.


      Socially located biblical interpretation is nothing less than the record of the Spirit’s work through scriptural engagement among the different ethnicities and cultures of the world. Unfortunately, too often the sanctification of culture has been confused with the Westernization of culture. That lie has done tremendous damage to the church. God’s transfiguring work is not done in comparison with the West. Ethnicities do not become more holy as they approach likeness to Europe but to God.


      That attempt of each culture and group to find themselves as they struggle to examine their lives and culture in light of the word of God is instructive not just for them; it is instructive to the whole body of Christ. We can, through listening to the voices of others, see the ways in which our own location has at times hindered out ability to read the text well. What we are aiming for, then, is mutual edification.


      To give this resource as best a chance at success as possible, I invited three other editors from different social locations to help with the project: Janette Ok, Osvaldo Padilla, and Amy Peeler. I (Esau) served as the general editor of the project. We tried, through our work together, to model the kind of crosscultural cooperation that is a foretaste of the kingdom of God (Rev 7:9). I am grateful for their expertise and patience. I am a better reader of the Scriptures for having known them. Any remaining flaws in this project are a result of my failures, not theirs.


      We tried to gather a cross section of contributors with a particular focus on North American ethnic minorities. Because this is a project about the whole body of Christ, there are scholars of majority culture (White North Americans) in the volume as well. For the most part, for reasons of scope, we did not include many international voices. We believe that there are many important other volumes and projects that are calling attention to the testimony of the Majority World. We laud and support their efforts.


      In gathering the varied contributors to this volume, we asked them to bring the entirety of themselves to the process of reading and interpreting the New Testament. They are not speaking for an entire culture, but they are from some place. That place informs the kinds of questions they ask and the ways in which they apply biblical texts. Even with a focus on North America, we could not include every single culture and ethnicity, but we have tried to include as many as we could gather. Omissions are not due to malice but the inherent limitations of space. We ask for your goodwill in any lack in that regard.


      Due to the varied ways in which Scripture has been used to justify indefensible things such as colonialization, slavery, and the studied disdain for non-Western cultures, much socially located biblical interpretation has been rooted in a hermeneutics of suspicion in the effort to resist those evils.


      We believe that it is right to push back on the misuse of Scripture to justify evil, but we also believe that socially located biblical interpretation can engage in a hermeneutics of trust wherein we recognize that the God we encounter in biblical texts is in the end a friend, not an enemy. The editors wanted to honor the fact that the ecclesial communities from which we come found liberation and spiritual transformation through reading with the text, not against it. Some might consider this naivete. I disagree. I consider it hard-won wisdom.


      In our notes of invitation to the contributors, we (the editors) stated that this posture of trust would be a distinctive in the project. We told them that we as editors began with a starting point of affirming “the central tenants of the Christian faith as found in texts such as the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds. Furthermore, we agree that Scripture is God’s word to us that functions as the final guide for Christian faith and practice.” Evoking Nicaea does not mean that we are privileging Western culture as defining Christianity for the world. Instead, it is an affirmation that God was at work among Christians of the past to tell us things that are true and good. We hope in the generations to come that, despite our compromises and failures, Christians will find some lasting value in our theological contributions. There are no pristine histories.


      In other words, we do not assume that our cultures stand over the texts, but through the interaction of person, text, history, and culture, truths that others might miss shine out all the more brilliantly. The chorus can create a beauty the soloist cannot.


      We have structured the book in such a way that we’ve included a series of articles related to ethnic identity and biblical interpretation at the beginning that will help orient the reader to the subsequent commentaries. It is helpful to engage with these first. We’ve also included various articles related to socially located biblical interpretation throughout the book. You will find that these enhance the reading of the commentaries, as they provide helpful insights on topics related to social and ethnic location in biblical interpretation.


      In the pages that follow, we are not assuming that everyone agrees with every exegetical decision or application. Socially located biblical interpretation is not a panacea that cures all exegetical ills. Universal agreement is too high a bar for any book.


      We are not asking for a paternalistic nodding of the head with all our conclusions, as if our work simply adds flavor to “real” scholarship and therefore should not be challenged. In the end, the fruit will be seen in the ways we help churchgoers, Bible study leaders, and students read the text more faithfully. Like any group of writers committed to serving the body of Christ, we welcome pushback given in good faith. Our goal is not to replace one form of hegemony with another or to close the conversation around these texts across cultures. We desire a shared pursuit to discover the mind of Christ and his purposes for his people.


      Nonetheless, we do believe that these entries will indeed do what all good commentaries endeavor to accomplish: send the reader back to the text with fresh questions, answers, and a sense of wonder at the ways in which the ancient word remains ever new, challenging and inspiring us to follow our King and Lord more faithfully.


    


  







African American Biblical Interpretation

ESAU D. MCCAULLEY


What does it mean to speak of African American biblical interpretation? To refer to African American biblical interpretation does not suggest that the mere fact of black skin gives one a special insight into the meaning of biblical texts, nor does it suggest that all African Americans come to similar conclusions about biblical passages. To speak of African American biblical interpretation gets at the collision of two realities that cannot be denied. First, there is the God who created all things and desires a relationship with the varied peoples of the world. This God reveals himself and his character through the sacred Scriptures. To read these texts and to attempt to understand them is part of what it means to be a disciple of Jesus.

But we do not come to these texts as disembodied or disinterested minds. This leads us to a second reality. We have a host of experiences, questions, hopes, dreams, and traumas that we bring to the Bible-reading process. As much as we might try to picture it otherwise, biblical interpretation is not just a science. It is an art. The art of biblical interpretation implies an artist, a person, not a machine, doing the interpretation. To refer to African American biblical interpretation, then, refers to the ways in which living in America as a Black woman or man influences the kinds of questions, hopes, and traumas we bring to the Bible. In other words, it is not that our skin color causes us to interpret the Bible in a certain way. That would be putting the cart before the horse. Instead, our skin color has influenced the way in which American society has viewed, stereotyped, and distorted the image of God in us. Our process of Bible reading, then, has been a means of recovering what was taken from us. It has been and is an exercise in hope.

The Black experience is not uniform. It is as diverse as that of any other group of people. But there are patterns, questions that recur, and ways of dealing with those questions that fall into clusters or traditions. African American biblical interpretation, then, refers to the ongoing process of Black Christians attempting to make sense of the Black experience in the United States through the analysis of biblical texts.

These experiences do not create meanings of biblical texts, but they may allow us insight into implications of passages that others might not notice because they do not consider them. What I have in mind is Black biblical interpretations as motivated readings, not distorted ones. For example, African Americans were told that they were less than fully human. This caused us to come to the text with a heightened need to construct a biblical anthropology that took ethnicity seriously. Since most Christians of European descent never had to defend their full humanity through biblical texts against other Christians, then they might not be as apt to notice the ways in which the Bible addresses this topic.

Because the Black experience is at bottom a human experience, not every aspect of Black biblical interpretation will be unique. African Americans, like all Christians, desire a relationship with God. We reflect on issues of sin and repentance, of sanctification and salvation, of faith, hope, and love. The Black experience, precisely because it is a human one, connects at places with the wider Christian tradition of trying to make sense of what it means to follow God in a broken world.

African American biblical interpretation is one way of speaking about bringing the entirety of who we are to the Scripture-reading process, but what keeps it from spinning off into an exercise in making these texts say what we want them to say? The answer to this question is a confidence in the God who reveals himself through the Scriptures. We are able to bring our questions, experiences, hopes, and dreams to the Bible. But the Scriptures as God’s word to us for our good are able to answer us back and redirect, refine, or clarify our questions. African American Christians, then, offer the results of their labors to understand God and live as disciples of Christ to the wider body in the hope that together we might discern God’s purposes for us in the world.1 Therefore, like any other portion of the body of Christ, African American Christians need the rest of the communion of saints across time and culture to be complete. To assert the value of African American biblical interpretation is to insist on our place in God’s kingdom. It is not a demand for a solo performance; it is to join the chorus of cultures singing praises and offering laments to God.

African American biblical interpretation does not just describe a philosophy. It refers to a history and a community that lives in the aftermath of that history. What I refer to as the Black ecclesial tradition is the living community of faith that has wrestled with the struggles and joys of being Black and Christian in North America.2 It is a storehouse of wisdom found in the sermons, testimonies, narratives, and confessional statements of Black churches and individuals. I compare it to the early centuries of Christianity, when the church fathers and mothers struggled to make sense of all the ways in which the gospel threw the Greco-Roman world they knew into chaos. These early debates and the method of solving them set the trajectory for what Christianity became. Christianity, then, was influenced by the culture into which it moved and breathed. In the same way, the Black ecclesial tradition in North America came into being at a certain point in history with certain pressing questions that influenced its ethos, issues, and concerns. What is that history, and how did it affect Black ecclesial interpretation?

African American biblical interpretation began as a counter to the distorted form of Christianity that many enslavers tried to pass along to the enslaved. For example, African people were told that they descended from Ham and for that reason were cursed to eternal slavery.3 Black believers also had to deal with a religious, philosophical, scientific, and political consensus on Black ontological inferiority.4 For enslaved and freed Blacks, slavery was not simply a moral issue; it was a legal reality. Therefore, one of the first questions Black converts to Christianity had to answer was, What does the God I now serve have to say about the sufferings of the enslaved and disinherited? Many early African believers in the United States concluded that God desired their freedom. This is seen in the theological tracts and personal works they composed that opposed slavery.5

For this reason, Black biblical interpretation has often had an eye toward the social or political ramifications of biblical texts. The exodus narrative, for many, was not just a description of what God did in the past; it revealed the kind of God we serve and his posture toward those oppressed by society. One way to describe this concern with the implications of biblical passages on lived experiences is social location. That is to say, one key element of Black biblical interpretation is its focus on the questions arising out of the Black community, and the pressing questions in those foundational years were slavery and White supremacy.

A second key habit we see in this early era of Black biblical interpretation is a decidedly doctrinal and canonical emphasis. If the oppression of Black people was rooted in a false doctrine of persons, then the Black response was to correct that doctrine. For example, Lemuel Haynes used Acts 17:26 to argue for the essential equality of people of African descent in 1776:

It hath pleased god to make of one Blood all nations of men, for to dwell upon the face of the Earth. Acts 17, 26. And as all are of one Species, so there are the same Laws, and aspiring principles placed in all nations; and the Effect that these Laws will produce, are Similar to Each other. Consequently we may suppose, that what is precious to one man, is precious to another, and what is irksom, or intolarable to one man, is so to another, consider’d in a Law of Nature. Therefore we may reasonably Conclude, that Liberty is Equally as pre[c]ious to a Black man, as it is to a white one, and Bondage Equally as intollarable to the one as it is to the other. . . . Not the Least precept, or practise, in the Scriptures, that constitutes a Black man a Slave, any more than a white one.6


Notice here his reference to Scripture as a corrective to the heretical anthropology that deemed blackness inferior to whiteness. We could also highlight arguments against slavery based on God’s character. According to James Pennington, God’s own character, what God is in himself, spoke against slavery.7

When I refer to African American Bible reading as canonical, I have in mind the habits of finding doctrinal applications from unexpected texts. Most opponents wanted to argue for slavery on either the basis of a few Pauline passages or distorted interpretations of the curse of Ham. Rather than simply provide counterinterpretations of those passages, African Americans brought the whole of the Christian witness into play on contested matters. For example, when a group of slaves petitioned to the House of Representatives of Massachusetts, they argued that the shape of the Christian life, including its teaching on marriage, family, and Christian community, made slavery untenable:

Our lives are embittered to us. . . . By our deplorable situation we are rendered incapable of shewing our obedience to Almighty God. How can a slave perform the duties of husband to a wife or a parent to his child? How can a husband leave master to work and cleave to his wife? How can the wife submit themselves to their husbands in all things? How can the child obey their parents in all things? There is a great number of us sencear . . . members of the Church of Christ. How can the master and the slave be said to fulfill the command, “Live in Love let brotherly love contuner [continue] and abound Beare ye one anothers Bordens”? How can the master be said to Bear my Borden when he Bears me down with they Have [heavy] changes of slavery and operson against my will and how can we fulfill oure part of duty to him whilst in this condition as we cannot searve our God as we ought in this situation.8


Pennington makes a similar appeal to the wider witness of the Scriptures against slavery in his own works.9 This habit of canonical and theological interpretation was needed because African converts were being told that one particular passage or two of the Bible supported a whole system of abuse. Rather than agreeing to fight on the ground determined by their oppressors, they opened the whole vista of the Scriptures to declare God’s goodness and his will for their freedom. As Emerson Powery and Rodney Sadler note, this is not about the rejection of biblical authority. It was a rejection of distorted readings that sanctioned evil: “The formerly enslaved were critical interpreters of the biblical texts, not because they questioned the literal interpretation of the passage, but because they challenged the dominant cultural (and popular) paradigm of appropriation associated with the interpretive tradition of a biblical reading.”10 Canonical and theological readings of Scripture, then, were a defense against White supremacy, but also in keeping with the best habits of Bible reading throughout the history of the church.

If Black interpreters found in the Bible a God who countered the lies told them by slave masters, they also found more than affirmation. They also discovered challenges to be changed by an encounter with God. I want to highlight two examples of this dynamic. First, there is the aforementioned prominence of Acts 17:26 in Black Christian circles. It does not merely assert Black equality with people of European descent; it also gives Black Christians a picture of the church as a community that is united across racial lines when the experience of slavery might have led them toward separatism. For example, in 1856 the African Methodist Episcopal church adopted as its motto, “God Our Father, Christ Our Redeemer, Man Our Brother.” Even though the denomination was founded due to the unchristian conduct of majority-White churches, its encounter with the Scriptures led its people to see the possibly of the church as one human family.11 Second, there is the undoubted emphasis across the literature on the joy that Black believers found in their relationship with God. Yes, they desired freedom, but their actual relationship with Jesus was important. For example, consider the depiction of Charlotte Brooks’s conversion as told in Octavia Rogers’s important work highlighting the evils of slavery more broadly.


Did any of the black people on his place believe in the teachings of their master?

No, my child; none of us listened to him about singing and praying. I tell you we used to have some good times together praying and singing. He did not want us to pray, but we would have our little prayer-meeting anyhow. Sometimes when we met to hold our meetings we would put a big wash-tub full of water in the middle of the floor to catch the sound of our voices when we sung. When we all sung we would march around and shake each other’s hands, and we would sing easy and low, so marster could not hear us. O, how happy I used to be in those meetings, although I was a slave! I thank the Lord Aunt Jane Lee lived by me. She helped me to make my peace with the Lord. O, the day I was converted! It seemed to me it was a paradise here below! It looked like I wanted nothing any more. Jesus was so sweet to my soul! Aunt Jane used to sing, “Jesus! the name that charms our fears.” That hymn just suited my case. Sometimes I felt like preaching myself. It seemed I wanted to ask every body if they loved Jesus when I first got converted.12



Jesus made a difference in Charlotte’s lived experience in a way that does not downplay her desire for liberation. Fervent testimony to the evils of injustice and to a relationship with God stand out a legacies of early Black encounters with the God of the Bible.

Early Black biblical interpretation displayed two further features. One is patience, and the other is a dual apologetic arising from interaction with Black and White critiques of the Scriptures. There is no need to provide documented evidence of Black patience with the Bible. The fact of Black Christianity itself shows this reality. The mere act of early Black inquirers in North America opening the Bible that was used to justify their oppression to discover the truth for themselves was an act of faith. Black Bible reading in the United States has at its origin a tremendous act of rebellion and patience.

But what do I mean about the dual apologetic? Early Black Bible readers had to counter lies coming from White Christians, such as the Ham myth that doomed African peoples to slavery.13 But they also had to argue for the relevancy of Christianity to the concerns of African peoples. This required them to walk that fine line between criticizing White Christian churches and leaving space for Christianity itself. Christianity had to be a source of resistance. Consider the words of Leonard Black on the role that faith played in his decision to escape: “When God had opened my eyes, I grew very uneasy reflecting upon the condition of my brothers, who were enjoying their liberty in a land of freedom. I wanted also to be free. I resolved to be free. I made up my mind to runaway. . . . I then started for Boston. Then, as now, God alone was my only hope.”14 The apologetic of the direct relevance of Christianity to the Black desire for liberation helped counter the White Christian claims that God willed Black slavery.

What emerged out of this confluence of themes that resulted from the Black encounter with Scripture, and where were they housed? In Black churches, particularly Black Baptist, Methodist, and Pentecostal churches (although the presence of Black Reformed Christians cannot be denied). These churches, including the African Methodist Episcopal Church (A.M.E.), the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church (C.M.E.), the Church of God in Christ (C.O.G.I.C.), The National Baptist Church (N.B.C.), the National Baptist Church, USA (N.B.C. USA), and the Progressive Baptist Church (P.B.C,) are the fruit of Black encounter with the Bible. Their confessions—which on the whole emphasize the things Christians have always believed about God, including historic Christology and trinitarian theology as well as (Protestant) soteriology—are important testimonies to what Black people believed about God. But it is also true that in comparison to White-majority churches, Black Christians were more attuned to the political and social implications of Christian teaching as it related to freedom, equality, and justice.

This social concern moved along a spectrum. Some early Black Christian encounters with the Bible led to a form of quietism in which a heavy emphasis was placed on personal moral formation.15 Others saw in those same biblical texts a call for the creation of a just society.

Eventually, African Americans did obtain more access to positions in higher education, and the Black ecclesial tradition of Bible reading entered the academy. The fount of this tradition in many respects was James Cone, whose thought also influenced early Black biblical scholars such as Charles Copher and Cain Hope Felder. They did important work on Black presence in the Bible, classism, racism, and the family.16 But the heart of their work was not merely academic. They picked up on the emphasis on social location that emerged in the early Black ecclesial tradition. Highlighting Black presence in the Bible and other pressing issues in Black church spaces was their attempt to answer the questions Black believers had been wrestling with from the beginning. Furthermore, even I disagree with some of Cone’s conclusions, he was attempting to bring his understanding of Black faith into conversations with secular accounts of Black power.17

The twists and turns in the diffuse nature of the academy are too extensive to depict here.18 There are a few trends worthy of note. First was the increased analysis of Black cultural and religious sources as dialogue partners with biblical ideas. Scholars began to see that the proper place to begin Black theological reflection was not simply to counter White theological scholarship. Instead, one had to begin with Black Christians making sense out of God themselves. This work of making sense of God was not limited to explicitly theological resources. It included Black depictions of religion in secular works of art.19 I have attempted to reflect that trend by highlighting the testimonies of early Black believers themselves.

Second, the most prominent development in African American biblical interpretation has been womanism. The nomenclature comes from Alice Walker, “who used the term to refer to a form of feminism that explicitly links issues of race to an appreciation of the abilities of and advocacy for the rights of Black women.”20 In the field of biblical studies, it has come to represent claiming the freedom of Black women to bring their whole selves to the exegetical project. Noted scholar Raquel St. Clair, quoting Koala Jones-Warsaw, describes womanism as “discover[ing] the significance and validity of the biblical text for Black women who today experience the ‘tridimensional reality’ of racism, sexism, and classism.”21

The nature and scope of womanist biblical studies continues to be debated.22 Some Black women identify as womanists; others work under the banner of feminism, and some adopt both. Some Black women do their scholarship apart from an explicit label. Whatever name Black women use, their contribution to the exegetical enterprise has been there from the beginning of Black reflection on God. It is necessary for the healthy function of the church and the academy.

Black Bible reading is not one thing. It is as diverse as the Black culture out of which it arises. Nonetheless, the strand I call home has developed habits and ways of being that I have described as “Black ecclesial interpretation.” This way of Bible reading, rooted in profound trust in God and his word, has helped Black believers survive against seemingly impossible odds. Elements of this tradition are carried on in Black academic analysis of the Bible, but there are also places in which formal Black biblical interpretation charted its own course. The two are not strangers; they are members of the same family that exist sometimes in dynamic tension. The Black academy has posed hard questions to the church, and the church has responded in kind. This healthy tension is the key to helping Christians live their lives faithfully before God and humanity.





Asian American
Biblical Interpretation

JANETTE H. OK



INTRODUCTION

What is Asian American biblical interpretation? To begin answering this question, it is necessary to ask, Who is Asian American? What does it mean to be Asian American? Addressing these questions is critical for the faith formation of Asian American Christians and the body of Christ as a whole because the histories, contexts, and identities of Asian American interpreters of Scripture matter theologically.

As a seminary student and moderator of the Asian American student group on campus, I invited an ethnic studies professor to speak for an event focusing on Asian American identity and ministry. I had read his book on the contemporary Asian American experience and found myself profoundly illuminated and affected by his concise overview of Asian American history. Learning more about the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 (the first significant US law to restrict any form of immigration to the United States), the inhumane treatment of Asian immigrants detained at Angel Island, the incarceration of Japanese Americans during World War II, and the racially motivated assault of Vincent Chin that led to his death in 1982 helped me understand my own political, coalitional, racialized, and faith identity as an Asian American. This scholar graciously declined the invitation, suggesting that a person with more theological background would be a better fit. Years later, I still wonder whether he was right. Is Christian faith and theology not rooted in history, experience, and particularity?

Theology is rooted in the particular—a peculiar beginning with “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” who delivered Israel from slavery in Egypt, and who delivered humanity by raising Jesus from the dead. Even the concept of redemption cannot be understood apart from Yahweh’s relationship with Israel and the sociocultural realities of ancient Israelite society. Israelite tribal society understood redemption as the means through which a lost family member was restored within the kinship circle through the act of a patriarch, as in the story of Boaz and Ruth.1 Yahweh presents himself in Scripture metaphorically as the patriarch of a clan who announces his intention to redeem his lost family members, which he does by sending his eldest son and heir, Jesus Christ, “to give his life a ransom for many” (Mt 20:28).2

God’s covenantal and incarnational nature as God in Christ is revealed in particularity and contextuality. Jesus Christ, God’s eternal son, came in the flesh and in the fullness of our humanity for the work of redemption through his life, death, and resurrection. Jesus came among “with particulars,” which includes his maleness, Jewishness, social location in first-century Palestine, and embodied historical concreteness.3 God’s work of redemption is culturally and ethnically specific and socially located, as well as universal and cosmic in scope.

Thus, in reconciling Asian Americans to God, Jesus redeems our cultural, sociopolitical, and ethnoracial identities.4 This is why Daniel D. Lee argues that attempting to understand what it means to be Asian American is crucial for embracing the gospel for Asian Americans and articulating the gospel as Asian Americans: that is, “the task of defining Asian American identity is not preparation for theology, but is itself the theological work.”5 This chapter attempts to define Asian American identity and Asian American biblical interpretation as a theological and hermeneutical endeavor vital to the faith life of Asian American Christians.




ASIAN AMERICAN IDENTITY

Asian American identity is complex, diverse, and heterogeneous. The term includes a vast plurality of ethnic and cultural identities that trace their ancestral roots to the Asian continent, including East and Southeast Asia, the Indian subcontinent, and the Pacific Islands.6 This complex diversity is also reflected in how people of Asian descent describe their own identity. Views of identity among Asian American immigrants, then, are often tied to the amount of time they spend in the United States. Asian immigrants who arrived in the past ten years are more likely to describe themselves based on their ethnic identity (e.g., Cambodian or Filipino) than those who have lived in the United States for more than two decades. They are also less likely than Asian immigrants who have arrived more than twenty years ago to think of themselves as typical Americans.7

That said, ethnic self-understanding cannot be easily separated from each subgroup’s encounters with colonialism in Asia, and changing US immigration and settlement policies.8 Despite their plurality and diversity, immigrants and migrants to the United States of Asian descent share experiences of racial discrimination, inequality, and exclusion from full participation in American life based on their race. These experiences, along with the galvanizing success of racial and ethnic alliances, such as the Black Power and American Indian Movement, led two University of California, Berkeley student activists, Yuji Ichioka and Emma Gee, to conceptualize and coin the term “Asian American” in 1968.9 Rather than accept how non–Asian Americans would label and lump together people of Asian descent as “Orientals,” a term rife with colonizing and racist overtones, Ichioka and Gee sought to rally behind a banner of their own making and forge a critical mass to fight for greater equality. “Asian American” thus emerged in the late 1960s as a political, social, pan-Asian, coalitional identity anchored in the common desire to fight for greater racial and structural equality and justice in the United States.

In the late 1960s and ’70s, Asian American identity focused on East Asian American experiences, that is, the experiences of Chinese, Japanese, and Korean Americans. Filipino Americans also played an integral role in early Asian American activism, forging alliances with Blacks, Latinos, and Native Americans. The term expanded in the 1970s and ’80s to include Southeast Asian refugees from Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, including the Hmong people (who are an ethnic group without a nation or state). In more recent decades, “Asian American” has encompassed people of South Asian, Indian, and Pakistani descent. Most recently, efforts have been made to add Pacific Islanders and Native Hawaiians under the rubric of Asian American.10 The various acronyms used to refer to Asian Americans reveal the evolving and contested status of the term, including APA (Asian Pacific American), ANA (Asian North American), Asian American Pacific Islander (AAPI), AANHPI (Asian American Native Hawaiian Pacific Islander), and APIDA (Asian Pacific Islander Desi American).11 The identifier “Asian American” thus serves as an umbrella term that anchors a diversity of ethnic groups and rallies them in the common pursuit of justice and equality. Simultaneously, the label does not adequately convey the irreducible diversity among people of Asian descent living in the United States and their varying histories of education, immigration, acculturation, racialization, inclusion, exclusion, and multicultural relationality.

It is important to look at Asian migration to the United States through the lens of US imperialism, militarism, and territoriality in Asia. For example, after the Spanish-American War in 1889, many of the Pacific Islands were made into US colonies as the result of imperial wars, as in the case of Samoa, the Mariana Islands, and Guam, which remain US territories to this day. In this same year, the United States illegally annexed the Kingdom of Hawai’i, which later became the state of Hawai’i. After Spain’s defeat in the Spanish-American War in 1889, the Philippine-American War broke out (1899–1902), resulting in the annexation of the Philippines by the United States. In 1975, nearly 130,000 Southeast Asian refugees migrated to the United States after the fall of Saigon, which marked the end of the Vietnam War.

The impact of US imperialism and militarism on the idea of what it means to be a US citizen or American can also be seen within its borders.12 When Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, deep-seated anti-Asian xenophobic policies and sentiments made it possible for the US government to legally incarcerate 120,000 Japanese immigrants, nearly two-thirds of them native-born American citizens, because they posed a supposed threat to national security.13 Long before World War II, Asian Americans were considered racially unassimilable and were affected by immigration laws and restrictions that curbed their rights.14 Thus, migration to the United States must also be seen through the lens of xenophobia.

Because the histories, contexts, and identities of Asian American interpreters of Scripture matter theologically, Lee offers a helpful hermeneutical rubric which he calls the “Asian American quadrilateral.” The Asian American quadrilateral helps one gain a critical awareness of how the contextual themes of (1) Asian heritage, (2) migration experience, (3) American culture, and (4) racialization intersect and affect diverse Asian American identities and experiences.15 These four elements inform and affect the other, while also interacting with other social categories such as religion, gender, class, sexual orientation, and age. The Asian American quadrilateral provides a distinctive framework for Asian Americans to talk about Asian American identity.




ASIAN AMERICAN BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION

What, then, does it mean to engage in Asian American biblical interpretation, and who gets to engage in it? Tat-siong Benny Liew rightly cautions that the very question of “‘who’ and/or ‘what’” runs the risk of being exclusionary and essentialist, and attempts to delimit and define will inevitably be challenged and contested.16

That said, it is important to distinguish between biblical interpretation produced by Asian Americans from Asian American biblical interpretation.17 One does not engage in Asian American biblical interpretation simply by being Asian American, just as one does not engage in feminist or womanist interpretation by virtue of being a woman. Rather, Asian American biblical interpretation explicitly and intentionally approaches biblical texts not only by means of exegesis but also through diverse and overlapping Asian American experiences and histories. It uses an interpretive framework of Asian heritage, migration experience, American culture, and racialization to generate further conversation and insights about the meaning and/or impacts of biblical texts. It engages in interdisciplinary research that interacts closely with Asian American studies and often includes theological, postcolonial, ideological, liberationist, and intersectional approaches to reading the Bible.18 Asian American biblical interpretation is committed to reading with, for, and about those who have been minoritized due to their Asian identity, while also offering them critique. It proposes a way forward toward greater justice and equality for Asian Americans.

From a confessional perspective, Asian American biblical interpretation has the potential to do what I describe above in response to the concrete needs and gifts of Asian American Christians in ways that both reflect the complexities of Asian American Christian identity and approach the Bible as Scripture. By Scripture, I mean how God actively speaks to us through the Bible, which witnesses to God’s faithfulness to God’s people over the ages and reveals the ways God is present and active in our world. Scripture guides, exhorts, rebukes, nourishes, empowers, shapes, and transforms the church. However, while Scripture is primary and foundational for understanding the will and character of God, the meaning behind it is not self-evident. That is, we rely on the Holy Spirit for revelation, and we interpret Scripture using reason through the lenses of tradition and experience. Contextual biblical interpretation is thus critically important for understanding Scripture.

Ecclesially oriented Asian American biblical interpretation is potentially one of its strongest contributions because such interpretations remain “on the ground,” while also being rooted in sociohistorical and theological contexts of the biblical texts.19 It uses theory and interdisciplinary and intersectional ways of engaging texts that are not divorced from Asian American lived experience. It pushes against the normativity and centrality of dominant White, patriarchal, colonial, and Christian nationalistic ways of being and reading. With such perspectives in place, the unique vision, concerns, and challenges of Asian American Christians will remain marginalized as cultural and foreign tokens within churches, seminaries and universities, and the guilds of biblical studies, as well as among Christians in the United States at large. When done in connection with the church and Asian American Christians of various stripes, including those who identify as evangelicals, Asian American biblical interpretation gives voice to the rich traditions of resistance, liberation, community, and spirituality that have nourished and sustained Asian American ecclesial and parachurch communities.20 It has the potential to form Asian American students, ministers, and readers to develop greater capacities to think theologically and interpret the Bible critically as they consider and respond to the ways the gospel relates to their lives.

Asian American biblical interpretation stands in solidarity with other communities of color in the fight for racial justice, while seeking the interests of their own ethnic groups and the broader collective interests of Asian Americans. It takes on the critical hermeneutical task of helping Christian leaders, ministers, preachers, and teachers bridge today’s issues and problems with the world of the Bible and its readers while forming disciples of Christ.

To engage in Asian American biblical interpretation is to bear public witness to the ways Asian Americans understand and live out the gospel and God’s concern for justice for all who are marginalized and oppressed.21 Asian American biblical interpretation ultimately concerns itself with the flourishing of humanity and the world, with a particular focus on people and communities who have “ethnic and/or affective ties to both sides of the Pacific” and whose sense of identity “exceeds the limits of national borders and narrow understandings of political territoriality and citizenship.”22




EXAMPLES AND TRAJECTORIES FOR ASIAN AMERICAN BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION

Asian American identity remains diverse and heterogeneous. Likewise, the academic fields of Asian American studies and biblical studies are methodologically diverse and heterogeneous. Asian American biblical interpretation reflects this “multiplicity and multivocality” and cannot be reduced to a single approach, method, or project.23 Rather, Asian American biblical interpretation has the potential to birth and equip new interpreters and interpreting communities to take seriously the contextuality of God and their identities as Asian American people of God.

Among the Asian American biblical interpretation scholarship produced over the past three decades, Chloe Sun discerns common themes revolving around “the issues and intersections of identity, race, gender, class, liberation, and how one’s social location shapes the ways in which one interprets scripture.”24 Asian American biblical interpretation scholarship also tends to emphasize collective possibilities and the concerns of diverse ethnic groups, as evident in edited volumes, such as The Bible in Asian America, edited by Tat-siong Benny Liew and Gale A. Yee; Ways of Being, Ways of Reading, edited by Mary F. Foskett and Jeffrey Kah-Jin Kuan; T&T Clark Handbook of Asian American Biblical Hermeneutics, edited by Uriah Y. Kim and Seung Ai Yang; and “Special Issue: Asian American Biblical Criticism” for the journal The Bible and Critical Theory, edited by Jin Young Choi and Wong Park.25 Liew’s What Is Asian American Biblical Hermeneutics: Reading the New Testament is the first single-authored monograph of its kind to demonstrate Asian American biblical interpretation’s multifaceted possibilities without attempting to narrowly define or explain it.26 Gale Yee’s Towards an Asian American Biblical Hermeneutics: An Intersectional Anthology presents a collection of essays in which she reads biblical texts through “an Asian American lens” in ways that interweave historical-critical, feminist, and intersectional analysis with Asian American studies and autobiography.27 These groundbreaking volumes have charted the path for Asian American biblical interpretation and reflect the diverse spectrum of contexts, approaches/methods, and textual analyses reflected in Asian American biblical interpretation.

For example, in “Always Ethnic, Never ‘American’: Reading 1 Peter Through the Lens of the ‘Perpetual Foreigner’ Stereotype,” I address the role of ethnic identity in the formation of Christian identity in 1 Peter and for Asian Americans.28 Engaging research from the social sciences in my interpretation of 1 Peter, I explore the psychological impact of the stereotype of the perpetual foreigner imposed on Asian Americans. I consider how the stereotype’s negative impact sheds light on, nuances, and even complicates the strategy I see the author of 1 Peter making in the letter to address his readers’ social estrangement from the dominant culture. I argue that the author in effect encourages his addressees to see themselves as perpetual foreigners to build a stronger sense of Christian collective identity and internal group solidarity among believers, who are already at home in the dominant culture. However, I caution that 1 Peter’s strategy must be appropriated with a double vision for Christian Asian Americans, who already experience the perpetual foreigner stereotype by virtue of their ethnic identities.

More personal and ecclesially oriented perspectives appear in Mirrored Reflections: Reframing Biblical Characters, edited by Young Lee Hertig and Chloe Sun. For example, Sun reflects on the challenges and intersection of gender, ethnicity, and social location in her essay “Bathsheba Transformed: From Silence to Voice.”29 Employing speech analysis, she traces the speech and character development of Bathsheba from 2 Samuel to 1 Kings to demonstrate how Bathsheba transforms from being like a passive, silent lamb without a voice to an assertive, resourceful woman who navigates the patriarchal structures with a sense of agency. Sun finds a role model in Bathsheba as she connects her own experience as an Asian American woman leader who had not used her voice as a change agent with that of Bathsheba, who found a balance between softness and toughness, between silence and speech.

A recent study titled “Asian American Emerging Adults and Theological Education” identified the importance of recognizing the diversity and complexity of Asian American identities to reduce the sense of erasure and marginalization felt especially by students of Southeast Asian and South Asian descent.30 While there are some pan-Asian themes that resonate broadly, a one-size-fits-all approach to engaging in Asian American theology or biblical interpretation overlooks the complex and heterogeneous nature of Asian American identity and misconstrues that the Asian American community is ethnically and ecumenically diverse. Efforts are needed for greater inclusion of South and Southeast Asian American and Pacific Islander Christian perspectives in Asian American biblical interpretation, along with perspectives of transnational adoptees, and multiracial and LGBTQIA+ identities.

An example of South Asian American biblical interpretation can be seen in Haley Gabrielle’s article “DesiCrit in New Testament Interpretation: Paul’s Ambiguous Identity in Acts.” Gabrielle analyzes the book of Acts through a dimension of critical race theory called DesiCrit and demonstrates how Acts represents Paul’s religious, national, and geographical identities as ambiguous and malleable, and compares his identities with the racial ambiguity and malleability of South Asian Americans. Attending to how both Paul and South Asian Americans leverage and constrain aspects of their identities to serve different ends, Gabrielle makes a connection between the ways Asian Americans are racialized and how their ambiguous racialization must be understood in light of “racial hierarchy rooted in anti-blackness.”31

Mary F. Foskett reads John 4 from the perspective of an Asian American adoptee in “Navigating Networks: An Asian American Reading of the Samaritan Woman.” She explains how Asian American adoptees face questions not only concerning the legitimacy of their national, racial, and ethnic identities but also about their familial and birth identities: Where are you from? What are you? Whose are you? Considering the ways adoptees navigate multiple networks that are not necessarily at odds with one another, Foskett reads the Samaritan woman in terms of the woman’s manifold and complex networks (i.e., the references to places, human and nonhuman actors, ethnicity and gender, things) and within the frame of hospitality. Just as preexisting and new networks can coexist for Asian American adoptees, so the old and new networks and role of host and guest can coexist in the text: “Without relinquishing who they have been, both the Samaritan woman and Jesus are changed by who each other is.”32

To See and Be Seen: Reading the New Testament As Asian Americans forthcoming book from Baker Academic written by myself and Jordan Ryan, offers New Testament interpretation from a distinctly Asian American perspective for and from the Asian American church. As an ecclesially oriented coauthored book, it engages in dialogical interchange between two Asian American New Testament scholars—a Filipino American male and a Korean American female. Ryan and I write from different ethnic traditions and institutional, ecclesial, and geographical contexts, taking seriously the particularities, complexities, and heterogeneity of their distinct Asian American identities while holding to the conviction that we share enough in common to offer integrated theological readings of New Testament themes and texts.

The examples above reveal the fact that Asian American biblical interpretation is an ethnically, ecumenically, and methodologically diverse phenomenon that resists exhaustive definition, even as it seeks to define itself.33 It is a dynamic approach to reading the Bible that sees Christian faith as the motivation to embrace one’s ethnic and racial identities and histories and “do justice and to love kindness and to walk humbly with our God” (Mic 6:8, NRSV adapted).34 It has activist, coalitional, pan-ethnic, and cross-racial roots in the pursuit of equal rights and justice for Asian Americans and other minoritized groups in the United States. It finds its grounding in the understanding that particularity and contextuality matter to God, and rejects the ideology of colorblindness. As Asian American biblical interpretation takes up more discursive space within academic circles and formative space within churches, it must continue to make room for minoritized voices within Asian America and Asian American Christianity and invest actively in cross-racial solidarity. In doing so, Asian American biblical interpretation reflects the complex, diverse, and heterogeneous identities and histories of individuals and communities who matter to God and who expand what it means to be the people of God.








Hispanic Biblical Interpretation

OSVALDO PADILLA



INTRODUCTION

The goal of this essay is to explore the Hispanic habits of biblical interpretation in the United States. To attempt even a sketch of biblical interpretation in Latin America itself would be impossible in the amount of space provided for this essay. In any case, I lack the necessary breadth and expertise to provide an analysis of how the Bible is being interpreted in countries such as Ecuador, Venezuela, Cuba, and so on. This essay is thus about Hispanic biblical interpretation in the United States. As the readers may already know, even restricting this investigation to the United States is becoming extremely complex in light of the great diversity of Hispanics in the United States.

With this essay I seek simultaneously to introduce readers to the basics of Hispanic biblical interpretation and to ask critical questions of current practice and future possibilities. This latter aspect will be developed at the end of the essay.

In the introductory or basics of this chapter I will ask the following questions: What is Hispanic biblical interpretation? How is Hispanic biblical interpretation done (method)? Along the way I will provide examples to illustrate Hispanic biblical interpretation. In the second, more critical part of the chapter, I ask the following questions: What does it mean to be biblical in Hispanic biblical interpretation? How is the relationship between the Bible and ethnicity conceived in Hispanic biblical interpretation? What may be some of the future concerns of Hispanic biblical interpretation?




THE BASICS OF HISPANIC BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION

Before going any further, I must address a question of terminology: What is the proper term to use in speaking of the approach to Scripture described in this chapter? Both in the title and in the paragraphs above I use the term Hispanic biblical interpretation. Friends from other cultures, in an attempt to be respectful to my ethnicity, often ask me what term they should use. My answer tends to be that either Hispanic or Latino/a is acceptable in showing courtesy to the variegated group of people who engage in this type of interpretation. Throughout this essay I will use the term Hispanic. Why? First, and in an autobiographic pulling of the curtain, I confess to prefer Hispanic because this is the term I first learned when my family moved to the United States when I was thirteen years old. My friends who came from the same continent called each other and me Hispanic. Using the term gave a sense of solidarity to a shy boy from the Dominican Republic who had emigrated to a foreign land in which, as the late Cuban artist Celica Cruz sang, “people speak different / the sun on the skin does not feel the same.”1 So, it is likely that one of the reasons I prefer Hispanic is nostalgia! However, nostalgia is not part of the accepted academic apparatus, so I must provide other reasons.2

The term Hispanic stems from the fact that, with few exceptions, all nations in the Caribbean, Central America, and South America were colonized by Spain (España). It is from the English translation of the name of this country that the term Hispanic is derived. And since the language that unites these peoples (both in Latin America and the US) comes from Spain (although some parts of Spain do not speak Spanish but Catalán), Hispanic seemed a logical label.

There are, however, at least three problems with the use of Hispanic. First, to the extent that this label is based on the fact that Latin Americans who emigrated to the United States spoke as their first language Spanish, the word Hispanic as a designation could work. Nevertheless, while the first generation spoke and speaks Spanish, this is often not the case with successive generations. For example, many second-generation Hispanics only (or mostly) speak English. This phenomenon occurs among many ethnic minorities, where speaking the majority language is often a way of fitting in. Second-generation Hispanics, therefore, if they use Spanish at all, usually employ the language in its spoken form. Furthermore, their vocabulary tends to be limited, and properly written Spanish (i.e., orthography and syntax) is often altogether absent. I have had the strange experience of meeting Garcias and Padillas in different parts of the United States and starting a conversation in Spanish only to be told, “Sorry, I don’t speak Spanish.” In some states where there are three or four generations of Latin American families, the Spanish language is a thing of the past. This is not a criticism of the consecutive generations of Hispanics in the United States. We all have to find a way to function in a new culture, and sometimes we are so focused on the new language that the old language is forgotten. In many ways, mastering the new language is a matter of survival.

The second problem with the use of Hispanic relates to ideology. In short, if we use the term Hispanic, the argument goes, we are identifying primarily with the European (Spain) aspect of our ethnicity to the exclusion of our Native American and African roots, which are just as (if not more) formative of who we are as a people. Related to this is the question: Why use a term that highlights the identity of colonizers who brutalized our people and land, in some cases wiping out entire races?3

The third problem with the use of Hispanic is that this is a term that was imposed by the American Census Bureau in the 1970s. The term Hispanic, therefore, did away (perhaps unintentionally so) with the variety of Hispanics in the United States. People from Cuba to Chile were all lumped into one category: Hispanic. It is not unreasonable, therefore, to ask: Why use a term that flattens out our wonderful diversity?

For these and other reasons, a sector of scholarship suggests that we use the term “Latino/a biblical interpretation” to describe the approach to Scripture being shaped by the peoples of the Caribbean, Central, and South America residing in the United States. One of the advantages of using Latino/a is its inclusivity. By adding the letter a after the forward slash, a letter the Spanish language “regularly” (I put “regularly” in quotation marks because grammar actually is full of exceptions to the rule [regula!]) uses for feminine substantives, it is signaled that women are equal partners in the endeavor we call biblical interpretation. This is particularly important in our Latin American culture, where a certain species of machismo has been dominant in certain (not all!) nations of Latin America.4 Thus, Latino/a is an attempt to shout loud and clear that it is not the gender of persons that qualifies them for ministry but rather the empowerment of the Holy Spirit. Christian women are just as empowered as men by the Holy Spirit.

However, just as there are problems with the use of Hispanic, so also there are problems with the use of Latino/a. First, Latino/a is just as European-derived as Hispanic is: the shift is simply from Spain to the language of Rome. Second, Latino/a is a neologism that even for native Spanish-speakers is difficult to pronounce. Consequently, it is aesthetically unpleasing and clumsy, likely because of the forward slash and the fact that oa is not a diphthong, so the flow of pronunciation is interrupted.

To conclude on the issue of proper naming, it is probably better to give ourselves the freedom to use both terms. Perhaps we should look to Ludwig Wittgenstein by focusing on what Hispanic or Latino/a actually does rather than worrying too much about names.5 Paying attention to what Hispanic interpretation does may bring more clarity than attempting to discover a perfect label. So, I move on to describe what Hispanic or Latino/a biblical interpretation actually is and what it attempts to accomplish.

Defining Hispanic biblical interpretation turns out to be just as (if not more) contested as finding the correct label for it.6 Here, one’s fundamental theological and/or philosophical commitments play a large part. I will come back to this shortly. For now, to put it bluntly, there is no one single, authoritative definition of Hispanic biblical interpretation. In fact, some may say that not having a single definition is itself part of its ethos. There are many reasons for a lack of consensus as to what constitutes Hispanic biblical interpretation. First, there are theological differences among Hispanics in the United States. This is especially so as the Hispanic population has continued to grow very fast over the last few decades. Hispanics have grown from approximately 9.6 million in the 1970s to approximately 62.1 million by 2020.7 This explosive growth is not just a matter of biological reproduction of Hispanics who live in the United States; much of the growth is also the result of Hispanics entering the United States for the first time, whether documented or undocumented. Hispanics who have lived for some generations in the United States are then mixed with those Hispanics who continually enter the country. The result is a mélange of different expressions of Christianity (not to mention Hispanics who belong to other religions or to none at all). Roman Catholicism continues to be the primary form of Christianity among Hispanics in the United States. However, it is declining, from 67 percent of adult Hispanics identifying as Roman Catholic in 2010 to 43 percent in 2022.8

Second, that Spanish is not an official language in the United States minimizes the capacity of—for lack of a better term—branding. So, for example, there is no Hispanic version of Lifeway, where the same Bibles (often with commentaries), theological books, children’s books, Sunday school material, and so on can be printed in Spanish and easily found in stores anywhere from Texas to Massachusetts. This results in fragmentation. What tends to happen, especially in our internet era, is that different Hispanics search for preachers and teachers who communicate in Spanish. These teachers themselves represent a spectrum from evangelical fundamentalists to evangelical Calvinists and much in between. Third, Hispanics come from a different continent, not one country. Different Protestant missions evangelized Latin America, with the result that those who emigrate to the United States belong to different denominations.9

In light of the complexity of Christianity among Hispanics in the United States sketched above, it is difficult to provide a simple handbook or a how-to for Hispanic biblical interpretation. Instead of a handbook, we should think of Hispanic biblical interpretation as a group of interpretational tendencies that act more like a grammar to help us engage Scripture. Hispanic biblical interpretation is a diverse way of thinking about the Bible that is glued together by certain ideas and reflexes that are broadly shared by Hispanic believers. While the cogency of this approach is primarily articulated in the academy, it stems just as much from the pueblo, the people of different churches in the United States.

Although somewhat dated in light of the torrent of published material on Hispanic theology that is constantly emerging, Justo González’s book Santa Biblia continues to shape Hispanic biblical interpretation.10 The basic insight underlying this book, to which I will return shortly and which I also share, is that the Bible is never read from nowhere but always from somewhere. It would not be an exaggeration to say that acceptance of this insight serves as the foundation of this entire volume. This insight (not original to González) constitutes a break with some of the fundamental ideals of the Enlightenment, especially the type of raw objectivism, which, while producing great advancements in the sciences (e.g., physics), was not adequate for the study of theology, at least in the extreme forms of objectivism or scientific positivism. Scientific positivism works with an idea of reality in which there is a clean break between the object being studied (say, the moon) and the subject doing the study (the physicist). This positivism argued that there was such a thing as “the view from nowhere.”11 The subject observes an object with such purity that nothing gets in the way that could distort the nature of the object. In time (the nineteenth century), theology, in an attempt to follow the natural sciences and also justify its place in the university (especially in Germany), adopted a form of positivism, with F. C. Baur and the Tübingen school perhaps being the best examples.12

How would a belief in scientific positivism affect the reading of the Bible and the act of theologizing? The answers are numerous. It would mean that one could not bring any presuppositions (especially of the theological type) to the biblical text because if one did, then one could distort what the text really meant. Therefore, one’s belief in, say, the Trinity, would have to be suspended while one studied the Bible. It would mean that one’s religious experience, say, one’s conversion, would be meaningless in attempting to understand the Bible. It would mean that one could not rely on the help of the Holy Spirit to make the biblical text come alive in the present. The positivist would say that such belief in the Holy Spirit may actually cloud one’s judgment. What else would this way of approaching the Bible and theology mean? It would mean that the only people capable of providing a scientific understanding of the Bible would be those who had been trained in the university and had acquired the necessary critical methods that the academy had agreed could be employed in exegesis.

During the earlier decades of the United States, this positivist, Enlightenment-based, and actually ideological (not objective) approach to Scripture and theology did not permit people of color to study theology, did not permit women to study theology, did not permit minorities to study theology and gain a professional degree. One was not allowed (or, if done, one was not taken seriously) to import into the reading of the Bible one’s suffering either as a race or as an individual, or one’s experiences of poverty in helping to better to illuminate the life of Jesus, or one’s motherhood in helping to better understand God’s care for his children. All these experiences and more were viewed as detractions to serious study of theology. The conclusion of this ideology was that the theological seminaries and divinity schools of earlier decades in the United States were populated primarily by men of European descent.

It took suffering, protests, sacrifices, and—I would argue—the work of God’s Spirit to bring these academic fortresses to the ground in order to be rebuilt in ways that truly honored God and the humans made in his image. In other cases, orthodox Christians founded their own institutions where Scripture could truly be studied Christianly. However, it is sad that many of these orthodox or conservative seminaries are committing the same mistakes of the past when they do not permit women to study the entire curriculum or when they do not create welcoming spaces for minorities. It is also sad when Christians return to some of these elite institutions and become as ideological as the predecessors. While I am in no way against Christians studying at elite universities and divinity schools (this position would actually be a mark of fundamentalism), there must be awareness of the particular challenges that may be present.

In short, then, minority biblical studies celebrates our diversity, ecclesial commitments, and ethnic-sociohistorical locations (of the present and the past). Such studies view these realities as strengths and not weaknesses, as crucial in making us who we are, as vital in the formation of our character in Christ. Hispanic biblical interpretation represents one of these minority biblical approaches to Scripture and theology.

I return to González’s Santa Biblia briefly to sketch what it means to read the Bible in Spanish.

1. Marginality. For González, Hispanic Protestants experience marginality in at least two ways. First, we may experience marginality from other Hispanics, sometimes, sadly, from Roman Catholic Hispanics. This situation is better now than when González wrote in 1996. However, it is still a sad experience that reminds us of the eschatological not-yet of our existence. The second way in which we experience marginality is due to our race and/or accent. In some parts of the United States this is very troublesome, as “normal” is defined in a particular way that excludes those who look or speak differently. González reminds us, however, that marginality was also the experience of the early Christians. First Peter is a book where the author turns marginality on its head. He explains our “dual reality” when he speaks of our condition as exiles and foreigners (1 Pet 1:1; 2:11), and yet we are at the same time God’s elect (1 Pet 1:1), for whom God has prepared an inheritance that will never know corruption or perishing (1 Pet 1:3-9). Precisely because we have followed Christ in this path of marginality, one day we will receive “the crown of glory that never fades away” (1 Pet 5:4; in contrast to the crowns given to athletic victors, which, made of ivy or celery leaves, eventually faded). This dual reality of exile and belonginess makes 1 Peter similar to apocalyptic literature in that the reality on earth cannot be compared with the glorious reality awaiting us in heaven.13

2. Poverty. Although many Hispanics have prospered economically in the United States, many (if not most) live at levels of poverty or near-poverty. This is particularly the case with undocumented Hispanics. The experience of poverty gives us a lens to pay closer attention to characters in the Bible who were poor. González calls our attention to the famous passages of the Acts of the Apostles where the author speaks of the unity of the early Christians (Acts 2:44-45; 4:32-35).14 These early communities were viewed as outstanding precisely because none among them had any need that was not met. Some scholars in the United States may fear that these passages push for communism. But that is because many of them have never experienced poverty and the place the church plays in this scenario. I well remember, as a young Christian in South Florida, how our small and poor church always found a way to help a recently exiled family from Colombia to pay the monthly rent.

3. Mestizaje and mulatez. The term mestizo is used of the offspring of Spanish and Natives. This mixed offspring was often viewed deprecatingly because they were not “pure” Spaniards. The term mulatto refers to the offspring of parents from African slaves and white Spaniards. Like mestizo, to be called mulatto used to be a pejorative. Mulatez is very common in the Caribbean. My mother is mulatta, while my father is of European descent. This mixture has always been my reality. In the Dominican Republic (where I was born), this mixture is normal. Under the brutal dictatorship of Rafael Leonidas Trujillo from the 1930s until his assassination in 1961, the concept of racial purity returned. Trujillo (himself mixed) attempted to make treaties with the dictator of Spain, Franco, in order to bring more white Spaniards to the Dominican Republic. Trujillo desired to blanquear la raza (“make white the race”), because he believed that Mulattos were lazy and a shame to the nation. Although in some parts of the United States there has been some progress against this despicable racial purism, there is still a long road ahead. One of the gifts that the Hispanic church, especially those churches where there is high attendance of Caribbean Hispanics, can give the population of the United States is visual in nature. We desire that those who view mixed marriages and children as something weird would look at us. We have been living as a mixed race for centuries—and the result has been culturally enriching, not shameful.

4. Exiles and aliens. I covered some of this material under the rubric of marginality. Therefore, I will concentrate on the fifth and last aspect of Hispanic biblical interpretation.

5. Solidarity. One of the primary goals of Hispanic Christianity in the United States is solidarity. Many of us call each other familia (family) because of our oneness in Christ. Coming at the biblical text from this reality helps us understand why Paul was heartbroken and angry with the Corinthians because of their chronic divisions (1 Corinthians). We understand that we are brothers and sisters in the church. This understanding of solidarity also leads to seek and grant forgiveness quickly when one has been offended in the church. The seriousness with which we take solidarity, often in the family, has given us eyes to see why Jesus and the New Testament authors so often call us to “love one another.”

These five traits, which are constantly being developed and deepened in Hispanic theology, serve as a grammar for Hispanic biblical interpretation. When reading the Scriptures or exploring a theological expression, many of us look for this grammar. When this grammar is present, we know we are moving in the right direction as students and teachers of Scripture. And it is possible that it can serve as a model for others.




THE FUTURE OF HISPANIC BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION: THEOLOGY OR ANTHROPOLOGY?

Although Hispanic biblical interpretation has developed well (but far from perfect), we must ask what some potential pitfalls may lie before us. My interaction with Hispanic biblical interpretation occurs through attending church (mainly evangelical and many times as a guest), attending academic societies, and reading books on the subject. The impressions I note below stem from these contexts. Although the issues that face Hispanic biblical interpretation are many, I have, for the sake of space and clarity, put them as either-or. This inevitably leads to simplification; but my comments are just a way to start the conversation. I will state the matter bluntly at the moment and flesh it out below. The question I wrestle with is the following: what is and will be the relationship between Scripture and Hispanic biblical interpretation?

Unfortunately, and especially in the context of churches, there are times when it seems to me that the study of the Bible becomes an end in itself. That is, the impression is given that our raison d’être is to study the Bible, pray, and encourage each other for evangelism, which is our task for the rest of the week. On the one hand, I am delighted that we are doing these things, which are central to what makes the church the church. On the other hand, there is often a lack of marrying the study of Scripture to the needs of the culture. This is unfortunate, because one of the defining factors of Hispanic biblical interpretation is that the practical and the theoretical are supposed to happen simultaneously. That is, we take pride in an approach to Scripture that is, to employ a slogan that is almost worn out, not binary. We critique Enlightenment-based biblical approaches because they tended to go into the metaphysical side without sufficient attempt to practice the Bible in our respective communities. And yet, we are often repeating the same mistake. Thus, a vacío (gap) exists when Hispanic biblical interpretation does not become involved in social and political matters that can help the Hispanic population in concrete areas such as medical improvement in the care of migrant workers, more humane immigrant laws, and unfair incarcerations, to give some examples. Often, there is a belief among some of us that involvement in political movements for the betterment of our people is not “biblical,” that it may be a sign of liberalism creeping into our iglesias evangélicas.

On the other hand, when engaging in Hispanic biblical interpretation at the level of the academy, one often encounters a study of Scripture that is not theological. That is, if one understands theology as ultimately a meeting with the living God in the context of a people who seek to worship and know this God on the basis of Scripture and the traditions of the church, there is little that is actually theological. What one often discovers is a hunger to know more about our particular race. Of course, this is a good thing, especially for those of us who are trying to forge an identity in a new land. Nevertheless, anthropology cannot be engaged at the cost of theology. In doing Hispanic biblical interpretation, we seek to understand our cultures with as much precision as possible. This includes studying the past of our native countries. In studying the far past of our peoples, we often encounter practices that seem questionable in light of Scripture. Some scholars are calling for “complete authenticity,” which often means going beyond Scripture and the creedal statements of the church. At times it is argued that some of the narratives of our oldest ancestors are as authoritative as Scripture. This is anthropology in the name of theology. To be sure, there is much that we can learn from our pre-Columbian ancestors that can be integrated into our Christian existence. However, precisely because we are Christians, we must hold fast to the reality (a faith reality) that, as theologian T. F. Torrance used to say, “There is no God behind the back of Jesus Christ.”15 It is in Jesus Christ that we meet God, the one God who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.








Turtle Island Biblical Interpretation

T. CHRISTOPHER HOKLOTUBBE (CHOCTAW) AND
H. DANIEL ZACHARIAS (CREE-ANISHINAABE)


Very soon after Christopher Columbus was found lost on the shores of Turtle Island (now also called North America), Indigenous peoples of these lands had encounters with the Scriptures that were from the outset entangled in the colonial project.1 Like much missionary effort past and present, the Scriptures were mediated by missionaries—ones who were socially and culturally bound to their own languages, histories, and cultural practices. As Indigenous followers of Jesus today seek to interpret the Bible for themselves and their communities, readers recognize that this is an act of intercultural interpretation and dialogue. Numerous patterns and emphases within Indigenous North American interpretation can be discerned, but foundational to it all is the attempt to read the Bible as Creator has made us. We seek to engage the Bible in and through our shared worldviews, lifeways, lands, experiences, histories, traditions, and struggles in order both to give due dignity to our heritage and to follow Jesus in the ways Creator has made us. Both of us, as men of mixed Indigenous and settler descent and as ones trained in the field of biblical studies, have undertaken an ongoing work that seeks to sketch out the ways in which Indigenous peoples of North America read the Scriptures, with the present essay a contribution to our evolving thoughts on the issue. We do so with deep awareness of and appreciation for many Indigenous theologians and practitioners who have gone on before us and shaped our thinking, as well as the robust communities of Indigenous followers of Jesus that we participate in and learn from, particularly NAIITS: An Indigenous Learning Community (formerly the North American Institute for Indigenous Theological Studies).


CORE ASSUMPTION

As is the case for many ethnic groups, there is a spectrum of belief and practice within the Christian community. Many Indigenous peoples in North America do not have discernibly different approaches to the scriptural text from the wider church, and often tend toward a more conservative reading, in large part due to the theology of the missionaries. Our attempt here to sketch a Turtle Island hermeneutics seeks to describe what defines the unique approach to the Christian Scriptures by those Indigenous folks who have sought to practice and/or align with their cultural heritage and therefore seek to decolonize their Christian discipleship. In our readings and encounters with Indigenous authors of this persuasion, several trends are consistent and will be described below. But foundational to all of them, in one form or another, is the core assumption that Creator God of Israel who revealed Godself to the Israelite patriarchs and matriarchs had not simply ignored the Indigenous Peoples of North America until the European colonizers arrived with the Bible-infused empire called Christendom.2 Rather, Creator has always been present with us. Creator’s fingerprints are imprinted on our stories, ceremonies, lands, worldviews, and lifeways as Indigenous Peoples.

In a seminal article on Indigenous interpretations of Scripture, Episcopal Bishop Steven Charleston (Choctaw) encourages Indigenous Christians to compare the Old Testament and its account of the Israelite people’s history, teachings, and covenant with Creator Yahweh with their own histories, traditional teachings, ancestral laws, and covenants with Creator.3 The Indigenous nations of Turtle Island have within their oral and written traditions the history, traditional teachings, ancestral laws, and covenant with Creator as well—our Original Instructions. According to Charleston, these ancestral stories, traditions, and ceremonial rites are Original Instructions given to each Indigenous nation. Indigenous Christians do not need to reject or relegate their traditions in order to accept the Old Testament as Scripture. Indigenous Christians can appreciate how the Old Testament explains Creator’s unique dealings with a particular tribe and nation, which culminated in the coming of the Christ, Creator with Us (Emmanuel), for all the world. The Old Testament then enters a sacred circle of wisdom that shapes the Indigenous Christian—held as unique and sacred in its own particular way—alongside our own traditions. Native theologians therefore must discern how their own stories, rituals, and lifeways—the Native covenant—can both inform and be informed by their interpretation of the Christian Scriptures in order to empower, inspire, and guide Indigenous lives. With the prophet Amos (Amos 9:7), Indigenous peoples recognize that Creator has had a relationship with us long before European colonization. We were not godless heathen savages in empty and unused lands. Turtle Island hermeneutics will forever reject the doctrine of discovery and terra nullius.




INDIGENOUS INTERPRETIVE FRAMEWORKS

Turtle Island hermeneutics reads biblical narratives according to frameworks and categories that align with and arise from their heritage and lands. The field of biblical studies has increasingly recognized the foundational importance that one’s social location plays in how one interprets Scripture. For example, Cuban American Fernando Segovia traces his own developmental stages of the personal voice, categorizing the process as (1) suppression of the personal voice, (2) irruption of the personal voice, and (3) entrenchment of the personal voice.4 Similarly, Indigenous readers of Scripture do not seek a disconnected objectivity as they encounter Scripture. Indeed, even if this could be achieved, it would not be desired, as we are individuals grounded in and formed by human communities, which themselves are grounded and reliant on the wider community of creation. Turtle Island hermeneutics expressly does not seek objectivity, nor is the goal a universal frame of reference. Because of the core assumption outlined above, Turtle Island hermeneutics recognizes the goodness within our cultural heritage. We belong to our families, we belong to our communities, and we belong to the land. These circles of relationship form the individual and inform our encounter with the scriptural text.

Indigenous interpretations of Scripture can often draw attention to previously underappreciated or unnoticed elements within the text, or resignify the meaning of technical terms or narrative elements and figures according to categories and frameworks familiar to our Indigenous experiences and heritage. For example, both the ministries and teachings of John the Baptist and Jesus can be appreciated in a new light when considered in conversation with the figure of the Trickster, popular among Indigenous stories. Tricksters often transgress cultural boundaries that encourage us to reflect on the meaning and function of our socially constructed conventions surrounding propriety, purity, and morality.5 This description sounds a lot like what both John and Jesus are up to in the Gospels.6

Steven Charleston reads Matthew’s account of Jesus’ experience in the wilderness in terms of the Native experience of vision quests, something further explicated in the Matthew commentary in the present book. Although the precise protocols of vision quests vary across tribes, those undertaking such a quest often begin with a period of prayer and purification. Then their endurance and spirit are tested, which invites self-reflection, a spirit of humility, lamentation, and a recognition of their own vulnerability and need for Creator. A person may even receive a powerful vision that reveals something about their identity, their character, or what role they are to serve in their community—such transformative visions are “good medicine” or divine blessings.7 Jesus undertakes his own vision quests. After Jesus is purified through his baptism, he sets off to the wilderness to fast and focus on prayer (Mt 4:2). At the end of his forty days of prayer and fasting, Jesus encounters the tempter, who tries to persuade Jesus to misuse his spiritual power for self-serving ends.8 Here sin is understood as primarily relational rather than judicial, an imbalance in the shalom that God desires. Shalom, or the Harmony Way, is seen by scholars such as Randy Woodley (Keetoowah) as the Original Instructions to humankind.9 For Terry LeBlanc (Mi’kmaq/Acadian), this restoration to harmony, the “restoration of right relationship and right relatedness,” is also foundational for any Indigenous explorations of eschatology.10

The above discussion highlights the relational framework in which the Scriptures are encountered by Indigenous readers, as relationship is a vital component to most Indigenous worldviews. One component of this relational framework is the conception of kinship. While kinship in the Christian community is basic to ecclesiology, Indigenous worldviews extend kinship to the entire community of creation. Within this community, humanity is not seen as hierarchically superior to any other of our creational kin.11 Rather, Indigenous Peoples conceive of themselves as those who rely on the gifts of mother earth and on the gifts of service and sacrifice provided to us by the rest of the community of creation.12 For Indigenous peoples, our personal and communal identities include the land, which inevitably affects how we relate to the world and subsequently read the Word.13 The land and creation are among our first teachers and vehicles for Creator’s revelation.

With this in mind, when we read Jesus’ vision quest in the wilderness, do we consider what Jesus may have learned from Creation as he observed the plants, animals, terrain, sky, and stars? Is it possible that many of Jesus’ parables and teachings about the birds of the air, the flowers of the field, and the mustard seed arose from his contemplation and observation of nature? For Charleston, Jesus’ visions of the stones, the sky, and the mountaintop underscore the long-standing Indigenous conviction that we interexist and are interdependent with all our relations, which include nonhuman persons—even stones that Jesus is tempted to turn to bread. Rocks and stones are among our oldest relatives, and according to Charleston, they embody the oneness of God. In the narrative, the stones help Jesus regain his spiritual balance by recognizing his oneness and solidarity with his people and Creator.14

An Indigenous interpretation of the New Testament gives special attention to how it depicts creation. Mother earth, we notice in Romans 8:18-25, is described as suffering alongside us, groaning in labor pain, as we wait for our mutual redemption when Christ returns. Creation, in solidarity with us, longs to be set free from our mutual enslavement to death and for our coming glorification and adoption as the offspring of Creator. In Revelation 16:5-7, the waters are described as being represented by a spirit or angel who recognizes the justice of Creator in a manner that resonates with the spirituality and personhood that many Indigenous peoples ascribe to their waterways. Moreover, an Indigenous interpretation may appreciate how in Revelation 22:1-2 the tree of life has been restored in a cyclical fashion familiar to Indigenous sensibilities. The tree’s leaves are good medicine that promises to address and heal the trauma our nations suffered, including cultural and physical genocide experienced among our children in residential school systems run by churches and governments. And in the face of polluted waterways and lakes, our ears cannot help but hear the declaration of the Očhéthi Šakówiŋ (“The Seven Council Fires,” later called the Sioux Nation) that Mní Wičóni, or “water is life.” We hold close to heart the work of water protectors when we envision the waters of life that flow from the throne of God through the middle of the city.15




WRESTLING WITH SCRIPTURE: ON CANAANITES, COWBOYS, AND INDIANS

Because of the relational framework and core assumptions discussed above, Turtle Island hermeneutics holds Scripture as a site to wrestle with the existential question of how one can be authentically Indigenous while also identifying with an institutional religion that was complicit with the physical and cultural genocide of their ancestors and lifeways.

As an example of this, the exodus narrative, with its themes of liberation, journey through the wilderness, and the inheritance and conquest of a promised land, is a rich, yet troubling story. Many Native readers encountering the exodus story cannot help but recall their own tribes’ experiences of being displaced from their ancestral land by Christian settlers who thought the land was “promised” to them by some divine right, articulated in both the Doctrine of Discovery or Manifest Destiny. For example, Exodus 13:19 describes the Israelites as carrying the bones of their patriarch Joseph out of Egypt. For Charleston, this image brings to mind the many Choctaws, about 10 percent of whom were Christians themselves, who carried the bones of their ancestors along the Trail of Tears from Mississippi to Oklahoma.16 Reading Exodus with a Turtle Island hermeneutic provides an opportunity to share stories often unknown or underappreciated by Western Euro-Americans. If we read Scripture in order to make sense of our own histories and lives, the question stands out, Whose stories are we telling? Reflecting on the tragic trauma of the Long Walk helps us to tell true stories about the past of how modern North American nations, with their the economic growth and expansion, were built on a foundation of broken treaties and the dispossession of Indigenous peoples from their lands. And yet, we hold out that Creator walked with us.

Although the exodus story has been essential to both African American and Latino/a liberation theologians, Robert Allen Warrior (Osage) has critically asked where Native Americans should see themselves in this narrative. Warrior argues that the story of Canaanites, the Indigenous Peoples of the Promised Land, whom the Israelites sought to conquer and whose land they claimed, poignantly resonates with the North American Indigenous experience. The God of Israel both liberates and conquers, Warrior warns. While biblical scholars may continue to debate over the extent to which the book of Joshua depicts a historical or idealized story of conquest and whether the Canaanites simply merged with the Israelites, the story of the destruction and dispossession of Indigenous peoples of the Promised Land remains palpable (Ex 23:23-33). Such stories informed the imagination and sermons of Puritan ministers, including Cotton Mather, who portrayed White colonists as “the chosen people” who had a divine claim on American soil, and Indigenous peoples as disposable and despicable Amalekites and Canaanites.17 “America’s self-image as a ‘chosen people,’” Warrior contends, “has provided the rhetoric to mystify domination.”18

In response to Warrior’s take on the Canaanites, William Baldridge (Cherokee) points to the Gospel story of the Canaanite woman. In Matthew 15:21-26, a Canaanite woman asks Jesus to help her daughter, who is tormented by a demon. Despite the fact that Jesus denies her request because she is not a lost sheep of Israel but a dog (Mt 15:24-26), the woman boldly advocates for her daughter. Then, in a miraculous moment, according to Baldridge, “the son of the god of Canaanite oppression repents,” and the daughter is healed.19 For James Treat (Muscogee/Cherokee), Jesus is made to recognize the Canaanite woman’s story and faith—a faith that was written beyond the pages of the story of Israel.20 So, Baldridge concludes, if the Canaanite woman can change Jesus’ mind, so too can Native Americans “change the very heart of God” and “his chosen people,” resulting in healing, harmony, and reconciliation.




THE CROSS, CEREMONY, AND SACRED STORIES

Traditional Indigenous ceremonies and stories are also brought into conversation with Scripture and embraced in the lives of Indigenous followers of Jesus. In this regard, one of the most important individuals in the Native church was the late Richard Twiss (Lakota).21 Twiss, along with many others who originally composed the NAIITS community, tirelessly and patiently argued for a seat at the theological table within Christianity, particularly within evangelical spaces. The earliest battles were fought in regard to Indigenous cultural ceremonies and practices as being valid forms of Christian discipleship and devotion.22 Casey Church (Potawatomi) incorporates biblical passages into his ceremonies and sees alignments between the practice of smudging (the burning of herbs, including sage, sweet grass, cedar, and tobacco as an incense) and the ancient Hebrew practice of burning incense over the ark of the covenant (e.g., Ex 30:1-6, 34-36; Lk 1:8-10).23 George E. “Tink” Tinker (Osage) reads the passion narrative in light of how Indigenous traditionalists understand what suffering on behalf of others accomplishes in the context of purification ceremonies such as the Sun Dance and the sweat lodge.24 The experience of discomfort or pain in the context of such ceremonies and rituals is intended to help realign and sustain the harmony or balance of sacred energy within the cosmos and to reinforce prayers made to Creator. Vicarious suffering within Indigenous ceremonial contexts by no means functions to placate the anger of a wrathful god, overcome any sense of some original sin, or reconcile humanity with God. So, for some Native Americans, Jesus’ suffering at the cross is not about what God needs in order to forgive, but the ultimate display of Creator’s love for us and the tragic culmination of humanity being out of balance and out of line with the Original Instructions of Creator. As Jace Weaver puts it: when Jesus was murdered, God wept but then laughed at the folly of humanity (Ps 2) and resurrected Jesus in vindication of his life and teachings.25 Some Lakota Christians even refer to Jesus as the ideal Sun Dancer, whose suffering restores balance to our world.

The sacred story of the life-giving death of Christ resonates with an ancient Indigenous story, versions of which have been told across North America, namely, the story of Corn Mother. Tinker once challenged Christians to consider the possibility that Christ, as God’s eternal and pervasive Logos or communication of “creativity and healing or salvation to human beings,” actually inspired our ancestral stories, such as that of Corn Mother.26 While Corn Mother stories may vary, each tale tells of a divine woman who willingly accepts her death so that her people might live. In one Penobscot retelling, the First Mother, compelled by the cries of her starving children, instructs her husband to kill her and to drag her body across the fields so that her flesh, blood, and bones might mix with the soil. Months later, corn begins to grow. In a word reminiscent of the Christian Eucharist, the First Man tells his people: “Remember and take good care of First Mother’s flesh, because it is goodness become substance. . . . She has given her life so that you might live.”27 Similar to Jesus’ sacrifice, Corn Mother’s sacrifice invites people to gather around the table, recognize their shared kinship, and offer gratitude for the gifts of the Corn Mother. Corn Mother may even be a manifestation of the preexistent Christ/Logos. Of course, there are other stories of self-sacrifice within Indigenous traditions, including the Cherokee story shared by Woodley about the service and self-sacrifice of Grandmother Turtle, who died in her quest to retrieve mud from the bottom of the sea that would prove essential for creating the land mass we call Turtle Island (North America).28

Patty Krawec (Anishinaabe) poetically brings together an Anishinaabe story with the Gospel of Matthew as she reflects on what reconciliation might look like between Native Americans and missionaries in light of many of the tragic stories that are coming to light about church-run Indian residential schools. After describing Herod’s slaughter of Israelite children, the Gospel of Matthew recalls the prophet Jeremiah’s lament (Jer 31:15), “A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be consoled, because they are no more” (Mt 2:18). In the Anishinaabe story about how humans overhunted the deer, despite their ancient promise to take care of one another, the deer, like Rachel, refuse to be comforted and leave humans without a reliable source of meat. Native people too, Krawec states, can refuse to be comforted in light of stories of (sexual) abuse, forced labor, and cultural genocide that occurred at some boarding schools. Just as Herod slaughtered Israelite children because he felt his authority was threatened, so too did the Christian kingdom harm Indigenous children.

But what does sincere repentance and reconciliation look like? In her Anishinaabe story, the people set aside a season to reflect on their role in breaking a harmonious relationship with the deer and take full responsibility for their harm, eventually reconciling with the deer. So, Krawec holds out hope for reconciliation and peace. Policies can change, sovereignty can be respected, land can be restored.29 A Turtle Island hermeneutic envisions a more comprehensive picture of how Creator has been revealed to Indigenous peoples in their ancestral ceremonies and sacred stories.




CONTRIBUTIONS

There is no singular Native American reading of Scripture, but some of these interpretive trends briefly sketched above certainly represent Turtle Island hermeneutics as we have broadly conceived it. Turtle Island hermeneutics, as its name implies, roots us not only to our social locations but to our communities and landscapes. This is approached in different ways by current Indigenous theologians. A representative of a more pan-Indigenous experience is the new English paraphrase called the First Nations Version, in which Terry Wildman sought to create a translation of the New Testament that would appeal to a broad range of Indigenous peoples who only encounter the Scriptures in the English language.30 Alternatively, grassroots theologians such as Marcus Briggs-Cloud (Muscogee/Maskoke, son of the Wind Clan) advocate moving away from pan-Indigenous theological interpretations in favor of more localized theologies and readings of Scripture that attend to the cosmologies, ceremonies, and ideologies of a particular Indigenous community, rooted in a given land.31

Herein lies the promise and peril of our Turtle Island hermeneutics proposal. While Indigenous interpreters seek to reassert the dignity and wisdom of their ancestral stories and customs, Native Americans disagree with each other on how to reconcile perceived contradictions between Indigenous and biblical conceptions of creation, divinity, sacrifice, sin, and salvation. If Creator has manifested Godself to both Indigenous North Americans and Israelites, then which revelation “corrects” or supersedes the other? Should we imagine the Great Spirit/Mystery as essentially personal or as an impersonal power, as is the case with some Lakota understandings of Wakan tanka? Could we read Corn Mother’s message of the interconnectedness of creation as inspired by Christ/Logos and even as a helpful corrective to interpretations of Genesis 1:28, which endorses the domination of creation—an ideology complicit with our deforestation and scarring of the earth in order to extract its resources at unsustainable rates? There may be no simple or universally satisfying answer to these questions. Yet, there are two things that are important for non-Indigenous Christians to recognize.

First, because Indigenous peoples do not tend to place people or things in hierarchies, the aforementioned “contradictions” are not nearly as distressing as they are for Western, Euro-American Christians. We can and do affirm Jesus as Lord, even as we see that Jesus needed to be confronted with his own people’s complicated history of colonization and genocide (Mt 15:21-26)—our Christology is big enough to hold these things together.

Second, as Indigenous peoples reassert their personhood and proudly reclaim their cultural heritage, the working out of these questions is ours to discern in community. Questions of “contradictions,” the dialectic between the Scriptures and our traditions, and the use/adaptation of our traditional ceremonies in our Christian discipleship all belong with Indigenous followers of Jesus specifically. We knew Creator then, and we follow Christ the Creator-made-flesh now. Indigenous North American interpretations of the Bible remain fertile ground for life-affirming theology, the power of which lies in their ability to reclaim and sustain traditions threatened by cultural extinction and to energize adherents through their poetic and constructive juxtaposition of Indigenous ceremonies, experiences, and sacred stories with biblical narratives and theological concepts.
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Majority-Culture
Biblical Interpretation

Reading While White

MICHAEL J. GORMAN


The subtitle of this essay borrows from the phrase “driving while Black” and from the title of Esau McCaulley’s important book, Reading While Black.1 I allude to this book both apologetically, for displaying my lack of originality, and unapologetically, for suggesting its significance. But this essay is not simply about reading the Bible while White as others read while Black. It is about reading the Bible within some variation of White culture and privilege (as Christians of European heritage), while also desiring to be informed and shaped by other Christians, in the same North American macro-context, who read through the lens of various other colors, cultures, and particular contexts.

Like many others involved in this project, I have always been moved by the scriptural visions of the church in Acts and Revelation. As one of my students said while preaching on Pentecost Sunday in the immediate, raw wake of George Floyd’s murder, “Today is Pentecost, the feast of antiracism.”2 Something similar could be said about the vision of the church triumphant in Revelation 7—a vision of antiracism:

After this I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, robed in white, with palm branches in their hands. They cried out in a loud voice, saying, “Salvation belongs to our God who is seated on the throne and to the Lamb!” (Rev 7:9-10)


These verses have often been seen—rightly—as a reminder that the mission of God encompasses the whole world and that the faithful who have been redeemed by the Lamb do come, and always will come, from all corners of the world. This text has therefore—again rightly—reinforced the global mission of the church.

Unfortunately, however, for many Christians, especially White North American Christians, this vision of the church as a global body has not yielded two other corollary conclusions. First, it has not caused us to attend sufficiently to the various nations, tribes, peoples, and languages within our own geographical and political borders that comprise an essential part of that global body. Second, the vision has seldom inspired us to appreciate the hermeneutical (interpretive) principles that arise from this vision. In short, these principles may be summarized in the phrase “contextual exegesis,” or “contextual interpretation.” That is, various people—and peoples—read and hear Scripture in differing contexts and thus with diverse interests, perspectives, and insights that are lacking in others.3 These ways of engaging the text, therefore, constitute an amazing gift to the church as a whole and to White Christians in particular. Unfortunately, this is a gift that has not always been acknowledged as such, much less received and celebrated.

Here I propose that reading while White is a discipline with at least four basic elements: repentance, humility, unity, and communion (deep friendship). Along the way, I include some concrete steps to move those of us of White European heritage from ignoring minority voices to hearing such voices to engaging one another’s voices. The goal of this essay is to reflect biblically, theologically, and practically about the reading of Scripture by Christians of European descent in the context of a multiethnic North America and multiethnic body of Christ. That is, it is about reading while White but after whiteness—the domination of white culture in North America and in the churches of North America on the basis of a belief in the supremacy of White people.4


REPENTANCE

For a long time in North America, biblical interpretation has been dominated by White people (especially men) of European descent. This does not mean that White men have read the Bible more, or more faithfully, than others but that their ways of reading and their interpretations have dominated the church—and the academy too. There are many reasons for this, not least that for a long time the greatest number of preachers were White men, and it is still the case that the greatest percentage of biblical scholars are White males.

For some people, this is simply a case of “It is what it is,” or at least “It was what it was.” Or a case of ignorance—“I did not know” or “No one told me” that I should listen to others or that there were different kinds of voices. But I want to suggest, along with many others, that this description of the situation is neither historically nor theologically accurate. In the Christian tradition we often speak of sin in terms of acts of commission and acts of omission. There is no doubt that both have been operative in the way the White majority has ignored or suppressed the interpretive contexts and contributions of others. This suggestion is not intended to make White people feel guilty about being White, but as Scripture tells us time and again, human beings—even those who are among the people of God—have an amazing capacity for self-centeredness and self-deception that blinds them to God, to truth, and to others.

Biblical interpretation is a Christian practice, a spiritual discipline. It does not take place in a vacuum but both expresses and shapes our identity. Moreover, that identity is not just a matter of individual choice; we are all part of a body with a cultural context and a cultural history. Regarding context, two editors of the book Can “White” People Be Saved? claim, “Fear of living in a radically multiethnic country [or, I would add, church] is strong enough to drive members of the body of Christ to embrace profoundly un-Christian behaviors and actors.”5 As for cultural history, James Cone points this out in very strong (but appropriate), oft-quoted imagery: “Until we can see the cross and the lynching tree together, until we can identify Christ with a ‘recrucified’ black body hanging from a lynching tree, there can be no genuine understanding of Christian identity in America, and no deliverance from the brutal legacy of slavery and white supremacy.”6 We could, and should, also add other images to this one, since—sadly—Christians (or at least people bearing that name) have also treated Native Americans, Latinx immigrants, and others in parallel ways, often with allegedly biblical justification.7

Therefore, rather than denying that there is a problem, the Christian perspective prods us to say, “We have made mistakes and we are ready to change—to repent.” For many of us, this repentance will entail a gradual but fairly radical conversion of our Christian worldview and hence of the practices that emerge from it and shape it, including biblical interpretation. According to N. T. Wright, a worldview is not something we look at but something we look through. “Worldviews,” he writes, “are like spectacles [eyeglasses]; normally you take them for granted, and you only think about them when they are broken, dirty or out of focus.”8 This repentance will therefore also include asking the Lord to enable us to see more truly and clearly—both the Lord himself and our fellow interpreters. Repentance and worldview transformation clear the way for hearing and then engaging the other.




HUMILITY AND UNITY IN DIVERSITY

Repentance is an act of humility. But humility is not only an initial requirement for reading while White; it is perhaps the single greatest need. In his letter to the early believers in Philippi, Paul exhorts the church to practice Christlike humility as the fundamental requirement of Christian community, or koinōnia:

If then there is any comfort in Christ, any consolation from love, any partnership [koinōnia] in the Spirit, any tender affection and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from selfish ambition or empty conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own interests but to the interests of others. (Phil 2:1-4)


Interestingly, this passage could be misread to imply the opposite of my claim—that is, that Paul wants us all to think alike, to “be of the same mind” (Phil 2:2). But groupthink is not Paul’s desire. The “same mind” he is describing is the mind of Christ, described in the following poetic verses:


Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,


who, though he existed in the form of God,

did not regard equality with God

as something to be grasped,

but emptied himself,

taking the form of a slave,

assuming human likeness.

And being found in appearance as a human,

he humbled himself

and became obedient to the point of death—

even death on a cross. (Phil 2:5-8)9





The mind of Christ—the way of Christ, the “one mind” of Christ—is not about sameness but about humble self-emptying that leads to honoring, appreciating, and loving the other, looking out for others’ interests even as others look out for you. This is revolutionary—a revolution of love, as Dennis Edwards says: “laying aside privilege in service to others.”10 Many theological interpreters of racism identify privilege as “the critical resource mediated in racist societies.”11 It is therefore a privilege, a grace, to lay aside White privilege as we read Scripture together.

Paradoxically, there can be no unity without otherness, without diversity, as Paul makes clear in 1 Corinthians 12: “For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ” (1 Cor 12:12).

To think about all of this in terms of biblical interpretation, two key principles emerge. First, Christian humility requires us to empty ourselves of the misguided notion that I, or we, know all or know best. We need to acknowledge and welcome others and their perspectives. When Paul says, “There is no longer Jew or Greek; there is no longer slave or free; there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28), he does not mean that ethnic, socioeconomic, and gender distinctives disappear but that they are transcended. Yet they are only transcended when they persist. The same is true for biblical interpretation. Jews and Gentiles do not read Scripture in exactly the same way, but each benefits from the other. So too with slaves and free persons, and with men and women.

Honoring others’ perspectives enriches my/our own perspective(s) so that true Christian community can exist. We benefit from scriptural readings that allow us to empty ourselves of false or limited assumptions about the Bible in order to understand and embody it more faithfully, both individually and corporately. In other words, diversity in scriptural interpretation contributes to a more faithful and functioning Christian community.




THE GOAL: COMMUNION (DEEP FRIENDSHIP IN CHRIST)

In his many publications about the theological interpretation of Scripture, Stephen Fowl often says that the goal of scriptural interpretation is greater love for God and neighbor. This understanding derives from Augustine’s maxim that legitimate scriptural interpretation is that which fosters such “double love.” Although both Augustine and Fowl would say that these two loves are fundamentally inseparable, it will be helpful to draw on the notion of friendship in Christ—another way of understanding Christian community—to expand on this interpretive goal.

In his book Friends in Christ: Paths to a New Understanding of the Church, Brother John of Taizé—the ecumenical community of brothers north of Lyon, France—draws on both Scripture and various Christian writings about friendship to work toward a contemporary theology of friendship. He begins by describing Jesus as a friend of sinners and tax collectors, demonstrating that “divine love becomes real essentially in the endeavor to make friends.” Jesus’ ministry “reveals the face of a God passionately concerned with turning enemies into friends.” We therefore are “called to make friends and to be friends.” Moreover, friendship is something that must be cultivated, and to grow in friendship requires the transformation of our hearts.12

Brother John summarizes the thesis of his book as follows: “The clearest expression of the Christian faith, as the offer in progress of a universal communion of fellowship in God, is a worldwide network of friends, who are at the same time friends of God by being friends of Christ.” It is God who has taken the initiative in establishing this fellowship/friendship, but we must take advantage of the means to deepen it: “through word and sacrament”—meditating on Scripture and participating in the Eucharist (the Lord’s Supper), communion. But Brother John adds to these “classical means” what he calls “the sacrament of the brother,” for “friendship with God is deepened and expressed in the love we shower on one another, particularly the neediest.”13

“My brother or sister,” Brother John writes in reflecting on 1 John, “is thus the visible and efficacious sign—the sacrament—of God’s invisible presence.”14 When we receive other Christians in a sacramental way, we are actually receiving Christ (who lives in those others), as we do when we receive Scripture and holy Communion.15 In the case of White Christians, it is not only that we need to acknowledge and practice the sacrament of the brother or sister who is not White but also that we must be willing to receive that human sacrament as a gift, for in many ways we are “the neediest” to whom Brother John refers.

Finally, Brother John—writing from his particular context and lifelong experience of promoting Christian friendship across traditions—says, “As far as possible, we need to live as if the church were already a worldwide network of friends not limited to those of the same denominational allegiance.”16 If we substitute words such as ethnicity, race, and culture for “denominational allegiance,” then we have in this sentence the promise of multiethnic Christian friendship. And of course nothing global can ever occur until it begins in our own backyard. This friendship, this sibling sacramentality, can be nurtured by the practice of reading in communion—of attending to the gifts of shared goals mixed with distinct histories and contexts.17

In other words, deep friendship or communion only happens when we go beyond hearing others to receiving others, even as they receive us. Reading in communion with others does not mean the suppression of our own voice but rather the mutuality of giving and receiving that happens in true friendship, true koinōnia. That is, the discipline of reading while White with others who are not White is not at all about rivalry.




RETURNING TO REVELATION

I suggested at the start of this essay that Revelation 7 is one of the primary theological foundations for reading the Bible in multiethnic communion. Astute readers of Revelation will note, however, that this grand apocalyptic vision is not primarily about the church on earth or about biblical interpretation within that church. The vision is probably meant to signify the one, holy, catholic (universal), and suffering but finally triumphant church: the church that has patiently, faithfully endured. The people “from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages” (Rev 7:9), have lasted through the great temptation to capitulate in the face of evil and oppression. They have remained devoted to God and the Lamb, and they are forever shepherded by the Lamb who shed his blood on their behalf:

Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “Who are these, robed in white, and where have they come from?” I said to him, “Sir, you are the one who knows.” Then he said to me, “These are they who have come out of the great ordeal; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.



For this reason they are before the throne of God

and worship him day and night within his temple,

and the one who is seated on the throne will shelter them.

They will hunger no more and thirst no more;

the sun will not strike them,

nor any scorching heat,

for the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd,

and he will guide them to springs of the water of life,

and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” (Rev 7:13-17)



But although this is a picture of the church triumphant, it is also an image of the church on earth inasmuch as the church is, both factually and aspirationally, one, holy, catholic, suffering, and (eventually) triumphant. The church everywhere on earth worships the same God, benefits from the same shed blood, longs for the same springs of life, and follows—or at least attempts to follow—the same crucified and resurrected Lamb-Lord wherever he goes (see Rev 14:4). In fact, this last reference comes from a similar vision of the church, a reprise of Revelation 7 in Revelation 14, that describes the multiethnic, faithful followers of the Lamb as those who have resisted the unholy trinity of dragon (Satan), beast, and prophet described in Revelation 12–13.

Nowhere in Revelation 7 or Revelation 14 does John the Seer say that the multiethnic people of God has survived by reading Scripture together. Yet scriptural allusions and images permeate Revelation. Moreover, we learn in the messages to the seven churches of Asia Minor (modern western Turkey) in Revelation 2–3 what sustains and challenges the churches, individually and together: it is the voice of the Spirit, which is synonymous with the voice of Jesus.18 We know this because it is Jesus who speaks to the seven churches and tells John to write to each of their “angels” (that is how each message begins), and it is Jesus who concludes each message by saying, “Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches” (emphasis added; see Rev 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22).

The last word in that call to listen to the Spirit by listening to Jesus is critical: churches, plural; the words addressed to each individual church are actually intended for all seven churches. Whatever their separate civic and cultural identities, whatever their distinct as well as their shared histories, they are called to somehow hear the words of Jesus and discern the Spirit’s message together. What Jesus says to and through the church at Ephesus, for example, needs to be heard in the other six churches. If we wish to follow the Lamb—and not the culture of the unholy trinity that manifests itself in (among other things) the notion of White supremacy, we need to hear Scripture read from diverse perspectives. The unity and faithfulness of the churches, and the church, depend on listening to Jesus speaking through multiple contexts. Otherwise, the book of Revelation could have had—indeed, should have had—just one message, not seven.

Those seven messages are found in a document destined to become Christian Scripture. And since the number seven signifies completeness, we can be quite sure that John (and Jesus!) intends for the network of churches in Asia Minor to be in communication and communion, centered on this soon-to-be scriptural text, with other early Christian communities that were even more diverse. For instance, communities of Jewish believers in Jerusalem or Rome needed to be in dialogue with Gentile believers in Corinth or Ephesus. In other words, the book of Revelation urges its hearers and readers to engage in something akin to multiethnic Bible reading if they want to remain faithful disciples—if they want the church to be the church.

It is therefore not a stretch to say that, for us today, multiethnic Bible reading in communion is essential to our own faithful discipleship and to the church being the church—a network of friends that extends our friendship, and God’s, to others—in our time and place.




SOME PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS

If we acknowledge the importance of Christian communion as mutual gift-giving and gift-receiving in the form of persons and their interpretive perspectives, how do we begin to achieve that sort of deep friendship?19

The first thing to say is that we need to celebrate the God-given diversity in the church and acknowledge that reading from different contexts does not mean—or at least should not mean—a revision of the gospel or a compromise about orthodox Christian belief and practice. As the late Native American Richard Twiss said in his book Rescuing the Gospel from Cowboys, Western-shaped people wrongly fear protecting the Bible from “a kind of imagined ‘Indigenous cultural invasion.’”20 This fear, he rightly argues, is grounded in the mistaken notion that standard Western/White American readings of Scripture and expressions of faith are somehow unaffected by White culture and are objectively true. It is a gift for White readers of Scripture to be liberated from that dangerous error. Faithful reading of Scripture means that our cultural practices and the interpretations they have generated need to be reexamined and sometimes reshaped or even jettisoned. Christians from other contexts and perspectives may therefore make us better and more faithful interpreters.

Second, we need more resources like this commentary, and they need to be distributed and used widely in the church.21

Third, we need to find ways of cultivating multiethnic reading in communion. If this sort of practice is in fact a sacramental activity, a receiving of others and thus of Christ, then we must use our individual and corporate imaginations in order to make such experiences happen—within churches, between churches, within denominations, in parachurch ministries, and in other settings.

Finally, we need to dream—to imagine “a church that bears witness to the exponential creativity and profound pluriformity of a united church” because “the power of God in Christ is sufficient for creating unity out of dissension and brokenness.”22 We should be inspired toward repentance, humility, unity, and communion by this prayerful benediction from Ephesians (Eph 3:20-21), a letter about reconciliation and diverse unity in Christ: “Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen.”








Gospel of Matthew

H. DANIEL ZACHARIAS



INTRODUCTION

Authorship. The Gospel of Matthew is anonymous, though early evidence consistently attributes the work to Matthew the disciple of Jesus. The earliest evidence of this attribution is the title itself, which was very early.1 That the author used Mark as a source (including the story of his own call in Mt 9:9-13; see also Mk 2:13-17) has caused many commentators to suggest an anonymous Jewish believer as the author, though others have suggested a Gentile believer.2 Still others continue to hold to traditional attribution. Craig Evans, for example, notes, “There is nothing in the life of the early church that compelled it to select the apostle Matthew” when more significant candidates were available.3

Dating. The dating of Matthew is based primarily on the relative dating of Mark (often dated to 65–70 CE) as well as the destruction of the temple in 70 CE. Most commentators date Matthew to after 70 CE, usually within the ’80s or 90s.4 Several commentators in the last few decades have argued for a pre-70 CE date for Matthew.5 This necessitates an earlier date for Mark, and recourse is often made to the work of John A. T. Robinson and more recently Jonathan Bernier.6 Besides the inconclusive arguments for dating Matthew based on more developed theology, the lack of internal indicators concerning the temple’s destruction in Matthew is an important point in favor of an early dating. In particular, Matthew 17:24–27 and its approval of the temple tax can be read as a strong indicator of a pre-70 CE date, as after the destruction of the temple, the temple tax was still collected, but the Romans shifted the tax to the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus in Rome (Josephus, J.W. 7.6.6 §218; Dio Cassius, Roman History 65.7; Suetonius, Domitinanus 12). While deciding on the date of Matthew does not significantly influence its interpretation, there are good arguments for both a pre- and post-70 CE dating. Matthew was written in the window of 60–95 CE.

Provenance. Determining the specific location and circumstances leading to the composition of Matthew is more difficult, and there are varying opinions among scholars. The Matthean emphasis on Torah and Jesus as the fulfillment and embodiment of Torah have led commentators to see the audience as Torah-observant Jews who had accepted Jesus as Messiah. There has also been the suggestion that this audience was undergoing pressure, if not outright hostility, from the Jewish community around them. Possible evidence of this is the castigation of the religious leaders in Matthew 23 and especially the teachings of Jesus that discuss persecution, particularly the statement in Matthew 10:17 that “they will hand you over to councils and flog you in their synagogues.” But the level of the original audience’s connection with Judaism remains debated.

My social location. I approach this commentary as an Indigenous man, shaped by a variety of communities and relationships, as we all are. Jesus too was an Indigenous man, connected to the land of his ancestors, shaped by the history of his people, and formed by the sacred texts and religious rituals of his heritage. Jesus and his earliest followers were connected to their lands and communities but were also under Roman imperial power. This is not unlike many Indigenous communities today who now work through postcolonial experiences or are still in the midst of decolonizing processes even as colonial powers govern their lands and communities. The Evangelist, too, was one who was embedded in a community, bringing forth, shaping, and re-actualizing the stories and teachings of Jesus for his community and the broader Christian community. Like Indigenous elders and storytellers, Matthew was a (re)storyteller; taking Mark, he added, edited, and expanded on this sacred tradition about the resurrected one. Indigenous peoples also rely on the telling and retelling of stories, applying and making them contextually relevant for their audience as they seek to pass on a cultural tradition to shape a community. While scholars continue to debate Matthew and his community’s relationship with the Jewish community and Christian community, I suspect the community sought faithfulness to their Jewish traditions while also embracing this new multiethnic messianic community around the resurrected one. If this is the case, Indigenous followers of Jesus share similar circumstances with the Evangelist and his community. We too seek to honor—and in many cases reclaim—the heritage of our ancestors as followers of Christ. This at times places us into conflict or tension with our Indigenous communities, but perhaps more often places us in conflict and tension with our church communities.

In reading and commenting on Matthew, I seek to be faithful to the communicative intentions of Jesus, to the intentions of the Evangelist for his community, and in hopes that the life and teachings of Jesus transmitted in this Gospel might be encountered in fresh ways as it is encountered by Indigenous peoples. For Indigenous peoples of the world, our social location is not simply about the human circles that we belong to but the wider community of creation, of which we are but one part—a community that encompasses all flora and fauna, the landscapes, the waterways, the soil and the skies, the birds and the bugs, and the unseen spiritual world, often simply called “the spirit world” by Indigenous peoples. This interconnected life-web is formative in Indigenous worldviews, and I daresay that it is formative in the worldviews of Jesus and his earliest followers as well.7




ROOTS AND LOCATION (MATTHEW 1:1-25)

Beginnings matter to Indigenous peoples. Who is present at the beginning? Where is the person rooted? What are the relationships present at the outset? The first verse of Matthew opens with an incipit, an introductory statement that seems to introduce not only the most immediate section but the Gospel more broadly. The incipit introduces the new work of God in Christ, but does so by deliberately circling back to the beginning of creation and drawing to mind the Jewish creation story. No meaningful cultural work can be done apart from a people’s creation stories, as they hold wisdom that helps the people to make sense of the land, the world, themselves, and the relationships they are a part of. This is true of the stories of Glooscap in the lands of Mi’kma’ki, the stories of Bunjil in the Wurundjeri lands now called Australia, or the Diné story of First Man and First Woman.8 For Indigenous followers of Jesus, the Hebrew creation stories are also stories that shape and teach us, as they are the unique stories that shaped Christ and his people, and they help to reveal Creator’s purposes in creation and so begin the grand story of God that culminates in the coming of the Savior. Because of the importance of creation stories, Matthew begins with recourse back to the Hebrew creation stories.

Most English translations do not do justice to the first two words of Matthew, Biblos geneseōs, which deliberately draws to mind Genesis 2:4 and the book of Genesis more broadly.9 This new work of God through Christ, this new creation, is done in the context of creation, as this opening “evokes the story of God’s creative and sovereign purposes for the whole world as the initial context for hearing the story of Jesus.”10 This literary invocation of creation sets the stage for the life of Christ that will unfold in the narrative. This circle back to creation will be noted again later in the birth narrative and is also present elsewhere in the New Testament (see Rev 22:2).

The titles applied to Jesus in the first verse anticipate ongoing themes throughout the Gospel about the identity of Jesus as the promised Messiah. This first verse not only provides a literary introduction but makes a strong claim within the Roman imperial context of Matthew’s first audience, likely in Antioch. Jesus is the one “who contests and relativizes Rome’s claim to sovereignty and divine agency and who offers a vision for a different social experience that enacts God’s purposes.”11 This echo back to Genesis 2:4 also places the birth of Jesus into the family tree of all of creation. Genesis 2:4 functions as the close of the seven-days-of-creation story and bridges into the second creation story. The Hebrew word toledot, often translated as “account” or “genealogies,” is used frequently in genealogies (Gen 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; etc.). This Hebrew word invokes kinship relations, and its first usage brings humanity into the family tree of the entire heavens and the earth.12 That Matthew invokes this in his opening words reminds the reader that the Christ comes forth not only from his human ancestry but from all of creation. Christ is connected as an embodied person to all of creation, and his work of restoration and reconciliation is for all of creation (Jn 3:16; Col 1:15-20).13

The prologue as a whole focuses on the pedigree of Jesus and the circumstances surrounding his birth. The genealogy establishes Jesus’ lineage as a Davidic descendant (Mt 1:1-17) and is laid out in a structured form of three sets of fourteen generations (Mt 1:17), although a quick tally reveals that Matthew was evidently counting creatively in order to highlight David.14 Notable also in the genealogy are the annotations accompanying numerous names, which serve to highlight several parts of Israel’s history and to include women in the genealogical story, highlighting “righteous Gentiles” in the family line of Jesus, who were often of marginal socioeconomic status.15 This unique aspect of Matthew’s genealogy bears significance for many Indigenous peoples today who have a mixture of Indigenous and non-Indigenous ancestry, sometimes over a number of generations. Jesus too had a multiethnic heritage through his family line, one that is proudly on display in Matthew’s genealogy: “Hybridity is not denied and racial purity is not asserted.”16 As the genealogy and wider prologue sends the reader into the narrative, a literary device called the primacy effect conditions readers to identify themes that will play out. The genealogy prepares readers to see strong Davidic themes, themes of exile, of land and creation, and connections to women and Gentiles.

While modern Western readers today may be puzzled by Matthew’s opening his book with a list of names, culture at the time of Jesus and many Indigenous cultures today see one’s identity “not [as] a matter of achievement but of relationship.”17 The culmination of the stories of his ancestors will call forth Jesus and help to determine his life, vision, and calling, and each name in the genealogy invokes the stories of that ancestor’s life. I am reminded, for instance, of Māori recitation of one’s whakapapa (genealogical account).18 Depending on the occasion, one’s whakapapa may be extensive or shortened, and may encompass territories, landscapes, status, and kinship (with the entirety of creation), locating oneself within and as part of a created order. In the recitation of a whakapapa, the individual may make explicit points built on the elements of the whakapapa they are choosing to recite, the implications of which may be discerned by the hearers and may also be directly addressed in the following exchanges. Whakapapa’s recitation can also serve to bring forth women’s voices and other voices that may otherwise be forgotten or silenced.19 While modern readers of Matthew may quibble over which names are chosen or excluded, and the differences between Matthew’s and Luke’s genealogies, these problems were not in the mind of the Evangelist, and learning from the Māori can help to read with fresh eyes. Matthew has made deliberate choices in the genealogy, even including something relatively unique among biblical genealogies—an event. In addition to the highlighting of the deportation to Babylon (Mt 1:11-12), Matthew’s annotations to the genealogy (Mt 1:2-3, 5-6, 11, 16) serve to recall with greater focus significant events and relationships within Christ’s family line.20

Among other things, the genealogy also highlights Jesus’ familial connection to the land of Israel. Matthew does this by beginning the genealogy with Abraham, the one who first receives the promise of a land, of offspring, and of a responsibility to the world. Many modern readers do not connect themselves to the wider stories of their family tree, much less how they have been created and shaped by and because of the previous generations and the lands of their ancestors. This genealogy at the outset of Matthew sets before the reader the relational location out of which Jesus is born and from which he has been created and is being called forth. The genealogy establishes for the discerning reader that Jesus is created by this genealogical account and bound to the responsibilities of his future by this past as Matthew has told it. His own whakapapa is what has brought him forth and sends him out to his mission to end the trappings of exile under Roman imperial domination, to bring holistic healing to hurting peoples, and to establish this new yet ongoing work of the multiethnic messianic community.

The Evangelist next narrates the story of Jesus’ birth by Mary through the Holy Spirit. The primary character of this first narrative section is Joseph, as he is a son of David (Mt 1:20), and his actions will decide whether Jesus and his mother will remain in his family line, as during this time betrothal already bound the individuals together as husband and wife.21 Joseph is characterized as a righteous man whose actions are of primary importance for Jesus, highlighting once again the importance of ancestors and relationships for the shaping of Christ’s character. Joseph is visited by an angel in a dream and is told to keep his wife because her pregnancy is from God.

The corporate nature of Christ’s ministry is on display as Matthew shares the vision given to Jesus’ adoptive father, one that will shape the life of Christ—to “save his people from their sins” (Mt 1:21). This formative vision from the unseen realm—the spirit world—expressing Matthew’s soteriological vision, should not be massaged solely into a moral, individualistic reading. Jesus’ ministry will be directed first to his people as a whole, not simply to individuals. “His people” has been established in the genealogy as the nation of Israel, including Gentiles such as Rahab and Ruth who have been enfolded into Israel as kin. As the narrative unfolds, it is also revealed that “his people” are those who follow his teachings (Mt 12:48-50; 28:10). His people require healing and wholeness not simply at the individual level but also from their collective transgressions and collective oppressions, from “their sins.” Warren Carter notes how political, social, and economic sins have already been invoked in the genealogy, as each name carries with it the stories from Scripture and tradition. The reality of Roman imperial oppression was keenly understood by the first audience in the Roman Empire, and the name of Jesus “commissions the yet-unborn baby.”22

The Evangelist uses the first of many Old Testament quotations to indicate that the life of Jesus is in fulfillment of Israel’s Scriptures. The nature of fulfillment is varied within Matthew’s Gospel, at times indicating a direct fulfillment of predictive prophecy and at other times indicating a typological or thematic fulfillment. In modern society, shaped as it is by the printing press, readers can often find it difficult to reconcile themselves with the New Testament author’s freestyle usage of the Scriptures, in which verses from disparate voices may be compounded together or oracles from Hebrew prophets may be read seemingly out of context. But like the oral cultures of Indigenous peoples that still survive today, stories and oral traditions are both sturdy and adaptive to situations. Oral stories are a living tradition that shapes the people who tell the story and the people who hear it, reminding them that even new works of God in the world follow the patterns of the past in similar and different ways.




INFANCY NARRATIVE (MATTHEW 2:1-23)

The continuation of Matthew’s prologue moves forward chronologically by about two years, narrating the visit of the magi from the East who search for the one born king of the Jews. The magi’s entrance into Jerusalem introduces the first antagonist, Herod the Great, who along with the rest of Jerusalem is troubled by the news of the arrival of the Christ. The magi are guided by the star to the residence in Bethlehem where Jesus and his mother are. This star is likely a celestial or angelic figure doing its work to help welcome Creator into the world.23 The magi present Jesus with gifts and worship him, after which they are warned to avoid Herod. This passage is a clash of kings, as Jesus has already been presented as the rightful heir of King David (Mt 1:6, 16), and Herod is identified as the king several times in this passage (Mt 2:1-3, 9). The next time there is a concentration of usage for the title “king” is in reference to Jesus, spoken in mockery and contempt (Mt 27:11, 29, 37, 42).

The genealogy has prepared the reader for righteous Gentiles to be part of the unfolding messianic story, and in this case these Eastern magi represent the exemplary character: “Matthew forces his audience to identify with the pagan Magi rather than with Herod or Jerusalem’s religious elite.”24 While the ministry of Jesus certainly focuses on Israel (Mt 9:36; 10:6; 15:24), the early hostility of the Jerusalem leadership and the surprising obedience and worship of Gentiles foreshadows the life and ministry of Jesus and his later followers as ones who will conflict with the powerful while drawing in those seen to be outsiders. This composite character of non-Jewish worshipers served to remind Matthew’s readers of God’s interaction with those outside Israel (e.g., Amos 9:7). But this is not simply a matter of learning through general revelation. What the magi identified in their cultural and religious practices pointed them to the Messiah and compelled them to act. Their worship is accepted, not reviled. Their stories are respected, not denigrated. And their gifts are received, not rejected. This story challenges the hegemonies of culture and worship for the church today, reminding us that the first acts of worship directed to Jesus were ones that would not have been allowed or accepted in the Jerusalem temple or local synagogue, in the same ways that Indigenous expressions of worship are often not allowed in modern church spaces. It also reminds the reader that “God will reveal himself wherever people are looking for him.”25

Because the first two words of the gospel have drawn to mind Genesis, the reader is prepared for allusions to the stories of creation. Just prior to this section, Matthew tells us that Joseph “did not know” his wife (Mt 1:25 NKJV), which may be echoing “Adam knew Eve his wife” (Gen 4:1 NKJV). The magi are then introduced as coming “from the East” (Mt 2:1), echoing the description of Eden “in the east” (Gen 2:8). Finally, as the magi present the gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh, readers are perhaps reminded of Eden once again, as gold is present (Gen 2:11) as well as bdellium (Gen 2:12), an aromatic resin similar to myrrh. These are gifts from the earth, first given by Creator, now presented back to him.

This second half of Matthew’s prologue is also significant for the concentration of Old Testament quotations (the first occurring in Mt 1:23). The birth and circumstances of Jesus’ early life fulfill the trajectory of the Scriptures. Matthew’s usage of the Scriptures indicates the flexibility and interactivity of early traditions with present circumstances and seeks to further entrench Jesus’ life into the traditions of his people. Regarding Matthew’s use of the Hebrew Scriptures, Graham Stanton states: “The OT is woven into the warp and woof of this gospel; the evangelist uses Scripture to underline some of his most prominent and distinctive theological concerns.”26 With the concentration of Old Testament quotations in the prologue, Matthew presents Jesus as God with us (Mt 1:23), as the promised Davidic king (Mt 1:23; 2:6, 23), and as the embodiment of Israel coming through the exile (Mt 2:15, 18). In the invocation of these Scriptures, Matthew betrays deep awareness of wider contexts of the prophets he quotes and of wider themes in the Old Testament.27

The chapter also introduces the reader to key places in Matthew’s geographic landscape. In a profound mark of reversal, Jerusalem is now the place of antagonism toward Christ, and Egypt is the refuge. After this time of migration, Jesus and his family will settle in Galilee. That Jesus and his parents were refugees for a time ought to shape current modern perspectives. As Joe Kapolyo writes, “Jesus honoured all those who suffer homelessness on account of war, famine, persecution or some other disaster.”28 This geographic juxtaposition between Jerusalem and Galilee will continue through the narrative, as Matthew’s Jesus will spend his time primarily in Galilee and will not enter Jerusalem until his final week. This early story not only foreshadows the crucifixion but places the Judean seat of power against the Christ. Jesus’ ministry will take place in the shadow of the empire and will avoid the capital that first rejected him. The corruption of the Roman leadership is most fully on display in the slaughter of the innocent in Bethlehem for the maintaining of power. Whether it be the Pharaoh in Moses’ day (Ex 1) or modern colonial governments’ enforcement of Indian residential schools, which forcibly removed children from their families and communities in order to “get rid of the Indian problem,” the maintaining of power will often target the children of the marginalized.29

Numerous times through the prologue, the spirit world interacts directly with the vulnerable family of Jesus. This is most evident in the concentration of dreams (Mt 1:20; 2:12-13, 19, 22). Dreams are ways of knowing and a point of encounter with the spirit world. In the Old Testament and many Indigenous worldviews, dreams are seen as places of divine encounter (Num 12:6; Joel 2:28). That Joseph is the primary dreamer raises his status as someone highly attuned to the spirit world and the will of Creator.30 At the close of this section, Joseph, the primary character in Matthew 1, returns to the story, with the angel having instructed him to flee for safety to Egypt until the death of Herod (Mt 2:13), then instructing him once more to return to “the land of Israel” (Mt 2:20). Jesus and his family cannot live out the rest of their days in Egypt, though the angel does not simply instruct Joseph to “return home.” The land is also in need of redemption and healing, thus requiring the presence of the Christ, and so it is the land that calls him to return. The wisdom and history of a people resides in their landscapes as chronology collapses into geography. The genealogy has set forth the location in which Jesus is summoned to be, the place of promise, of kingdom, and of rebellion and exile. It is only in this land that the Christ can enact shalom.




JOHN THE BAPTIZER AND JESUS’ BAPTISM (MATTHEW 3:1-17)

All four Gospels are consistent in prefacing Jesus’ ministry with the ministry of John the Baptizer around the Jordan. This extended section on John highlights his popularity as a holy man and prophet. It also serves to ground Jesus into the line of the prophets, as the message of Jesus will echo John’s words (Mt 4:17; 12:34; 23:33). There is much that is innovative and unique in the life and teachings of Jesus, but this section reminds us that Jesus also stands in continuity with his ancestral prophetic traditions and honors the teaching of his mentor.31

John is intensely critical of the religious leaders who come to him, warning them that they cannot rely on their Abrahamic descent. His message clearly indicates an apocalyptic judgment on all people, and he says that the awaited Messiah will soon arrive. Amid the masses coming to John, Jesus also approaches John for baptism. Although John is resistant initially, he relents and baptizes Jesus. Jesus also makes it clear that being baptized by John is an appropriate ceremony for him to undergo to bring himself into solidarity with John’s renewal movement. Scholars recognize the importance of John’s location in connecting back to Israel’s story as Israel crossed the Jordan into the Promised Land (Josh 3:1–4:24). It is important to recognize here the Indigenous reading of the conquest narrative. Colonized peoples often read these narratives from the perspective of the invaded people and wrestle with the implications of this for today. This is particularly because language of the conquest from the biblical narrative was used during colonization, with language such as “Chosen People” for the European settlers and “Canaanites” for the Indigenous peoples.32 John’s location and Jesus’ baptism connect Jesus not only to the story of his people but also to the land of his people. In Walter Brueggemann’s words, land is a “primary category of faith.” He states:

Place is space that has historical meanings, where some things have happened that are now remembered and that provide continuity and identity across generations. Place is space in which important words have been spoken that have established identity, defined vocation, and envisioned destiny. Place is space in which vows have been exchanged, promises have been made, and demands have been issued. . . . Rootedness, in community and in a geographical land, is a conscious choice to be bound to the story of a place, be shaped and molded by it, and to be active in its upkeep. To delight in its beauty and suffer along with it, in sickness and in health. It is a covenant.33


Indigenous folks well understand the primal connection with one’s ancestral landscapes. This is not simply a matter of loving the outdoors but rather of belonging to a place such that one’s identity is inclusive of the land.34 A communal identity inclusive of the land is often hard for settlers and colonial peoples to understand, due in part to the brevity of their time, historically speaking, within particular landscapes. But for Indigenous peoples, including Jesus, the land of one’s people holds memories, and the Jordan River along with the twelve erected stones (Josh 4:8-9; Mt 3:9) continued to testify in Jesus’ day. For Indigenous folks today, it is ceremonies that remind communities and individuals of their ongoing relationship to a land, to a place, and to a people. For Jesus, it would not have sufficed to be submersed in any water—it was this land and these waters to which he belonged and so had to be where the ceremony of baptism occurred. In doing so, he embodied the story of Israel, who also passed through the waters of the Red Sea before spending forty years in the wilderness.

After his baptism, the heavens open, God speaks from the heavens, and the Spirit descends on Jesus in the form of a dove. This triune presence at the baptism scene will later correspond to the commission to go out and baptize in the name of the Father, Son, and Spirit (Mt 28:19). The words that come from the heavens also affirm the divine sonship of Jesus, a theme that will continue through Matthew. Significant, too, is the theophanic manifestation of the Holy Spirit in a physical, if temporary, manifestation in dove form.35 The Holy Spirit is first encountered as wind in Genesis 1:2, God is encountered as fire by Moses (Ex 3:1-14), and Jesus states that he is living water (Jn 7:37-44). In the Scriptures, not only is creation a location of divine encounter, but divine encounter occurs in, through, and as creation.36 Many traditional Indigenous peoples have a worldview characterized by animacy, holding to creation as sacred and infused with divine presence and agency. This perspective of agency in nonhuman creation is also expressed in the Hebrew Scriptures, with Psalm 148 being a prime example.37 That Matthew and the other synoptic authors portray the Holy Spirit enfleshed/enfeathered in other-than-human form ought to at least soften Western Christian perspective on differing worldviews, which are often labeled as animist or panentheist.38




TEMPTATION AND COMMISSION (MATTHEW 4:1-25)

The temptation in the wilderness is the second episode of preparation before Jesus’ public ministry, a symbolic reenactment of Israel’s time in the wilderness. This episode continues to bridge the divide between the realms of reality, physical and spiritual. The vision and voice of God as well as the enfeathered Holy Spirit at the baptism are now followed by Jesus’ trial in the wilderness, where he will encounter the demonic power and at the end will be attended by angels.

This story is strongly reminiscent of the practice of some First Nations of a vision quest. While the practice varies from nation to nation, vision quests are still practiced by some Indigenous nations today, and Vine Deloria states that vision quests seems to have been a nearly universal practice among Indigenous nations prior to colonization.39 They involve fasting, prayer, and an extended period of solitude in the wilderness. It is often a rite of passage from childhood to manhood but also practiced by those in the midst of life transitions or for times of spiritual renewal. Vision quests will sometimes have the seeker led by an elder to the place of the quest, which is often a demanding and even hostile environment.40

It should not be missed that it is the enfeathered Spirit, Dove, who leads Jesus to his vision quest—Jesus is led along by a bird. In Jesus’ case, he faithfully follows Dove as she leads him to the badlands of Israel for his trial.41 There is no mention of Dove’s departure. In some vision quest practices today, the seeker is given a wide berth by the elder who aids them, as they must rely on themselves and any help the spirit world provides during this time of solitude. But the elder will remain within close enough range to provide aid if need be. The Spirit never departed from Christ, and perhaps the manifested Spirit remained perched close by throughout this time of trial.

Three temptations are narrated: a challenge to Jesus to use his divine power to satiate his hunger after his forty days of fasting, a challenge to jump from a high point and rely on God’s promise of safety, and a challenge to worship Satan in order to receive the kingdoms of the world. These final words reveal that the empires of the world, namely Rome, are under the power of the Evil One.42 Jesus responds to all of these temptations with Scripture, quoting from Deuteronomy. This narrative continues to enact an Israel typology (see Deut 8:2). Jesus’ quotations from Scripture are all drawn from Deuteronomy (Deut 8:3; 6:16, 13), which was narrated as the final teachings of Moses just prior to exiting the wilderness to enter the land of promise. The story of Israel shows their failure to honor the covenant, while this episode shows that Jesus is the faithful embodiment of Israel and its mission.

The vision quest is seen as liminal space in which the seeker interacts directly with the spirit world, both helpful and harmful spirits. This melding of the physical and spiritual world began at the baptism, with the heavens opening up (Mt 3:16), and continues through into the vision quest. Deloria notes how vision quests are sometimes referred to as dreaming, and often the recounting of one’s dream/vision quest blurs the lines between visionary experience and physical experience.43 This is similar to the recounting of Jesus’ temptation, with a blurring of the lines between the visionary and the physical. Part of the work of a vision quest is to solidify one’s sacred calling in life, expand one’s knowledge, and receive power from Creator.44 Like many Indigenous seekers, Jesus’ vision quest propels him forward into his sacred duties.

Matthew 4:17 signals the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry, with Jesus preaching the same message as John (Mt 3:2). Matthew 4:17 is also an important narrative turn, as the same phrase “from that time Jesus began to . . .” is used later, in Matthew 16:21. Together these verses bookend Jesus’ public ministry in Galilee, with Matthew 16:21 turning the narrative focus toward Jerusalem and passion week. After the first act of public preaching, Jesus calls his first four disciples in two very similar stories that follow the same fourfold pattern.45 All four men are fishermen from around the Sea of Galilee who are called by Jesus, and they then leave their jobs and begin to follow him. The first disciples are men of the lake, experiencing the difficulties of a colonial economy. Jesus’ choice to move to Capernaum is a signal that the good news will issue not from the areas of imperial power, such as Tiberias or Sepphoris, nor from Jerusalem: “Jesus is located among the marginal, with the rural peasants not the urban wealthy, with the ruled not the rulers, with the powerless and exploited not the powerful.”46 So far in the Gospel there has been relatively little of Jesus’ ministry narrated, and so the summary (Mt 4:23-25) intends to frame the ministry, which will be narrated in the following chapters.

One final exegetical issue that arises from both this section and the previous section of Matthew is a unique Matthean phrase, “kingdom of the heavens” (Mt 3:2; 4:17 [my translation]), which is the foundational proclamation of both John and Jesus. While it is still frequent in scholarship to state that “heavens” is a circumlocution in Matthew to avoid the use of “God” (understandable given the synoptic parallels), Jonathan Pennington convincingly argues that this is not simply a stand-in but reveals Matthew’s symbolic universe, indicating the contrasting duality of heaven and earth.47 Matthew’s unusual usage of “heavens” when speaking of the kingdom of the Father (e.g., Mt 5:16) has been understood as a reference to God’s invisible realm.48 Yet, while we cannot discount the contrasting dualism of heaven and earth in early Jewish literature and within Matthew, it seems that Matthew’s opening narratives, particularly the baptism, have prepared the reader to see that Creator’s power and presence is already in both the spiritual (the invisible heaven) and physical realm (the visible heaven).49 At the scene of his baptism, Creator has presented himself as being both in his heavenly realm, as the voice that speaks from the clouds, and incarnate as Dove, who comes down from the physical heaven.50 Matthew’s unique “kingdom of the heavens” signals not simply God’s invisible realm but the totality of the physical and spiritual realms over which he is the creator and sustainer, and in both realms he is intimately active. The message of John, as well as the first words of proclamation from Jesus, is built on this reality of Creator’s relationship to both the heavenly realm and the physical realm, and it is the basis on which we petition God in prayer (Mt 6:9).




SERMON ON THE MOUNT (MATTHEW 5:1–7:29)

The Sermon on the Mount commences by establishing the sermon’s setting as well as audience. Jesus has for a period of time been ministering throughout the region (Mt 4:23-25). His reputation as a healer and holy man is established as Jesus indiscriminately gives of himself to the people who are in need. As the Gospel of Matthew features five large discourses, it is important to see first how Jesus has established himself as a wisdom keeper worthy of being listened to.51 He has the pedigree of a king. His birth stands in opposition to the imperial powers. He has identified with John’s renewal movement and gone on his vision quest, and in doing so identifies with and takes on himself the stories of his people. Following this, he has freely given of his power of healing. These stories establish him as a wisdom keeper, someone who will be sought out for his teaching. While Jesus’ teaching is guidance toward human flourishing, it is not tyrannical or dictatorial.52 His teaching is something that someone chooses to embrace, a teaching for those who have already made the choice to follow him (Mt 4:19).

It comes as no surprise to those familiar with the Jewish Scriptures that Jesus ascends a mountain to give this great teaching as his ancestor Moses had done, and it is no surprise to Indigenous peoples either. “Mountains are sites of spiritual power in Native tradition. They are signposts to the presence of God. . . . Mountains are spirit-filled.”53

The sermon begins with the Beatitudes, a series of nine statements that all begin with the adjective blessed. The Beatitudes are descriptions of a state of being, not a promise of blessing. Each of these descriptions of a blessed state has different results, describing “the way of being in the world that will result in their true and full flourishing now and in the age to come.”54 This beginning of the sermon points once again to the character of the speaker—Jesus is a walking beatitude, and by beginning the sermon in this way, the hearers are reminded that the speaker exemplifies his own words and so is not only trustworthy but also worthy of emulation. It is also a reminder that blessing can paradoxically be found in the reality of suffering: “Coping with suffering gives meaning to life—it is what gives us our strength.”55 The beatitudes spoken by Christ make it clear that following his ways marks out a community that is fundamentally at odds with Roman society, driven by the ideals of empire. The idea that the poor and downtrodden were blessed “would have been incomprehensible to Greek and Roman aristocrats.”56

For some modern Indigenous readers of the text, the language of law conjures up colonial laws that oppressed Indigenous peoples and were weaponized to enforce their subjugation and dispossession of ancestral lands, or may bring to mind the trotting out of the “rule of law” whenever Indigenous peoples protest treaty violations. This is foreign to Jesus’ mind as he speaks about the ongoing validity of the Mosaic law (Mt 5:17-20) but does highlight the ongoing importance of thinking about how Scriptures should be translated in modern vernacular.

Jesus moves to discuss the three righteous practices of charitable giving, prayer, and fasting. All three of these practices include a recurring theme of avoiding an attitude of hypocrisy and avoiding the practice of these things in order to be seen and praised by others. Jesus no doubt teaches in reaction to what he sees as false piety within both his own people and those outside Israel (Mt 6:1-2, 5, 7, 16). These holy habits are also characteristic of many Indigenous communities, though they are manifested in different ways. Giveaways are a common practice, whereby the person being honored in a gathering is the giver, not the receiver. This is a formalized method of giving done in public gatherings, but the quiet giving of money or items is also the ethos of many Indigenous communities.57 Prayers accompany any communal ceremony and gathering of the people, whether it be for celebration, discussion, or mourning. Prayers are understood not simply as words spoken to Creator but also in communal events such as the dancing of one’s prayers. Richard Twiss states: “When I’m dancing in the pow-wow, every step is a prayer: I dance my prayers for the people. Sometimes I imagine my prayers, I fantasize my prayers; they’re not always audible. Sometimes my prayers are expressed in artistic ways.”58 Fasting likewise is a common practice, most often an individual practice: “We learn the value of water when we fast three or four days on the mountain, in the forest or in some other sacred place. . . . Our purpose in fasting is to create harmony in the world and within ourselves.”59 Fasting was also frequently performed as part of a vision quest, or in general as an individual sought a vision.60 Fasting functioned in similar ways in early Judaism, with its temporary suspense of communal gathering and its representation of piety in prayer (2 Sam 12:16) or preparation to receive a divine revelation (Dan 9:3; 10:2-3).61

The middle section of the sermon serves to reinforce the previous teachings but does so by way of lessons from life and creation. The creation as a place for revelation is understood in Christianity, reinforced by passages such as Psalm 19:1 and Romans 1:19-20. Indigenous communities, too, seek wisdom, teachings, and guidance from the community of creation of which they are a part. Jesus himself already established the sacred nature of heaven and earth earlier in the sermon (Mt 5:34-35). All creation is sacred, originating from and being animated by Creator (Col 1:15-20), and “the Earth is the first and primary medium of God’s self-revelation.”62 Within this understanding, Jesus points to lessons from life and nature, showing us that possessions can deteriorate or be stolen, that one’s eyes can determine one’s life and internal workings, that money can corrupt, and that the beauty of flowers and bounty of nature to feed the birds remind us of Creator’s care.63 These are not mere analogies or illustrations—categories often used to relegate or subordinate a teaching to the “more literal sense.” Jesus here points to creation as places and events that literally hold the lesson within themselves.

The close of the sermon challenges disciples to put into practice what has been taught. Following Jesus on the narrow path involves more than right thinking or proper doctrine but rather behaviors and attitudes that put on display the golden rule of Matthew 7:12. Despite the hardships that may come in life, despite those who may try to lead one astray, disciples must continue to strive to be bearers of good fruit and live like wise builders. Walking this good red road will ensure that we know and are known by the Lord on the last day (Mt 7:21-23).64 In the closing examples of the sermon, the focus on the outworking deeds of a disciple is paramount in God’s eyes.




HEALING MINISTRY (MATTHEW 8:1–9:38)

Matthew offered a summary statement of Jesus’ work of healing prior to the sermon (Mt 4:23-25), and this extended section on healings will also include a summary statement near the beginning (Mt 8:16) and at its conclusion (Mt 9:35-36). These repeated narrative summaries make it clear that the healings, exorcisms, and other encounters as told by Matthew are a mere sampling of Jesus’ work. The indiscriminate attitude of Jesus shines through in the series of events through this section, where Jesus not only gracefully encounters the outsiders and the outcasts but even the Roman oppressors and the oppressive kin within the communities.

Comparison of Jesus to the Indigenous medicine woman/man provides a helpful interpretive window. While the modern Western conception of medicine tends to be primarily mechanistic and physical, the medicine woman/man attended to both the physical and spiritual in the recognition that sickness was a complex mix of both disease (physical) and illness (psychological/psycho-spiritual) and so required both holistic diagnosis and adaptive approaches for the healing process.65 Medicine women/men were sought out for advice, as they were acknowledged as wisdom keepers, those with a curious mind that delved deeply into the mysteries of life.66 The medicine woman/man in the Cree tradition was understood as someone who could foresee things (see Mt 24–25).67 The medicine woman/man, like Jesus, was seen as appointed to tasks by the spirit world and considered to be on call for the requests of the people, something Matthew similarly intimates in his summary statements of Jesus’ ministry of healing.68 The medicine woman/man was appointed to their task by Creator and recognized by the community. They did not typically advertise themselves (see Mt 9:30) but rather were known by word of mouth in their communities. The medicine woman/man recognizes that healing does not come from them but rather from Creator, and recognizes the importance of the patient’s own part in the healing, both in diligently working toward wellness and in a trust in the medicines provided.69 In the same way, we see the faith of those who seek out Jesus as an important part of the healing process (Mt 8:2; 9:29; see also Mt 13:58).

The holistic role of the medicine woman/man is instructive as we look at Jesus’ healing ministry. Modern readers of Matthew see this narrative portion as moving back and forth between physical encounters of healing and spiritual encounters of exorcism, interspersed with teaching and dialogue. This bifurcation of the material and immaterial is more at home in modernity, with its foundations on Western dualism. In all of these cases through Matthew 8–9, Jesus the medicine man is giving medicine. The holistic medicine of physical healings of leprosy, paralysis, blindness, fever, death, and hemorrhaging brings about whole-life changes for those who were previously socially stigmatized and living at the margins of society. The faith of the centurion is turned into powerful spiritual medicine for Jesus’ countrymen as he displays a faith they do not have. Jesus offers bitter medicines to those who seek to be disciples but are not willing to offer the necessary life sacrifices. And Jesus dispenses the medicine of acceptance to a tax collector named Matthew and in so doing brings Matthew out of the imperial system that was oppressing him and his fellow Israelites. In all of these examples, whether the ailments are physical, spiritual, psychological, social, or a mixture of ailment and spiritual oppression (e.g., Mt 17:15-18), Jesus provides the medicines needed to restore shalom to the individual for the good of the individual and the community. Similarly,

In our Native American way, medicine is not just a bunch of herbs or the training a physician receives. It’s helping people attain that which is good in life. If you can point them in a new direction, saying this is the path, this is the way to go, that’s a form of healing. When you give a lifting hand and make someone feel better for it, you’ve given that person medicine.70


Another indicator of Christ’s generosity is his statement in Matthew 8:20 (author translation), “Foxes have dens and birds have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” While this is sometimes read through a lens of voluntary poverty, akin to later church ascetic practices, this statement may in fact indicate the spirit of generosity that pervaded Christ’s life. “The way Indigenous communities provide that is through the experience of generosity. We expect generosity, and we provide opportunities for generosity. We have ceremonies of generosity in feasts, potlatches, and giveaways.”71 The generosity of Indigenous leaders in Canadian Indigenous communities of the Northwest was the reason for the ban on the potlatch in 1884 by the Canadian government, as it was antithetical to a capitalist ethic of accumulation—the adoption of which was considered to be an important component of “civilizing” the “savages.” This practice of wealth redistribution was often exemplified by the chief and other materially rich members of the community. In these communities, material lack by a leader was a strong sign of virtue and abundant generosity.72 Up to this point in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus has been generous in his sharing of wisdom, teaching, and medicines. In light of Matthew 8:20, Jesus may also have been generous with his material possessions.

The medicine woman/man was also one recognized as having great power by virtue of their wisdom and their divine appointment. Two stories within this narrative section highlight in a unique way Jesus’ power. The first is the encounter with the Roman centurion (Mt 8:5-13). The centurion not only represents the imperial and colonial power but as a high-ranking officer controls the might and power of Rome. Yet, his encounter with Jesus acknowledges the powerlessness of the state over human sickness. The centurion’s address of Jesus as Lord is surprising, expressing his subordination to Jesus and his own powerlessness, and by extension a power Rome also lacks—Caesar is not a lord who can enact shalom and restore balance to a broken life.73

This unique power of Jesus is also manifested in the calming of the storm (Mt 8:23-27). This power to calm the storm comes by way of his relationship to the creation. This is evident in his direct address to the natural forces. The irony of the Christ speaking directly with natural forces while Indigenous peoples are often denigrated as animists should not be missed: “A classic Greek (Western) world view would say that any Native who believes a tree could talk would be involved in animism, spiritism, and/or pantheism, though Jesus spoke directly to the winds and the waves and they ‘heard’ Him and actually obeyed.”74




COMMISSIONING OF THE DISCIPLES (MATTHEW 10:1-42)

As the concentrated section of miracle stories concludes, the compassion of Jesus for his people is clear, as is the need. Jesus continues his proclamation and work of healing (Mt 9:35), but he also recognizes the oppression that the people face: “Jesus sees people who are oppressed, downtrodden, beat-up, and crushed. The historical and literary contexts indicate Rome and the religious elite as those who inflict social, economic, political, and religious abuse with misrule.”75 The language of sheep without a shepherd likely focuses the critique on the current religious leadership, with echoes drawing back to the critique of Israel’s leadership in Ezekiel 34.76 What is needed is new leadership for a renewed community, and this is what Jesus asks his disciples to pray for, workers for the harvest.

Immediately following this, Jesus commissions the Twelve to this work—the request for prayer being as much about seeking God’s will as it is preparing their hearts and minds for the reality that they will be a part of the answer to their own prayer. Only some of the disciples have been encountered so far in the narrative, and the number twelve clearly signals a reconstituted Israel. The Jewish renewal movement begun by John now extends into the work of Jesus’ disciples as they are sent out and told to focus in the first instance on Israel, as God chose Abraham and his descendants to receive his blessing and for them in turn to be a blessing to the nations (Gen 12:1-3). Yet even with the charge to avoid Gentiles and Samaritans (Mt 10:5-6), the disciples will yet be a witness to Gentiles (Mt 10:18), and the context of his directive is already couched within a narrative opening that highlighted righteous Gentiles in the genealogy, the magi of the birth narrative, and the faith of the Roman centurion. Within this narrative setting and with the framework of Jesus as medicine man, Jesus’ directive to go only to Israel is because it is Israel who is in need of medicine (see Mt 9:12) and strength to live into their divine role.

Jesus knows not only that there is much work to be done but that this renewal movement will encounter fierce resistance by the current leadership. Jesus uses animal metaphors in Matthew 10:16 to help the disciples understand the situation. In being sent out as new shepherds, they are at the same time like sheep going in among wolves. He advises them to take the lesson of the snake and be shrewd but also morally upright and innocent like doves. He also then calls their attention to God’s care for even the smallest of his creatures (Mt 10:29-31), a reminder to his human listeners of their common creatureliness and creational kinship. This mention of doves in Matthew 10:16 is a callback to the active incarnate presence of the Holy Spirit, and indeed Jesus tells his disciples that in the midst of trials, the Spirit will be with them (Mt 10:20), just as the Spirit was with Jesus in his trial.




RISING OPPOSITION AND REJECTION (MATTHEW 11:1–12:50)

While opposition has been present from early on in the narrative (Mt 2:1-12, 16-18; 8:34; 9:3-5, 11-13, 34), this narrative section of Matthew’s Gospel presents rising opposition and tensions between Jesus and many others. The first of these comes from a seemingly unlikely source. John the Baptizer has held a prominent position so far in the narrative, making questioning from John all the more confusing for some readers. A North American Indigenous lens on John the Baptizer at this point in the narrative may provide additional insight. Specifically, John seems to be playing the role of a sacred clown.77 This designation today is unappealing due to modern clowns and their role to make us laugh with colorful wigs, balloon animals, and floppy shoes. But sacred clowns in some Indigenous cultures played an important role in their communities. The clown in some traditions was closer to modern clowns today, appearing during communal ceremonies and acting provocatively and outrageously. These clowns sought to delight and remind everyone not to take themselves too seriously.78 Another type of clown in other Indigenous cultures, however, was more of a visionary, someone who also acted contrary to what was expected and made statements or asked questions designed to shock.79 The work of this type of clown was to disorient and be a contrary presence to remind the people of the dualities of life.80

The model of sacred clown certainly fits John the Baptist. In readers’ first encounter with John, his unusual dress and diet are highlighted, as is his unique practice of baptism and fiery preaching, against even the seemingly most religious people in his nation, calling them snakes. But John does not reserve his critique for only the Jewish leaders; he also makes uncomfortable the crowds who come to him, telling them that their lineage to Abraham is not enough and that the stones could be better children. Steven Charleston writes, “Like a sacred clown, he is a reminder that the power of the sacred can either sweep away the status quo or birth a new reality.”81

As John enters the story again, he acts once more in a shocking way, joining the narrative at a seemingly high point and introducing chaos as a sacred clown. Jesus has given a masterful body of teaching and has exhibited abundant grace as he doles out his medicines to all who come to him, after which he commissions even more healers to go among the sick of his nation and offer healing. Whereas previously John acknowledged the worthiness of Jesus (Mt 3:14), now he has questions. The sacred clown indicates that not all is as it seems, and indeed this section of the Gospel narrates the rise in opposition to Jesus as the story begins to point toward the passion. John forewarned of a Messiah who would baptize by fire, and yet Jesus has been a graceful healing shepherd. Charleston writes, “In Native theology, John’s role is to paint the background so the figure in the foreground may stand out even more clearly. This is the work of the heyoka [sacred clown] in traditional Native society.”82

As this sacred clown reminds readers of existing dualities, it is significant to note that Jesus both affirms his own work as that which is expected of the Messiah (Mt 11:4-5) and goes on to prophetically denounce the towns that have not repented (Mt 11:20-24), which at least partially aligns with John’s first expectations.83 In other words, the sacred clown has sparked a reminder of the duality of Christ’s messianic work. Judgment and grace exist simultaneously; healing and reproach are intertwined realities. As this episode focused on John closes, Jesus compares himself once again with his forerunner—they are both excluded and condemned. Like sacred clowns, they live contrary to expectations. Jesus then closes by comparing himself with personified Wisdom from the Hebrew Scriptures, perhaps surprising readers in another way. Amy-Jill Levine writes, “Jesus assumes Wisdom’s roles: mediating knowledge, demonstrating intimacy with the Deity, providing comfort. Readers may choose to see Jesus as thereby embodying the feminine presence of the Divine, or co-opting it.”84

Within these episodes of rising tensions between John and Jesus, between Jesus and the local towns, and between Jesus and the religious leadership on the issue of Sabbath, Jesus makes several statements that further indicate the nature of the community he seeks to create around himself. Jesus offers a prayer to the Father, indicating not only his close relationship as the unique Son but also that those who have gathered around him have been appointed and have received a revelation from Creator. Later in this section, Jesus’ close relationship with the Spirit is also highlighted (Mt 12:25-32). Those who have received this wisdom are not the powerful or the elite but the humble and the marginalized, identified as infants. This characterization aligns with scriptural tradition (Dan 1:4; Ps 19:7; 116:6; 119:130) but also works with the kinship language that Jesus has invoked in calling God Father, language he earlier instructed the disciples to use in prayer (Mt 6:9).

With this language of kinship in place, Jesus then moves to speak of rest from burdens and taking up his yoke (Mt 11:28-30). Warren Carter argues convincingly that Jesus’ words are an imperial critique: “Most, whether rural or urban, lived around the poverty level, barely subsisting on a daily basis and lacking any surplus for either a safety margin or as a basis for improved production. For most, it is a world marked by desperate striving to meet the demands of empire.”85 The rest that Jesus offers by being yoked with him speaks to the social, economic, and spiritual burdens his followers are experiencing. As Jesus presents an alternative way of living, held together through kinship bonds and striving toward the shalom of God’s ways, he also offers his intimate presence with all in the community. The typical translation of the yoke being “easy” is an unfortunate one in modern vernacular and inadequate to what Jesus is stating. The noun chrēstos can mean ”good” as in best suited for a purpose, “good” in a moral sense, “kind” to denote a loving manner, or “suitable” pertaining to the ease of something. This new community, like every community, carries with it roles and responsibilities for its members. But the burden will not be carried for a despotic Caesar but in service to all. It is a good yoke with a reasonable burden that invites us to strive not for our chief but alongside him.86 The kinship bonds of this new community are reinforced at the close of this section, when Jesus points to the spiritual ties among him, his followers, and their mutual Father in the heavens.




TEACHING IN STORIES (MATTHEW 13:1-58)

This next extended discourse, the third of five major discourses in Matthew, happens the same day (Mt 13:1) as Jesus’ kinship descriptions of the community. This highlights an oscillation back and forth between this new Jesus-centered kinship community and the crowds who are eager to listen to him. As this parable discourse continues, the first portion is for both the crowds and the disciples, but beginning at Matthew 13:36, Jesus speaks only to the disciples. The other Gospel authors spread Jesus’ parables throughout his ministry, but Matthew has gathered most of the parables into this section, consisting of eight parables. Unlike the previous two discourses (Mt 5:3–8:1; 10:5–11:1), this one is punctuated with some dialogue with the disciples along with narrator insertions as well. Two parables receive explanations (Mt 13:18-23, 36-43), and Jesus answers the disciples’ question of why he teaches in parables.

Significant is the note of the setting for this time of teaching, outside a building and beside a lake (Mt 13:1). Jesus preferred being out on the land to teach rather than in the synagogues (see Mt 5:1). This preference shows itself also in the horticultural components of his parables and teachings. Jesus chose spaces for ministry not simply for practicality or aesthetic but because he believed that place mattered—that the land and waters of his peoples had something to teach them. This land-based pedagogy is also an important component of Indigenous self-determination and decolonization today. Because colonization was at its core about dispossessing Indigenous peoples of their lands, decolonizing and education work hard to reconnect peoples to their ancestral lands.87 Important also is the recognition that Indigenous peoples, in seeking self-determination and cultural reclamation, bind up their communal identities with their lands.88

Jesus has recognized the lack of leadership and the needs of his people so far in this narrative (see Mt 10:6). A reconstitution of his people will of necessity include their deep connection to their land and waters. It is from these lands and waters that lessons will arise and form into parables, from which Jesus will instruct them in the reality of God’s sovereignty—the kingdom of the heavens. The lands and waters are also a flashpoint for this learning, as it is where Roman imperial oppression is keenly felt. The calling of the fishermen to be his first disciples (Mt 4:18-22), and now a place beside the lake to teach about the kingdom, signal a challenge to imperial oppression and an exhortation for his followers to reassert themselves as a people who belong to a land and are bound up in responsibilities to that place.89

From this setting out on the land, the stories arise, are spoken forth, and are encountered by the hearers. Modern teaching and preaching practice often moves in a linear fashion from concept to illustration. This type of thinking causes modern readers to see the parables as illustrations of concepts, functioning like sermon illustrations to hammer home one of the three sermon points. Indigenous practices of storytelling are much less linear and resist purely propositional understandings. Indigenous stories, as well as ancient storytelling practices such as the parables, arose from historical circumstances, from the observation of nature, and from the stories of peoples. Teachings were then drawn from the stories, rather than the stories being told to encapsulate a concept. Jesus, like modern Indigenous storytellers, is “grounded in the very same processes that have brought meaning to the lives of our Ancestors: multidimensionality, repetition, abstraction, metaphor, and multiple sites of perception. In short, a multilayered conversation whose meaning shifts through time.”90

The dynamic nature of storytelling, evident in both the Scriptures and First Nations traditions, ought to help readers embrace the robust nature of story and caution against the modern tendency to freeze stories into one prescribed meaning. Stories and traditions within oral cultures, such as Jesus’ world and many First Nations cultures, demonstrate contextual adaptability as well as mechanisms that honor the communicative intent of the story or teaching. In much the same way, Indigenous Christians today seek to honor the communicative intent of the scriptural author as well as to engage in the dynamic and relational process of relevant scriptural interpretation and application.

In their retelling, these stories serve to reiterate old teachings and to speak in new ways to new situations, such that the past is always speaking to and shaping the present. Jesus calls his hearers to a new way of thinking that dynamically interacts with the past (Mt 13:52). This is a fluid and interactive process, with the listener being key. Like modern Indigenous storytelling, Jesus’ parables “involve the active participation of the listener in the reckoning of their meaning and to a degree beyond what is typical for more straightforward forms of speech. If for no other reason than this variable of listener participation, it can be argued that the parables are intrinsically polyvalent, bearing multiple senses and resisting a singular determinate meaning.”91

As mentioned earlier, Jesus’ discourse is briefly interrupted at times, with a question from the disciples and then explanations for two of the parables. Parable explanations are not otherwise common in the Gospels, and despite Matthew’s clustering of the parables into this discourse, it is made clear in Matthew 13:34 that parables were used often in Jesus’ teaching to the crowds. Jesus spent time through his ministry doing and saying things his disciples and the crowds did not always understand, and only occasionally did the disciples seek an explanation. The swift desire for clarity and explanation is a hallmark of the Western mind but does not always fit in an experiential learning process, nor with a mode of teaching like parables that may be polyvalent in meaning.

An example of this clash between observing and pondering versus questions to achieve clarity is evident in non-Indigenous experiences with Indigenous cultural expressions. Randy Woodley notes, “I was taught by elders to observe closely when a task was being done and not to ask questions.”92 This did not mean that questions were not pondered, and he notes that often the questions were later answered through repetition, pondering, or prayer.93 This contrasted with his later experience as a teacher: “When I first began leading Sweat [lodge ceremonies] and non-Indians asked these question, I usually answered them even though I felt uneasy about it.”94 Woodley later realized that to experience the ceremony authentically, non-Indigenous folks needed to be instructed to refrain from asking questions immediately before and immediately after. This is a way of teaching that is at home in Indigenous cultures today—a process of observance, pondering, repetition, and occasionally explanation that comes after a delay of time.

This way of teaching is also present in Jesus’ ministry. The Western mind does not always sit easily with mystery, pondering, and openness to wait for a forthcoming answer. Yet, Matthew makes it clear that this was one of the teaching methods of Jesus. Jesus was perfectly comfortable with letting questions linger, risking confusion on the part of the hearer, trusting that in Creator’s timing an answer may come to the hearer, or recognizing that the polyvalence of meanings inherent in the parables would arise as circumstances drew them forth.




THE FATE OF JOHN THE BAPTIZER (MATTHEW 14:1-12)

This passage temporarily moves its focus from Jesus to focus on Herod the tetrarch and the circumstances of his beheading John the Baptizer. The narrative moves backward, beginning with Herod’s response to a report about Jesus and his belief that Jesus is John who has returned from the dead. In his role as prophet, John did not shy away from speaking truth to power, criticizing Herod for marrying Herodias, his brother’s wife. This was enough for Herod to imprison John. At his birthday celebration, Herodias’s daughter dances for Herod, and Herod brashly promises to give her anything she asks for. Herodias tells her to ask for John’s head, which Herod reluctantly gives. The account closes with John’s disciples burying John’s body and leaving to tell Jesus. The passage serves to build on the prophetic motif indicated most recently in Matthew 13:57 regarding the fate of prophets. While later Jesus will give several passion predictions (Mt 16:21-23; 17:22-23; 20:17-19), the fate of prophets and the fate of the Messiah’s forerunner already serves as a narrative foreshadowing of Christ’s fate.

Another important component of this story, which also aligns with the prophetic motif and foreshadowing of Christ’s path, is the clash between the empire and this renewal movement. Jesus’ words and actions have confronted the oppressive and immoral Roman system and will continue to do so, and John has done the same. Warren Carter states, “Matthew’s account, while assuming some historical basis, reinforces three pastoral-theological dynamics for its audience: the politically powerful resist God’s empire; unbelief is expressed in hostility and violence; God’s empire requires faithfulness even to death.”95

A somewhat neglected component of this story is the grounds for John’s condemnation of Herod Antipas and his marriage to Herodias. Herod and his half brother Herod Philip’s wife Herodias (she was their niece through another half brother) fell in love while each was married to another, with both divorcing their spouses and then marrying each other. While readers with a Judeo-Christian heritage see this as immoral (just as John and Jesus did), adultery, divorce, and remarriage in the upper class of the Roman Empire was common.96 Jesus has already spoken out against the lax Jewish divorce practices of his day, calling them to the vision presented in the creation story (Mt 5:32; 19:9; see Gen 2:24). That John so forcefully denounced Herod and Herodias shows his alignment with Jesus on this issue. A further component of the condemnation was likely the Levitical incest laws (Lev 18; 20), which Matthew likely signals by providing the shared ancestral name “Herod.” Herod Antipas and Herodias clearly understood themselves as not being under any particular law beyond Roman law, and yet John held them to the teachings of his people enshrined in the Mosaic law. Tribal laws are bound to both communities and the land in which they reside. Herod the Great (Antipas’s father) was an Idumean (termed a “half-Jew” by Josephus, Ant. 14.403), and Antipas’s mother was Malthace, a Samaritan woman. Herodias’s grandparents were Herod the Great and Mariamne; she was part of the Jewish Hasmonean family line. That John condemned Herod Antipas and Herodias based on the laws of his people speaks toward his expectation that they ought to have honored the Mosaic law, as it was the traditions that governed their Jewish and Samaritan ancestors, and governed the lands in which they resided and ruled over. John and Jesus did not see the Roman colonial laws as superseding the tribal laws of their people. Indigenous peoples today also give deference to their ancestral laws in spaces of overlapping sovereignties, something that has often had severe consequences from oppressive colonial powers.




THE MANY ARE FED (MATTHEW 14:13-36)

Jesus receives the news of John’s death and attempts to withdraw to be by himself, likely for a time of mourning. When the crowds hear where he is heading, they are ready to meet him, and predictably Jesus has compassion on the crowds and heals those who are sick. The day draws to a close and they are in a remote place, so the disciples suggest that the crowds be dismissed to find food. Jesus instead orchestrates the feeding of this large group of people. Immediately afterward, Jesus forcefully sends the disciples away so he can dismiss the crowds. After the crowds depart, Jesus spends time by himself to pray into the night, the reason for his withdrawing in the first place. The disciples are far from shore on turbulent waters, and Jesus comes out to them, walking on the sea. The disciples are terrified, believing he is a ghost. Jesus speaks to them, and Peter asks Jesus to call him out on the water. Jesus does so, and Peter also walks on the water. The winds frighten Peter, and he begins to sink and calls out for Jesus to save him. Jesus takes Peter’s hand and rebukes his doubt. When they get into the boat, the wind stops. The disciples in the boat worship Jesus and confess him as the Son of God, recognizing his unique relationship and authority over the creation.

Several components in the telling of the feeding story may suggest what Ched Myers argues in regard to the synoptic parallel in Mark, namely that this should not be read strictly as a miracle story but as a dramatic socioeconomic reordering of relationship among those gathered.97 I would also add that in addition to a socioeconomic reordering, there is a re-membering of the crowds to the community of creation of which they are a part, and in this understanding there is a foresight displayed on the part of Jesus—a recognition of what might be. The first component is the focus placed on the location of the story. Matthew twice informs the reader of the location as the wilderness (Mt 14:13, 15). If this story were approached apart from the wider narrative context, the inclination may be to understand the location as a desolate wasteland. But the wilderness has already been an important place in Matthew’s narrative. The wild is a place where God’s ways are being made known (Mt 3:3), where Jesus went through his vision quest (Mt 4:1-11), and the last location where the incarnate Spirit, the Dove, was in the story. It also connects Jesus and the crowds to John the Baptizer, as this was the land he resided in (Mt 3:1; 11:7)—and, importantly, it was this land that sustained John with food (Mt 3:4).

When the problem is presented to Jesus by the disciples, so is their solution: “Send the crowds away so they may go into the villages and buy food for themselves” (Mt 14:15). For the disciples, the only solution is to partake of the local economy, entangled as it is with the reality of Roman imperialism. Jesus has a better solution, and that is to remain in the very place that has sustained others in the past—like John in Matthew 3:4 and like their ancestors in Exodus 16. His challenge is to seek solutions within the community itself; they have the assets they need. In commenting on the parallel story in Mark, Myers states, “The only ‘miracle’ here is the triumph of the economics of sharing within a community of consumption over against the economics of autonomous consumption in the anonymous marketplace.”98 I would amend this thought to acknowledge the land within this framing—they are a community of consumption but also find themselves within a community of creation and within a landscape that provides for all those who move on the earth (Gen 1:12, 29-30). Creator’s economics of sharing encompasses the reciprocity humanity has with the land, which takes care of them.

One final component suggests seeing this event as a reordering and re-membering event: that women and children are also part of the many gathered.99 The modern mind may be predisposed to reading this note in terms of the (numerical) quantity of the crowd when instead it may be a signal of the quality of those mentioned. Later in the narrative, Matthew states, “Many women were also there, looking on from a distance; they had followed Jesus from Galilee, ministering to him” (Mt 27:55-56). The indication in this verse is that women performed a sacred role for Jesus, and he could not have continued his work without their vital support. Children, too, will become an important example to model the faith Christ expects of his disciples (Mt 19:13-15), and it is not insignificant that John the Evangelist provides in the parallel story the detail that the loaves and fish were provided by a young boy (Jn 6:9).

Rather than merely adding to the number of those present, the mention of the women and children may also be pointing to the means of satisfying this need for satiation—the whole community, inclusive of the land and looking to those that the wider society has deemed lesser and lacking agency. With this inclusive view of community, oppressed communities recognize the assets they already possess and can even work toward something like food sovereignty. Colonial and imperial oppression, compounded as it is today by capitalist economies of extraction, attempts to convince its subjects of their reliance on the global free-market economy for their needs and to tell them what their desires are. The imperially imposed economy attempts to persuade all citizens that it is only through them that satisfaction can occur. A turn to the entire community subverts this notion and opens eyes and hearts to different realities that protest oppressive economics by means of internal assets and contentment. This is by all accounts a miraculous feat that Jesus has performed, but rather than the laws of nature having been subverted, it is the imperial laws.




ADDRESSING TRADITIONS (MATTHEW 15:1-20)

In this passage Jesus is questioned by religious leaders about the lack of ceremonial washing on the part of his disciples. Jesus takes the opportunity to rebuke them for following their traditions, which ends up leading them to break the commands of God. Jesus then explains to the crowd what truly defiles a person. The disciples question Jesus about his strong rebuke of the Pharisees and then ask for an explanation concerning his teaching on defilement. As Jesus verbally spars with the Pharisees, it is clear that he holds to a relational ethic that supersedes a legalistic framework: “If we examine Jesus’ rebukes and correctives of the Pharisees, he consistently directs their legal interpretations toward actions that restore relationship.”100 As with Jesus’ teachings on divorce (Mt 5:31-32; 19:3-9), laws from within the Mosaic law or new laws arising from later tradition should not trump striving for harmony in relationships. Jesus takes the opportunity of this encounter to critique a way in which a legalistic ethic has trumped relationships, in this case the relationship between children and parents and the responsibility of caring within those relationships.

Jesus’ teaching finds strong resonance with Indigenous ways of knowing. Specifically, Jesus’ explanation to his disciples shows his focus on the heart as the source from which ills and disharmony in one’s life arises, and conversely the heart is the place where knowledge and wisdom truly sit within the individual.

First Nations communities understand that this learning in the heart can happen only through experience. It is experience that teaches a person’s spirit. First Nations trust only the learning that has been learned experientially; book learning is suspect among all First Nations since it can credential without any of the living experience of the dynamics the latter kind of learning claims to know. . . . Heart thinking is not emotional nor is it irrational. It makes use of emotion along with cognition and deep intuition.101


It is important to note that Jesus is not necessarily condemning Jewish ritual purification practices and ceremonies. Indeed, these things were part of Jewish culture, and as a traditional Jewish man Jesus no doubt partook in his cultural practices. Christ’s critique, echoing Isaiah the prophet (Mt 15:7-9), is that the ritual practices have taken on a life of their own, rather than arising from the heart of an individual. The Jewish practices of washing one’s hands or eating particular foods were embodied rituals and cultural practices that were meant to signify the posture of one’s heart and life before Creator in the community in which one was a part. The moment these practices became a rule by which others must measure up or be judged, the practice became disconnected from the posture of the heart. Jesus is not advocating a disembodied faith where ritual practices and ceremonies are unnecessary (a common modern Protestant way of reading), but rather warns his followers that these rituals can become rote motions rather than sincere expressions arising from one’s heart. This reflects Indigenous ways of knowing, where ceremony and ritual work in a continuous circle from heart to hand, mutually reinforcing each other and solidifying one’s understanding and emotions. Jesus’ words here are not so much an indictment as a diagnosis—his Pharisee opponents have become dis-integrated, with their hearts disconnected from their cultural practices. Jesus’ challenge is not to dismiss these cultural practices but to live and act in integrated ways rather than hypocritical ways, as hypocrisy is the dis-integration between one’s heart and one’s hands.




ENCOUNTER WITH THE CANAANITE WOMAN (MATTHEW 15:21-39)

As seen before in the narrative, Jesus intentionally took time to withdraw from more public spaces, in this case with his disciples. However, his popular reputation as a medicine man is far and wide, and his responsibility to that role ultimately means little time for rest. Jesus goes to the region of Tyre and Sidon, the coastline of the Mediterranean Sea and the farthest place that Jesus travels according to the Gospel author, over 75 kilometers from the Sea of Galilee as the crow flies. Even this far away from Galilee and Judea, Jesus does not escape recognition as the Son of David (Mt 15:22). While modern readers may only hear particular place names, the mention of Tyre and Sidon would have evoked stories and histories for early readers, as land is a storied place that holds the memories of peoples and communities. If Jesus had simply sought a stroll on the coast, there was a road leading directly west to a city called Acco. The specificity of this travel, a withdrawing from the familiar lands of his people, to these named cities is intentional on Jesus’ part.

These were ancient cities, with Sidon in particular being an ancient coastal city of commerce (mentioned in Gen 10:19; 49:13). Jesus has entered in Gentile territory, a region filled with tensions between ethnic groups and political groups. Jewish historian Josephus also indicates that there were tensions and fights in these areas during this time (J.W. 2.478; Ag. Ap. 1.70). The place Jews of Jesus’ day possibly sought to avoid is where Jesus confidently walks. Current realities and histories need to be faced in order to walk in Creator’s ways, and Jesus exemplifies this good road. To make it clear that the history of this place is in mind, Matthew specifically identifies the woman who approaches Jesus in Matthew 15:22 as a Canaanite, another reminder of the history of this place. Jesus here invokes the complicated histories and current realities in those lands, because nothing good comes from erasing or ignoring the past. Tyre and Sidon had contributed materials in the past for Israel and its building projects (2 Sam 5:11; 1 Kings 5:6) but also contributed to the idolatry of Israel, particularly under Solomon (1 Kings 11:33). The story of the Israelite conquest is also brought to the fore, the reality of Israel dispossessing the Canaanites at God’s command and assigning this particular land as the allotment for the tribe of Asher (Josh 19:31-34). This land held the stories of dispossession, “a gift at the expense of the Canaanites.”102 Jesus, even while speaking and acting against the Roman colonial oppression of his day, nonetheless reminds himself and his followers that they too belong to complicated stories of dispossession.103

Within this complex historical milieu the Canaanite woman approaches Jesus, resulting in a surprising exchange—surprising because Christ’s response seems uncharacteristic based on what has already unfolded in the narrative so far. Jesus ignores the woman’s pleas in Matthew 15:23, stating that his work is only for Israel in Matthew 15:24, and calls her a dog in Matthew 15:26. Jesus is using a standard insult of the time, and it is given an ethnic framing. There are a number of hermeneutical approaches to this episode, yielding important insights that are well summarized by Jaime Clark-Soles.104 Jesus here says something shocking, out of character and unfitting to the narrative world of Matthew—ultimately for the benefit of all involved, including even himself. After all, inclusion of the Gentiles in the Messiah’s story has already been well-established in the early chapters with the magi, and Matthew has already indicated that righteous Gentile women are in Christ’s own lineage (Mt 1:1-14). To truly speak ill of this woman because she is a Gentile would be to speak against some of his own ancestors.

The episode also challenges the disciples with regard to their ethnocentricity, challenges the woman to exhibit faith and endurance, and challenges the faithful reader in the present—is our Christology expansive enough to embrace Christ’s “clowning” around, and even a Christ who can be sassed and corrected by a woman? Might we “see the woman as another Rahab or Ruth: she recognizes her salvation is with Israel’s representative, yet she retains her Canaanite identification; she proves more faithful than insiders (the spies in Jericho; the disciples); and she does what she must to save her family”?105 This courageous determination and faithfulness further connects Christ’s work with the nations and will lead into another feeding miracle, this time with indication that this crowd is predominantly non-Jewish (Mt 15:31; see Mk 7:31).




YOU ARE THE CHRIST (MATTHEW 16:1-28)

The conflict with the religious leadership continues, with the Pharisees and Sadducees last having been together in the wilderness with John (Mt 3:7). It seems likely that this group of leaders is from Jerusalem specifically, as Matthew indicated that an earlier group of religious leaders came from Jerusalem (Mt 15:1), and after this episode the Sadducees and Pharisees will continue to be in conflict with Jesus when in Judea and Jerusalem in the forthcoming chapters. Jewish historian Josephus also says that Sadducees enjoyed the “confidence of the wealthy” (Ant. 13.293-298), and wealth was more concentrated in the urban centers. These two groups were different from each other in terms of theology and had disputes in matters of Jewish purity.106 Despite these differences, “they were willing to work together against their common enemy. As demonstrated in politics throughout history, ‘my enemy’s enemy can be my friend.’”107 The makeup of this cadre of religious leaders is important for understanding the dynamics at play in this passage. A community can handle a renegade, but a renegade may be deemed a danger if they are not ultimately willing to acknowledge the community’s leadership and so cannot be contained. With this internal dynamic, this group comes to ask Jesus for a sign from heaven.

In the narrative so far, Jesus has begun to cultivate a new community that challenges the empire, offers new moral and ethical constructs, and commissions new leadership characterized by service aimed toward Christ’s shalom vision. While Rome was the ultimate imperial and colonial power, colonial realities often bring about a ruling group within the oppressed people, those who participate in and collude with the imperial power, oppressing their own community or members within it. Some within this Jewish governing elite continue to challenge Jesus, and a portion of this group will ultimately work to orchestrate his crucifixion. The last time Jesus was tested in this manner was by the devil in the wilderness (Mt 16:1; see Mt 4:1). The unfortunate history of antisemitism in Christianity may lead modern readers to antisemitic tropes that equate the Jewish leadership with the devil. But this is the second time the religious leaders have asked for a sign (Mt 12:38), and Jesus has clearly indicated his perspective on the current Jewish leadership by calling and sending out new leaders for Israel (Mt 10:5). Yet, Jesus is not forsaking his people or his traditions, and his nation lives in the reality of both colonial oppression and the current Jewish leadership—Jesus is participating in the community even as he critiques and subverts it. This work of temptation “concerns not Jesus’ indisputable ability to do signs, but his allegiance. Does he perform their will or God’s?”108

Jesus, like John before him, stands outside the established authority as a prophet of God and points only to the sign of the prophet Jonah, a foreshadowing of his coming death, burial, and resurrection. In his response to the religious leaders, Jesus recognizes their ability to discern the signs from creation, and yet they cannot interpret the signs of the current moment. Jesus here is pointing back to his ministry so far, in which good medicine has been poured out on those who need it, a renewed community has been established, and the Messiah walks among them. Jesus, the medicine man, diagnoses the issue. They are not able to interpret the plain signs in front of them, because they are ultimately unfaithful to God (“adulterous” in Mt 16:4) in their given roles as the shepherds of Israel, and just as the Evil One sought to pull Christ’s allegiance away, so too are they evil.

Just as good medicine can spread throughout a community, so too can bad medicine. Jesus warns his followers not to be persuaded by those within their nation, that small cadre of religious leaders who are ultimately wed to the colonial powers, as Jesus reminds them of the simple lesson that a little yeast can work itself through a whole group. These leaders have already clashed with Jesus on significant issues of forgiveness, healing, hospitality, Sabbath, food laws, and new traditions. Their test seeks to tame Jesus and bring him under their authority, but Jesus stands above and beyond them as the Messiah, the authoritative interpreter and revealer of Creator’s will for all peoples. Jesus reminds his disciples of the wilderness feedings, examples of communities functioning outside the established colonial economies in a new sharing economy that produced an excess. Will Christ’s disciples recognize that this movement is for Israel and all of the nations? This is answered in the next pericope, a hinge point in the Gospel (Mt 16:21).

Jesus again travels far from traditional Jewish spaces, this time to Caesarea Philippi. As observed in earlier portions of the narrative, the locations Jesus chooses provide vital context for what is said and done. Caesarea Philippi held a shrine for the pagan god Pan and also highlighted the imperial realities of this land in both its name and with a marble temple in honor of Augustus Caesar (Josephus, Ant. 15.364). This place also stood near Mount Hermon, the tallest mountain in Israel and the marker of the northeastern boundary. The waters of Mount Hermon came forth in a spring at Caesarea Philippi, one of two springs that fed the Jordan River, the lifeblood of the land of Israel. Here Jesus brings his disciples to finally ask the question—“Who do you say that I am?” (Mt 16:15). This location speaks. It speaks of imperial oppression. It speaks of past failures of the covenant people. It speaks of the worship of false gods that oppress. But it also speaks of life—the gift of water that flows indiscriminately to sustain the land, the animals, and the people. It also stands as a natural geographic border between nations.

Here Peter, speaking on behalf of the disciples, declares that Jesus is “the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (Mt 16:16). This declaration is itself a special revelation directly from Creator (Mt 16:17), and it reveals that Christ’s work, like the waters of Mount Hermon, will spread indiscriminately. He is not only the Jewish Messiah but also the “Son of the living God.” This living God is the giver and sustainer of all life, human and nonhuman, and extends beyond this natural geographic border and toward all nations. This new confessing community that will form around Jesus will be governed by a shalom vision for all of creation and will contend with the oppressive powers and with death itself (Mt 16:18). But the oppressive powers will not prevail so long as the cruciform life of Jesus continues to be the model for the disciple. The challenge to contend for power and authority will be ever present, but Creator’s way is one of self-giving and self-sacrificial love. The call is to continually take up one’s cross and follow (Mt 16:24).




ALIGNING WITH THE CHRIST (MATTHEW 17:1-27)

Jesus and his disciples are still in the region of Caesarea Philippi, and he leads his inner group of disciples, Peter, James, and John, up a high mountain, likely one of the peaks of Mount Hermon. Six days prior, Jesus stated that “the Son of Man is to come . . . in the glory of his Father,” and “there are some standing here who will not taste death before they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom” (Mt 16:27-28). This vision quest up the mountain is now especially for the inner group of disciples. They have confessed Jesus as the Christ, and Jesus has begun to explain to them his path, which will include suffering and death (Mt 16:21, 25). Now it is important for these first followers of Jesus, those who will be elders and knowledge keepers in this new multiethnic people of God, to understand that the way of suffering and service is not antithetical to Creator’s way of beauty and spirit. On the mountain, Jesus is transfigured before them, and two of Christ’s ancestors visit him to encourage him for his upcoming sacred work. Visions are an essential component of some Indigenous spiritualities, providing a glimpse of the interconnectedness of all things, including the spiritual and physical world, and showing a person their place and role in the future as presented in the vision.109

Peter’s mistake, laudable as it was, was to preserve the vision rather than understanding its forward-pointing nature. Peter sought to keep the encounter going by erecting tents for Jesus, Moses, and Elijah. The voice of God cuts off Peter’s misguided interruption and brings the focus back to what this vision quest seeks to show Peter and the disciples—that Jesus in his life and teachings must be listened to. The same one who stands fully in the spiritual and physical realm is the same one who has made it clear that he must suffer and die and be raised from the dead (Mt 17:9). With the visionary experience fresh in their mind, Jesus then goes on to help them see with fresh eyes those things that have already been going on in their midst. They have been expecting Elijah to come in dramatic fashion, not unlike what they just experienced and were trying to prolong. Jesus instead tells them to look again at what has already unfolded—it was John the Baptizer who fulfilled the role of the coming Elijah. And just as the new Elijah was killed by the imperial power, so too will the Son of Man be killed (Mt 11:11-12). The vision quest has reoriented their vision, helping the disciples to view past events and peoples from Creator’s perspective. The baptizing prophet and locust eater was the Elijah to come (Mal 3:1; Mt 11:10), preparing the way. Jesus is Creator’s son, the promised Messiah. The shalom kingdom promised is not modeled on colonial power and leadership but in self-sacrificial love and service for others. And life will triumph over death. The disciples no longer attempt to rebuke Jesus over his teaching (Mt 16:22-23) but now properly respond to suffering with lament and grief. This lament will be further compounded in the forthcoming narrative as it is revealed that the delivering over of Jesus will come from within their midst (Mt 10:4; 20:18; 26:2, 15-16, 21, 23-25, 46).

At the close of this chapter, Jesus and his disciples return to their home base in Capernaum, where Peter is asked whether they pay the temple tax.110 A short but important exchange then takes place between Peter and Jesus on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. Warren Carter suggests a reading of this exchange between Peter and Jesus that is compelling.111 While commentators have seen Christ’s words as a short allegory or parable of sorts, equating the kings and their children ultimately to God and his children, Carter suggests that there is no short parable here. Jesus indicates foresight by speaking to Peter about the exchange Peter just had (Mt 17:25). Jesus’ question indicates that in the Roman imperial economy, taxes are levied against the subjects and not against the ruling oppressive class. This certainly is an oppression, but Jesus will change it to an act of defiance. If the oppressive ruling class is exempt from taxes, then to not pay the tax is to seek to belong to that group. If not paying taxes is a social marker of the imperial oppressive class, Jesus will have none of it. He and his disciples will pay the tax and thus align with the oppressed masses in an act of solidarity and defiance. In so doing, Jesus and his disciples will not “offend” them by claiming solidarity with the ruling class.

There is yet a further component to this story. In order to pay the current tax request, Jesus instructs Peter to go catch a fish, in which a coin covering the tax for both of them can be paid. As with Matthew 17:25, Jesus here shows the gift of foresight. All fishermen know that fish go after shiny and colorful items; this is the basis of the fishing-lure industry. Jesus with his divine knowledge knows that the first fish Peter will catch will have a coin in its mouth, one that had been dropped by someone in the past and grabbed by the fish. But this particular miracle may be saying more. Jesus’ earliest disciples were fishermen who participated in local fishing economies. They were sustained by the Sea of Galilee and what it provided. Just as Indigenous nations are often self-referential with respect to their main sources of food and sustenance (salmon people, people of the buffalo, etc.), so too were Jesus and his followers identified with the fish that sustained them.112 This enduring legacy has continued, such that the “Jesus fish” symbol came to be used very early on, millennia before the modern bumper sticker. The ichthys symbol should serve today as not only a fitting acronym of the person of Christ but a reminder that he was an Indigenous man who identified with the land and the community of creation that sustained him and his earliest followers—they were people of the lake and relied on the fish of the lake.113 The skills learned on the lake were an asset that was brought into their kingdom work as Jesus called them to be fishers of people (Mt 4:19). And it is now the fish that provide what is needed for this subversive act of solidarity and defiance. The fish, the nonhuman community of creation, is also on the side of the marginalized and oppressed. The lake and its fish inhabitants partner with these acts of defiance. The community of creation also aligns itself against the oppressive powers. Even the fish will participate in the paying of taxes if it means demarcating themselves from the ruling class who are aimed at oppression and resource extraction.114

This creaturely act of solidarity ought to spurn Christ-followers, attuned to the lands that sustain them, to reciprocal deeds of solidarity and partnership to the wider community of creation of which we are a part. Like in the primordial story of Cain and Abel, “the earth itself is in solidarity with the victim of violence,” in this case the brutal taxation practices of Rome.115 This exchange was a reminder for Peter and is a reminder for the reader today of the gifts provided by Creator and creation. Peter and his community had relied for their whole lives on the fish of the lake, and now in addition to the continuous self-giving comes another gift from the fish. Gifts invoke relationships of reciprocity and remind humanity once more of our reliance on creation and accompanying responsibilities—“When we rely deeply on other lives, there is urgency to protect them.”116




KINGDOM ETHOS (MATTHEW 18:1-35)

Jesus begins the fourth extended discourse in the Gospel, sometimes called the church discourse or community discourse. Whereas a large portion of the previous parable discourse was directed to the crowds, Jesus again addresses only his disciples here, as he did in the Sermon on the Mount. The discourse is both instruction and parable, focusing on the ethos that should govern this new community. The initial question from the disciples, “Who is greatest in the kingdom of the heavens?” (Mt 18:1, my translation), sets the stage for Christ’s shalom teachings, which serve to reorient his followers toward communal wellness. The disciples have understandably been shaped by the wider culture around them, which stresses power within a social hierarchy, something present in many societies and exemplified by Rome and its forebears. Even Christ’s own metaphorical usage of kingdom to describe Creator’s good road was and is prone to this hierarchical understanding of community. Kings, after all, have lieutenants, governors, and servants. Randy Woodley suggests “community of creation” as an alternative metaphor that connects with both biblical and Indigenous perspectives.117 Other theologians have suggested kindom to emphasize the relationship and cohesive community envisioned in Christ’s teachings.118

Regardless of which metaphor is used or emphasized today, the teachings of Jesus in this section of Matthew radically reshape the metaphor of kingdom and challenge disciples expressly not to strive for upward mobility. All of Jesus’ parables and teachings about the kingdom dismantle the logic of empire and fundamentally redefine the metaphor and concept. There is no chain of command, no hierarchical roles as such. There is the king, and there are those in his kingdom, whom he has called family (Mt 12:46-50). Those in his kingdom do not sit within a hierarchy relative to the king and one another—it is a circle with Christ at the center, not a pyramid with Christ at the top. Jesus (as well as Matthew) also does this type of redefining of a core concept with “Son of David.”119 Jesus and the Evangelist go back to their traditions preserved in the Hebrew Scriptures in order to bring the people back to the foundational teachings of their people and their Creator, as we all become susceptible to hegemonic drift.120 Hegemonic drift is that desire to move from relationships of mutuality and communal flourishing to relationships of hierarchy, where certain commodities are controlled by those at the apex and flourishing is restricted at the top. In these types of societies, which modern capitalism and colonized countries exemplify, the preferences of those at the top become the measure for the rest. In the Hebrew Scriptures, this desire to be like other nations that concentrated power in the elites of society is consistently spoken against. For example, the Jewish king was to be a brother and was not to accumulate wealth (Deut 17:14-20). This teaching, along with the whole of the instructions present in the Mosaic law, functioned to set Israel apart as a community governed by shalom with Creator, with creation, and with one another.

In this context Jesus spends the entirety of this discourse to address the hegemonic drift, redefining what God’s kingdom is to be like, and ends the teaching by offering a story that warns his disciples of the consequences of not addressing the drift. He begins by responding to this query of who is greatest. In response, Christ brings a child into the disciples’ midst. This is no small or quaint act; it is a radical wake-up call to reject the empirical understanding of a hierarchical kingdom, as children sat near the bottom of the social hierarchy in Roman society. In this display of a child, representing also those who are like children, Jesus exemplifies the vulnerable person and calls his followers to “practice solidarity downward.”121 This teaching calls for an upending of the social hierarchy such that those at the bottom become the exemplars of faith and good living.

Not only is Jesus serious about upholding those on the margins as exemplars, but next he sternly warns his disciples not to participate in the systems that oppress those on the margins, using hyperbolic language of dismemberment. While readers may recoil at the harsh language of self-mutilation, the context of the teaching is a communal one. In the Greco-Roman world, it was common to speak of the body as an analogy of the state (e.g., Seneca, Epistulae morales 95.52), and the apostle Paul also uses the analogy of the body to describe the church (Rom 12:3-8; 1 Cor 12:12-27). The charge here is both radical and expansive, as the Roman Empire was upheld by slavery, dispossession, brutality, and heavy taxation. Those who enforced these measures were those at the top of the social hierarchy, and many aspired to move upward. Jesus makes it clear that this aspiration is antithetical to the kingdom he proclaims and calls his followers to cut themselves off from oppressive systems: “The combination of defining the human as a social being and denying any hierarchical systems, and a recognition of humans as a part of the greater whole, leads to a complete ethical system.”122 This is a radical teaching that is increasingly complicated, and all the more necessary, in the modern world of global capitalism and (neo)colonization—Christians in affluent nations must reconcile the fact that we participate in the oppression of others for our benefits and standards of life, and we must continue to ask ourselves what we need to cut off. Ched Myers and Elaine Enns write, “The church should take great care not to reproduce the pathologies of an oppressive society!”123

Jesus once again speaks of children and those like them, sternly warning his disciples that priority of both value and protection is held by Creator himself and reinforced by powerful spiritual beings—the angels of the presence.124 Creator himself gives priority to those on the margins, and to mess with those on the margins is to mess with the likes of the angels Michael and Gabriel. To both reinforce this teaching about the marginalized and transition to the final section of teaching, Jesus tells the now-popular and frequently sentimentalized parable of the lost sheep. The parable speaks of God as shepherd, a metaphor for God in the Hebrew Scriptures (see Ezek 34). The contemporary reading (and singing) of this story as God’s pursuit of the sinner for salvation does not precisely capture the parable’s teaching in the context of this discourse. Jesus has just made it clear that it is the marginalized, those like children, who are under the protection of Creator and his powerful angels—it is these ones who are the ninety-nine. The stray sheep is the one who is far off from God’s presence and God’s ways. The previous verses have made it clear that those who are far off are the oppressors, the very ones whom empire upholds as exemplars at the top of the social hierarchy. Myers and Enns write, “This parable, as the structural center of the whole teaching, thus signals a subtle but crucial transition in Jesus’ restorative logic. Not only are those who are ‘scandalized’ the moral center of the community; the offender, too, as an errant member, must be ‘found’ and restored.”125

The parable of the lost sheep, then, is not about an individual’s salvation as much as it is about an individual’s restoration to both Creator and the community that they have harmed. This parable transitions into the section that has, most unfortunately, been labeled as pertaining to church discipline. This is a Western reading based on a legalistic and punitive ethic, but it is about reconciliation, not church discipline. How does the community of faith work to bring back the wandering sheep into the fold of kinship when harm has been done? What is missing in modern punitive readings of this passage is that the parable indicates that the offender is both responsible and vulnerable, and that the offender’s transgression brings disharmony to the collective whole, with a collective responsibility toward restoration.126 The resulting instruction is for the community to participate in a process chosen and guided by the victim. It is the victim who is addressed (Mt 18:15), and it is the victim who decides whether they have been rightly and truly heard (Mt 18:16-17). This process engages the community specifically for reconciliation between the parties and restoration of the offender.127 This type of communal restoration practice was (and is) also common among some Indigenous nations with the practice of sentencing circles. At the center sit stories that need to be spoken and heard:

The story of the injury itself is a gift, because if it is entered into by those who caused the pain, it allows the abuser to take responsibility for the abuse, and for both the abuser and the abused to move toward healing. In this way, story continues to be a way forward for Indigenous people to seek harmony in all relationships, even though those relationships contain painful stories.128


If the offender does not truly engage the process, then the community must treat the offender differently, as a “Gentile and a tax collector” (Mt 18:17). Again, modern punitive readings have equated this to an ejection or shunning by the community, but the context of Matthew’s Gospel should quickly dissuade this type of thinking. Jesus has ministered to “Gentiles and tax collectors,” even calling a tax collector as one of his disciples! The offender who does not meaningfully reconcile is not removed from the community’s gaze or efforts, but in fact the efforts of the community change toward the offender in a different way—“the recalcitrant offender needs to be evangelized.”129

The community discourse began with a positive example, the child, and closes with a parable indicating how not to be. The parable is predicated on the system of economic injustice, using the story of rulers and debts owed to teach about forgiveness. Scholars differ on how to understand this parable, centering especially on whether the king in the story is meant to be analogous to God.130 The specific context of this community discourse, and especially the preceding verses and the lead-in question asked by Peter, should give the most interpretive weight. The parable does not equate the king with God but rather puts on display the corrupt nature of a “world captive to the logic of retribution.”131 None of the characters exemplify Christ’s response to Peter to be people of forgiveness (seventy-seven times, Mt 18:22). Rather, the characters are all negative exemplars of limited forgiveness and therefore ultimately bound to retribution and a punitive ethic—the very thing Christ has instructed his disciples to avoid. If we do not smash the endless cycle of retribution with the hard work of reconciliation, then we ourselves become bound and captive to a punitive ethic, because “if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you” (Mt 18:19), and “So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart” (Mt 18:35; see Mt 6:14-15).










  

    

      REINFORCING THE TEACHINGS (MATTHEW 19:1–20:34)


      With the conclusion of the fourth discourse in Matthew 18, the following two chapters of narrative and teaching revisit and reinforce many themes and topics from the community discourse and other earlier sections of Matthew. There is a reason for the repetition and reinforcement of Jesus’ teachings here. Matthew indicates that Jesus “left Galilee and went to the region of Judea beyond the Jordan” (Mt 19:1). Up until this point in the narrative, Jesus has been primarily in Galilee, with occasional forays into northern areas and areas on the other side of the Jordan River, places seen as more Gentile regions. The early sections of Matthew have established Jerusalem as a place of corrupt leadership and danger for Christ (see Mt 2:1-23). With this section, Jesus now begins to move toward Jerusalem, traveling through Judea. Jesus and his followers are participating in the ceremonies and traditions of their nation, with a trek to Jerusalem and temple for Passover. This caravan of people would have been quite large, as Jerusalem’s population would have greatly increased during this time.132 Celebratory songs of ascent from the book of Psalms would have been sung as they ascended the mountain on which Jerusalem sat. At the same time, Jerusalem is a place of danger for Christ, and he has already foretold several times his impending death at the hands of the leaders (Mt 17:22). Despite this risk from his own people and ultimately from the Roman authorities, Jesus will not cease to be who he is—a medicine man for his people who challenges the imperial society that has entrapped the imaginations of even his disciples. Matthew indicates that even in this time of communal ceremony and celebration, people come for healing (Mt 19:2), including the healing of two blind men shortly before entering Jerusalem (Mt 20:29-34).133


      Jesus reinforces and expands on his teachings on divorce, emphasizing in a greater way how male and female coupling must be grounded in the original vision of the Hebrew creation story (Mt 19:3-12; see Mt 5:31-32), while also acknowledging the sacred nature of eunuchs (and by extension others) who for different reasons do not or cannot participate in the marital covenant. Whereas the earlier teachings from the community discourse spoke of those “like” children (Mt 18:3), Jesus makes it clear in Matthew 19:13-15 that children were not solely used as an analogy. Children, as those who are most vulnerable and those lowest on the social hierarchy, are the citizens of Creator’s kingdom: “Matthew’s Jesus asks the audience questions along the lines of his injunctions in chapter 18: Are you ready to abandon what you have and follow Jesus in order to ‘enter the kingdom of heaven’ (19:23)? Can you welcome to your communities the ‘others’ who are like these little children and who have no evident parents or economic power?”134


      This episode with the children reinforces the teachings of the community discourse, as does the parable of the workers in the vineyard (Mt 20:1-16). The parable, laden with meaning as parables always are, reinforces a point that has been weaved through much of the last few chapters concerning the desire for upward mobility and social power. It is no doubt spoken in hopes that his own disciples will abandon notions of envy or one-upmanship, as “human perceptions on ranking are without significance and will be stood on their heads in the kingdom.”135 Unfortunately, imperial logic and the hegemonic drift is still deeply ingrained, as is made clear in Christ’s encounter with John’s and James’s mother as she asks for a special spot of honor for her sons (Mt 20:20-28). Their response indicates not only that the disciples continue to misunderstand the nature of this new community called the kingdom of the heavens, but also that there continues to be an expectation that Jesus will confront the Romans and establish a new Israelite kingship. The disciples’ vision is too small, held captive by the imperial logic of the Roman Empire, such that they cannot yet imagine this new way of life that Jesus teaches.


      The encounter with the rich young man in Matthew 19:16–30 serves as an example of the difficulty those higher up on the social ladder will have with Christ’s teaching. Terry LeBlanc writes, “It is imperative that we understand that Jesus does not challenge the rich young man’s attestation that he has fulfilled all the law. As improbable as it would seem to us, it appears that he has. Yet, as the young man hears Jesus’ admonition, we have a very clear sense that he is so fixed on his wealth that he is left relationally isolated.”136 A wall of wealth separates him. Like Jesus and his contemporaries, Indigenous peoples of Turtle Island are well-acquainted with how wealth and greed breed destruction of communities, individuals, relationships, and the land.137 The desire to find the passage to India by Columbus and other early colonizers was quickly supplanted by a frenzied and demonic desire for gold and wealth.138 This rich young man sits in a place of privilege, but a religiously pious life has been coupled with great economic gain tied to the economic brutalities of the empire. The call to this young man is the same as that to the disciples in the community discourse to cut off those things that harm the community and those on the margins (Mt 18:6-9). It is only this action that can provide the means of entering a kingdom guided by a shalom vision.139 This act will restore him to a community and to alternative treasures.


      While the promise of “treasure in heaven” (Mt 19:21) is often understand futuristically and disconnected from present physical realities, Jesus has taught that this kingdom is already near (Mt 4:17; 10:7; 12:28). Furthermore, the kingdom in Matthew is “of the heavens,” which encompasses the entirety of the community of creation, the seen and the unseen.140 Jesus is not asking the rich young man to embrace poverty but to find very present riches within creation and community. These types of riches will not partake of oppressive economic systems, will not take advantage of those on the margins, and will not seek individualistic gain and upward social mobility.


    


    

    

      JESUS IN JERUSALEM (MATTHEW 21:1–22:46)


      Jesus enters Jerusalem in a triumphal procession. The narrative has made it clear that this is a place of danger for him, and Jesus has indicated many times that he will suffer and die at the hands of the leaders. But this reality has not held Jesus back; he is compelled by his purpose and vision despite increasing friction and hostility. One of his core teachings has been to redefine what this new community would look like. He has taught about this shalom-shaped kingdom in Galilee and in Judea, and now he must confront the corrupt Jewish and Roman leadership in Jerusalem. Jesus signals the different nature of this kingdom in his “triumphal entry” (Mt 21:6-11). Jesus himself has orchestrated the entry to be this way (Mt 21:1-5), following in the tradition of his ancestor King David (2 Sam 19–20) as well as the prophetic tradition in Zechariah 9.141


      

        In deliberately presenting himself before Jerusalem as its messianic king, Jesus has chosen an OT model which subverts any popular militaristic idea of kingship. The meek, peaceful donkey-rider of Zech. 9.9 is not a potential leader of an anti-Roman insurrection. In 20.25-28 Jesus has spoken of a type of leadership which is completely opposed to the world’s notions of kingship and authority, and now he models it in the “meekness” of his royal procession to the city.142


      


      Notable also is the nonhuman participation in this ceremony. Matthew indicates that it is a donkey and her colt who participate in this process, leading to the somewhat humorous portrait of Jesus riding both animals (Mt 21:7).143 The point, though, is that an untrained colt is involved in this process and allows Jesus to ride. While Mark 11:2 explicitly states that the colt has never been ridden, in Matthew it is the presence of the colt’s mother that indicates that the colt has not yet been trained.144 As the community of creation is full of beings with agency, the mother and colt willingly participate with Jesus to provide him his ride.


      Jesus moves immediately to a forceful show of his kingly role, the role of his work as medicine man and prophet, as he drives out sellers and flips tables (Mt 21:12-13). The verb “drove out” in Matthew 21:12 is used elsewhere to describe his work of exorcism (Mt 8:16; 9:33; 10:1, 8). This act is both symbolic and an act of purification—a responsibility that was supposed to belong to the religious leadership. To reinforce this message to the failed leadership and the nature of this new community, Jesus performs another symbolic act of cursing the fig tree (Mt 21:18-22) and speaking three parables (Mt 21:33–22:14), with the parable of the tenants adapting “the vineyard of Isa 5:1-7, and recast(ing) the story to serve as a juridical parable, a self-indicting mirror, for the religious leaders.”145 Jesus’ work of healing also continues for those in need as the blind and the lame seek him in the temple for healing, and the children, the very ones to whom the kingdom belongs (Mt 19:13-15), offer him honor and praise in Matthew 21:14-17.


      Direct confrontation between the religious leaders and Jesus occurs a number of times in this section as they plot to entrap him by what he says (Mt 22:15). Matthew provides a small but important detail, indicating that these Pharisees are working with “the Herodians” (Mt 22:16). While very little is known of this group, their designation indicates their strong alignment and support of the Roman leadership in the form of the Herodian dynasty, and their alignment with the Pharisees suggest they are Jewish. This underscores the critiques Jesus has made throughout the Gospel against the religious leadership of his day. The leaders have forsaken their role as the shepherds and healers of Israel. They have aligned with the colonial powers in order to cling to their own power and authority, and by so doing continue to propagate and partake of injustices against their people.


      In some of the final encounters of this section, Jesus displays his wisdom and alignment with the greatest teachings of his own people as he responds to the question of what the greatest commandment is (Mt 22:34-40). But he also must correct an especially errant group of religious leaders when the Sadducees seek to trap him with a hypothetical scenario (Mt 22:23-33). While there continue to be questions in scholarship about the Sadducees, it is certain from several sources that they did not believe in resurrection or an afterlife, and it is possible that they did not believe in spiritual beings either (Acts 23:8).146 Christ’s response to the Sadducees moves beyond their trap and gets to the heart of the issue—the Sadducees have an incomplete view of reality, and because of this they have a distorted view of Creator. Like Indigenous peoples throughout the world, Jesus lived with the reality of the spirit world present all around him. Martin Brokenleg writes, “We believe that the spirit world always belongs to us and we to them. They are always ready to welcome us, always ready to hold us and embrace us in every possible way.”147 This is a profound disconnection of the Sadducees from their people, from their place, and ultimately from their Creator: “Belonging means not just to people, but it also means to belong to a location on the earth. It means to belong to a particular place in the spirit world.”148 Jesus’ words are the medicine that the Sadducees need; it is not simply that they are mistaken on a doctrinal point but that they are deeply disconnected from who they are meant to be. They are disconnected from the community of creation, from the community to which they are called to lead, from their ancestors, and ultimately from Creator. God is the God of the living, including their ancestors Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Mt 22:32).


    


    

    

      THE JUDGMENT DISCOURSE (MATTHEW 23:1–25:46)


      The final extended discourse in the Gospel of Matthew is as lengthy as the Sermon on the Mount, but this time it is filled with words of indictment, sorrow, and expected futures.149 The discourse begins as an address to both the disciples and the crowds, and calls out the hypocrisy of the current religious leadership in Jerusalem, as “they do not practice what they teach” (Mt 23:3), something that is explicated in each “woe” against the leaders (Mt 23:13-36). Jesus sees in the current religious leadership of his day the opposite of what is expected for shepherds of Israel. They pursue instead the ideals of hierarchical power and prestige, following imperial logic. Rather than helping those heavily burdened by Roman colonization, they place further loads on people (Mt 23:4), and the things they do are for honor in this corrupt system (Mt 23:5-7).


      Jesus has taught for many years, including many encounters with the religious leaders. But now, even with the Messiah in their midst, they cannot turn to the better way. Jesus moves to a series of denouncements of the current religious leadership for the harm they bring to the entire nation. Reading this from a modern individualistic ethic may cause readers today to see these as judgments only on individuals. However, a communitarian worldview like that of Jesus and Indigenous peoples today is the proper lens by which to read this discourse. A judgment on the leadership of the Jewish nation of Jesus’ day will affect the whole, as none of us stands alone; all are part of an interconnected web of relationships—a little yeast works through the whole dough (Gal 5:9). The religious leaders’ hegemonic drift and collusion with the Roman Empire has had an effect on the whole of the nation. As bad shepherds, they have led their people astray and reject the means of healing and restoration in the person and work of Christ. Jesus desired to gather Jerusalem and its leadership into his new shalom kingdom as a hen gathers her chicks, but they were not willing (Mt 23:37).


      Just as healing and wholeness in the ministry of Jesus had communal and social effects, so too do the sins of leaders affect the whole. Jesus moves to the Mount of Olives with only his disciples, where he foretells what will happen to the temple and Jerusalem. The current Jewish leadership will come to persuade the people to call for Jesus’ death (Mt 27:22-25), and the Roman leadership, who holds ultimate control over Jerusalem, will not hesitate to flex their tyrannical muscle to crucify a Jewish prophet who is making good trouble. The peoples and their temple are intertwined and have interrelated futures, which is why the judgment against the religious leaders is quickly followed by Jesus foretelling the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple (see the disciples’ question, Mt 24:1-3). The hypocrisy and injustices of the current religious leadership have brought about disharmony and unjust practices to the Jerusalem temple. The current religious leadership is no longer the shepherds of Israel chosen by God; that role now sits with the disciples of Jesus. And the place of forgiveness and healing is no longer the temple but now resides with Jesus himself. The book of Hebrews will contemplate and expand on what is here implicit in the narrative: Jesus is the great and final high priest and the final sacrifice, and as such now fulfills a unique space for encounter with God that the temple once was.


      Modern, futuristic readings of Matthew 24 thrust the details of the chapter to the time of the second coming of Christ and the consummation of history. But the specific question asked by the disciples, the visionary and apocalyptic language drawn from Daniel 7 and other Hebrew Scriptures, and the historical details of the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE should dissuade this futuristic reading.150 In the tradition of Jewish prophets before Jesus, and following the tribal laws of his people, prophets were judged and vindicated based on whether what they said came to pass. This clearly was the case when Jerusalem fell and the temple was destroyed in 70 CE.


      The final sections of the discourse consist of parables of watchfulness (Mt 24:44) oriented toward the future, with Matthew 25:1 being the only instance of Jesus stating what the kingdom of the heavens will be like. The discourse culminates with a futuristic scene of judgment, when people from every nation stand before the Son of Man and the righteous are separated from the unrighteous. The basis of this separation aligns with the ethos of the shalom kingdom that Jesus has taught and exemplified through his ministry—practicing solidarity with those on the margins, lifting them up and ministering to their basic needs. This alignment with the teachings of Jesus centers practice as the identifying marker of alignment with the Jesus way. In its history the church has so often centered the articulation of correct doctrine, and this reality coupled with dualism has fostered situations throughout church history in which Christians could confess “Jesus is Lord” while simultaneously trading slaves, stealing lands, and subjugating peoples. This climactic vision at the conclusion of the discourse warns us away from a hypocrisy (condemned by Jesus earlier in the discourse) that has no alignment between one’s lifeways and cognitive beliefs.


    


    

    

      MEAL, ARREST, AND TRIAL (MATTHEW 26:1-75)


      In this final and climactic section of Matthew, the clash of kingdoms that began at the outset of the Gospel results in the death of the Christ. Jesus has been preparing his followers for his death (Mt 12:39-40; 16:4, 21-23; 17:22-23; 20:17-19; 26:2), and the majority of this section is devoted to Jesus’ final night with the disciples. This establishes an inner-narrative vindication of Jesus following the Jewish teachings about prophets in Deuteronomy 18:22. He has predicted his own death at the hands of the religious leaders, his betrayal, his death, and his resurrection, all of which come to pass in the closing chapters.


      After being anointed as a portent of his upcoming burial (Mt 26:6-13), Jesus celebrates the Passover meal with his disciples. This is the celebration that has brought Jesus along with thousands of other pilgrims to Jerusalem, and even in the midst of threats and betrayals, Jesus will celebrate with his people the story of their liberation from Egypt in the exodus. It is during this meal of remembrance that Jesus attaches new meaning and significance to the bread and wine passed among them. Despite Christ’s knowledge that Judas will betray him (Mt 26:20-25) and all the disciples will fall away (Mt 26:31), the bread and wine are still passed around. Christ’s final passion prediction is a tangible act of communion with the faint-hearted, indicating the significance of his upcoming death and its ability to bring people into Creator’s family. As Communion is now a sacrament in the Christian church, it should not be missed that the initiation of this ceremony integrated with, adapted, and added to a currently existing ceremony of the Jewish tradition. This new ceremonial feast became a common component of the church gathering since the earliest of times, with the ceremony itself changing from a weekly practice of eating together the “love feast” (1 Cor 11; Jude 12) to modern expressions that vary in frequency, wording, form, and so on.


      The instituting of the Lord’s Supper provides for Indigenous followers of Jesus today an example of the contextual adaptation of a sacred tradition and ceremony. Certain components of the original Passover and its subsequent celebration were directly relevant to Jesus’ life and teachings, but there was not a one-to-one alignment. Jesus added something new to a ceremony that his people had been observing for many generations. In so doing, the original meaning and intent of Passover was not dismissed but honored while also seen and understood in a new way. Indigenous followers of Jesus have likewise sought to honor their cultural traditions and bring them authentically into their lifeways and their communal ceremonies of thanksgiving.151 Despite the church’s practice of contextualization throughout history, the modern colonial project has made this an exceedingly difficult process for Indigenous peoples today.152 Contextual and cultural adaptation and worldview integration has been and continues to be a part of localized Christian expressions throughout the global church. One effort to control this by hegemonic establishments is to use “syncretism” to label practices with which they do not approve, and “contextualization” for practices they do approve (or at least tolerate).


      Indigenous theologians, such as the late Richard Twiss, resisted the policing of these movements of the Spirit and labeled such efforts as syncretism while also pointing out how this type of cultural contextualization happens in every culture where the gospel takes root.153 Under colonization, the dominant culture and its participants are often blind to their own histories of cultural syncretism while being fiercely (and genocidally) opposed to these same movements in Indigenous and minority populations. Indigenous ceremonies were banned by governments and demonized by the church such that some of the greatest opponents to Indigenous expressions of Christian faith today are Indigenous peoples who have adopted the European brand of Christianity. Despite this persecution arising from colonization, some Indigenous Christians have sought to follow Jesus the way God made them and with the culture they were born into. This encompasses cultural ceremonies and practices as well as Indigenous worldviews and epistemologies, with the ultimate aim of articulating, valuing, and dignifying Indigenous contextual theologies and praxes.154 The work of Indigenous believers today to integrate their cultural practices, as well as the worldviews and lifeways these ceremonies are tied to, finds resonance in the institution of the Lord’s Supper.155 Jesus celebrated and entered fully into the ceremony of his people, even while transforming it and imbuing it with a new meaning. Indigenous followers today follow Jesus’ example in engaging their culture as the gospel imbues their practices with new meaning, whether this be smudging, sweat lodge, powwows, or pipe ceremonies.156


      Steven Charleston considers Jesus’ time in the garden of Gethsemane to be Jesus’ third vision quest. In this sacred liminal space, surrounded by the community of creation—that is, an olive grove on a mountain—Jesus expresses his deep and profound human need in the face of what is to come. This scene has resonances with the role of the sun dancer in many First Nations. A sun dancer participated in the Sun Dance, a traditional ceremony held by several First Nations, primarily those located in the plains. Dancers prepared themselves with prayers and fasting. During the ceremony, a sun dancer danced their prayers and also sang songs, offered prayers, engaged in fasting, and sometimes took part in ceremonial piercing. All of this was done on behalf of the people. Charleston states: “No ordinary person could receive a vision to become a Sun Dancer to this level. The idea that one dance by one person could fulfill the deepest need of a crying humanity for all time is a sacrifice beyond precedent. . . . [Jesus] is the Sun Dancer for all people, for all of creation, for all time. Through his Dance, all life will be blessed forever.”157


      After his arrest, Jesus is brought before a court before the religious leaders. Jesus remains silent before the false accusations, but once he does speak, his condemnation is assured. The high priest says, “Tell us if you are the Messiah, the Son of God” (Mt 26:63). In terms of the identity and roles of Jesus, this question and his response sits as the culmination of the Gospel. Jesus responds to the high priest, stating, “You have said so. 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 26:64). In this exchange, the various titles of Jesus (which represent the various functions and roles of Jesus as the Messiah) converge: the (Davidic) Messiah, Son of God, and Son of Man. Jesus’ response gives the religious leaders a clear charge with which to hand over Jesus to the Romans. But it also clues in readers to view the unfolding narrative in a different way—as a coronation of Jesus to a place of leadership and prominence in Creator’s inbreaking kingdom.


    


    

    

      DEATH AND BURIAL (MATTHEW 27:1-66)


      At the close of the trial before the high priest, the response of Jesus in Matthew 26:64 opens a visionary window through which to view the events that unfold in the current section. With the response of Jesus that “from now on” they will see the coronation of the Son of Man, the components of the narrative now paint two portraits as readers are invited into a process of viewing what will unfold from the earthly standpoint and the spiritual standpoint. Jesus stands before Pilate, who is the wielder of absolute Roman power. Given the option to release Jesus, the crowd instead calls for the release of the criminal Barabbas. From the spiritual vantage point, this is a typological and satirical reenactment of the Jewish day of atonement, as Jesus will stand on behalf of all people.158 This is followed by humiliation and torture at the hands of the Romans, including a mock robing, scepter holding, and a crown of thorns (Mt 27:27-31). Yet from the spiritual vantage point, this mocking is in fact reflective of his vindication and coronation to a place of leadership and prominence alongside Creator. Following this is Jesus’ walk to the site of crucifixion, where he is lifted up and nailed to the cross, with a sign declaring that he is the king of the Jews (Mt 27:37), meant as an intentional warning to any who wished to challenge Rome’s authority. But from the spiritual vantage point, Christ is not being lifted up in humiliation but to a place of honor beside God in the heavens, and the sign meant as intimidation and mocking is instead a spiritual declaration that this man indeed is the supreme servant (i.e., king) of his people.


      From the cross, Jesus cries out words of lament from the Psalms and then dies, after which there is an earthquake and other symbolic events that cause the Roman soldiers to state, “Truly this man was God’s Son” (Mt 27:54). This statement by the Roman soldiers, rather than a confession of faith, is an admission of guilt for the torture and execution that they have just presided over, as they recognize what others have come to believe (Mt 14:33) and now confirm as witnesses to Jesus’ admission before the high priest (Mt 26:64). This declaration at the cross forms a bookend with the trial scene, and from the spiritual vantage point the words are an admission of the Roman soldiers’ defeat, as the “supernatural events demonstrate the enormous power at Jesus’s disposal and they concede their defeat in the face of this superior force.”159 In recognizing the error of their ways, they acknowledge that Jesus is Lord and Caesar is not.


      As I have said above, the community of creation is a community of living beings with agency and relationship with both Creator and humanity. With this in mind, the environmental events during the crucifixion should not be viewed as simply occurring for humanity but as an active response of creation to what is unfolding. The land to which Jesus belongs is covered in darkness during Christ’s time of agony on the cross (Mt 27:45). At the time of day when the sun normally sits at the height of the sky and gives its light as per its creational duty (Gen 1:14-19), darkness reigns as the creation groans at Jesus’ suffering. As Jesus breathes his last, the same land that was covered in darkness now breaks, just as Christ’s body has broken to death. Yet, death is not new for the community of creation. In fact, death is built into the creational system of reciprocity, sustenance, and new life. The apostle Paul states, “What you sow does not come to life unless it dies” (1 Cor 15:36), and Jesus says in the Gospel of John, “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (Jn 12:24). The breaking of Jesus’ body is present also in the breaking of the land in an earthquake, part of a continuous cycle that has occurred since creation began. Christ participates in this creational cycle.


      The significance of Christ’s death, however, is unique within the death-to-new-creation process, signaled immediately by Matthew with two symbolic and apocalyptic elements. First, the veil of the temple is torn, which signifies the conclusion of the temple’s function in the life of Israel as it has culminated in the death of Israel’s Messiah and so emphasizes that Jesus is uniquely “God with us.”160 Second, while Jesus participates in the death-to-new-creation process just as the community of creation always has, his death becomes the means of new life for those who have preceded him as well as those who followed him. This is something that sets apart this death from all other deaths. All of creation, including humanity, relies on the death of others for life. But only one death is able to impart new life to those who come before, symbolically displayed in the raising of past saints in Matthew 27:52-53, a process of new creation that the land itself participates in as the rocks split to open the tombs.


      In this final vision quest of Jesus, Matthew notes, “Many women were also there, looking on from a distance; they had followed Jesus from Galilee and had provided for him” (Mt 27:55). At this time of Christ’s greatest work to be good medicine for the whole world, his male disciples are not present; only women are present with him at the cross and in fact have been helping him prepare for this moment as the supporters of his vision quest. For Christ to fully represent humanity and all of creation in this most sacred act, the presence of the feminine is necessary:


      

        Women are not just accidental bit players in a male story. They are spiritually present because they have a weight of authority men do not have; without them, things would be out of balance. Women complete the circle of sacred vision. They infuse the vision with the holiness of their being, with the archetype of the female that is essential to the order and harmony of all creation. . . . They are there because they are part of a moment no male could fulfill.161


      


    


    

    

      RESURRECTION AND GREAT COMMISSION (MATTHEW 28:1-20)


      The sacred role of the women continues as they are present for the burial of Jesus by Joseph of Arimathea and are then there at the tomb when it is revealed to be empty (Mt 27:57-61; 28:1-10). An angel from the spiritual realm is present as the earth breaks once more, but this time it is the birth pangs of Jesus’ resurrection as mother earth again plays her sacred feminine role as “the womb of the resurrection.”162 In the Olivet discourse, Jesus spoke about earthquakes in various places, describing them as birth pangs (Mt 24:7-8), and the apostle Paul speaks of the creation groaning in labor pains (Rom 8:22). Just like a seed in the soil must crack open and disrupt the soil around it to break forth, so too does the earth quake as the firstborn of the new creation breaks forth as God raises Christ from death (Rom 8:29; Col 1:15, 18). The women, like midwives who have completed their work to shepherd this new resurrection life, can now bring the male disciples back into the story as these women are the first proclaimers of the bodily resurrection of Jesus, whose feet they have touched (Mt 28:9).163 Matthew indicates that the current religious leaders continue in their collusion with the Romans even to the time of Matthew’s writing of his Gospel, in order to squash the voices of the women and by extension the rest of the disciples (Mt 27:62-66; 28:15).


      The closing verses of the Gospel of Matthew bring to culmination several themes that have run through the book. Jesus was born into the kingly line of David and exhibited true kingship in his works of service as medicine man and teacher through the gospel, calling his disciples to a radical community ethic in this new shalom kingdom. His final hours saw him lifted in humiliation and death while simultaneously being lifted to a position of authority and leadership beside Creator. Jesus recognizes this in his final words, saying, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Mt 28:18). Because this new kingdom is not like other empires, Jesus does not establish his rulership or lay claim to new lands, nor does he place the disciples in hierarchical authority structures. As Jesus commissions his disciples to go and make disciples of all nations, the various threads of encounters with Gentiles now move into the expansion of this new community to be multiethnic. Just as Jesus himself encountered Gentiles and intentionally ventured into Gentile territory, so now the disciples will continue what Jesus started.164 This new community will be a community of learners (disciples) who will identify with Jesus and this new community through the ceremony of baptism. The disciples are charged with passing on Christ’s radical teachings of this shalom community. The Great Commission is the next phase in the disciples’ work first begun in Matthew 10 but that had been restricted initially to Israel (Mt 10:5-6).


      Modern readers, particularly Indigenous and those of other colonized nations, encounter this commission much differently from most Western readers, as missionary efforts for hundreds of years have been deeply enmeshed with colonization. The result of this has been a consistent understanding of mission as triumph. But this language and understanding is problematic:


      

        God’s glory does not come through the triumph of one group over the other as one succumbs to the mission of the gospel, but rather through the open embrace and welcome that God through Christ demonstrates to each person. We should, therefore, replace the concept and language of “mission” with the concepts and language of “welcome and embrace.” “Mission” must die in order that the invitation and welcome of gospel may live.165


      


      As Gene Green discusses, the doctrine of discovery has malformed the Christian mind to see empty lands as needing to be filled by Christian peoples, and the peoples of those lands as empty and godless receptacles for the good news that colonists will provide. This understanding of mission is brought back to the reading of the Great Commission in Matthew and is present in modern missiology.166 Yet, while the church must fully repent of and learn from the myriad of bad practices and theologies that arose from the Great Commission, this one small portion of text cannot be the sole passage that forms the impulse to evangelism, and indeed it holds very little instruction as compared to Matthew 10.167 In Matthew it is the disciples (those first commissioned in Mt 10) who need to constantly hear and rehear the teachings of Jesus. Through the story, non-Israelites are the first worshipers of Jesus (Mt 2:1-12), display great faith (Mt 8:5-13), and can even confront Jesus with the complicated histories of his people and “sass” him (Mt 15:21-28). These are not paternalistic encounters exclusively focused on the salvation of one’s soul but exchanges between people that encompass a holistic and integrated salvation that involves listening to one another (Mt 15:24-28; 18:15-16).


      A close reading and deep encounter with Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew should in no way result in disciples who feel they have attained enlightenment (overrealized eschatology) such that they can lord it over peoples and lands. As they go to baptize and teach others what Jesus first commanded them, there is an expectation of constant reinforcement of Jesus’ teachings within the life of the one who now witnesses. In the act of teaching, disciples are reminded that their desires for power will often be shaped by the empire (Mt 18:1-5; 20:20-28), that they will often be tempted to limit their forgiveness (Mt 18:21-35), that they will seek to silence the marginalized (Mt 19:13-15; 20:29-34), and that they will seek to separate themselves from those they deem godless (Mt 15:23). Jesus’ teachings of the shalom kingdom of God are the cure to the colonial perspective and colonial mission practice. When followers of Jesus succumb to hegemonic drift, the result is a model of outreach based on imperialistic values instead of Christ’s life and teachings. These are the haunted stories we must face in the modern church.168


      Carmen Rae Lansdowne suggests that the cure to the modern discussion and practice of mission is an intercultural theology that brings three direct challenges:


      

        First, indigenous/settler communities (or any dominant/oppressed society) cannot continue to operate on dependency models where the oppressed only have any freedoms under or by the grace of the oppressor(s). Second, that difference doesn’t challenge access to resources, nor is it an ontological challenge in a way that switches who wins and who loses—it changes the game and there are enough resources, and enough truths, for all. Lastly, intercultural theology proposes that dialogue is itself the end, not a means to an end.169


      


      This impulse to mission, or, as Green suggests, the impulse to “welcome and embrace,” by Jesus and the disciples would have naturally been situated in people rooted in their own traditions. This fact has relevance for today: “If the missionary has no sense of belonging to any particular place, mission from everywhere becomes mission from nowhere. Rootlessness cannot sustain cross-cultural mission after Christendom.”170 This witness of welcome-and-embrace is exemplified in the book of Acts as Jewish followers of Jesus maintain their cultural and ethnic distinctives even as they begin to recognize that Jesus accepts the nations with their own cultural and ethnic distinctives. The Gentiles can stay rooted to their people and their land even as they choose to join this new multiethnic community of faith.


      A final point here about the Great Commission relates to Christ’s instructions to go out to the nations. “Nations” here is a complex entity: a communal grouping tied to a culture and landscape(s), a collective of individuals with their own agency, and a collective political entity. Jesus’ words do encompass the idea of individual encounter with the gospel to bring about repentance, but it is a mistake to read his words as relating solely to individuals, as evangelism and mission are so often envisioned. The Great Commission is also about societal witness and communal transformation. Importantly, participating in God’s work with the nations no longer involves gathering the nations to one place but is now a going out to the nations. In the Hebrew Bible, there are several visions of the nations coming before God for judgment (Dan 7:13-14), or the nations coming before God in Jerusalem as gifts of tribute (Is 66:19-20). These visions are revised and reimagined by Jesus. This is because the person of Christ has been given authority, because the Holy Spirit is uniquely present in creation (Mt 3:16), and because God is uniquely present in Christ. This is how God is with us (Mt 1:23). The temple’s functioning has ceased (Mt 27:51) and will come to its end (Mt 24). The Jesus community is now decentralized from Jerusalem. Any hegemonic effort to gather to one location—and by extension to gather to one way of being, one worldview, one expression, or one creed crafted by a later church council—works against the reality that there is no central location for gathering in order to encounter Creator and follow Jesus as Lord. The Great Commission’s exhortation to go out is not in order to gather back. Instead, it re-places the peoples of God into the communities and lands to which they belong, enabling them to encounter “God with us” in their own place and in the life, teachings, death, and resurrection of the Christ. The presence of Jesus will be wherever we are and as whoever we are (Mt 28:20).
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Gospel of Mark

KAY HIGUERA SMITH



INTRODUCTION

Mark’s Gospel is no history according to the norms of contemporary historiographers. But that was not Mark’s goal. Mark tells us a story about Jesus and points to a way forward for the early followers of Jesus. Yet the order of events is sometimes difficult to square with the other Gospels. What, then, was Mark’s goal? We might find a hint in the word gospel, which means, literally, “good news.” In the historical context in which it was written, it appears as an ironic response to empire. The Caesars had used the phrase “good news” to describe their own economy. Mark, however, uses the language of empire with irony in order to disrupt empire. Jesus in Mark announces a different economy—one that the God of Israel is establishing as an alternate way of being to the powers and promises of Rome. This is truly the “good news,” to which Caesar can offer only a grotesque mimicry.

Place of writing. Most argue that Mark was written from Rome. However, there is a counterargument that it was written from Galilee, a region north of Samaria and Judea, in the lands populated both by those who called themselves the people of Israel and by Syrian and eastern subjects of the empire.1 Either setting is possible; however, given that the Gospel shows a preference for rural rather than urban life, I will assume here that it was set in Galilee and reflects the perspectives of some early Galilean rural followers of Jesus.

Mark’s Gospel does not just reflect a regional dispute, nor can we reduce it to a political tug-of-war. In the ancient world, one could not separate “religion” and “politics.” For the people of Israel who treasured the words of the Torah, Writings, and Prophets (known to Christians as the Old Testament and to contemporary Jews as the Tanakh), God’s regency could not be separated from how humans structured and organized themselves on earth.2

The theme of how humans structure themselves in the two kingdoms is key for this Gospel writer. We must read this Gospel through the lens of first-century hearers to appreciate this perspective. Many non-Westerners, or non-Anglo-Europeans, today have an easier time comprehending this perspective because they may have been raised in a similar environment, in which the spheres of life—family—familia—and village or people are not separated in how people understand their own identities.

Time of writing. It is generally agreed that Mark’s Gospel was written after 70 CE, around the same time as the destruction of Herod’s temple in Jerusalem. This dating is based on statements in Mark 13 that predict the destruction of the temple. An earlier date is certainly possible, given that Jewish historian Josephus mentions others prophesying the destruction of the temple (J.W. 4.3.2). A date at or near the beginning of the Jewish War, around 66–68 CE, is thus a more probable date. It reflects the persecutions that the early followers of Jesus would endure and the political upheavals caused by the Jewish War.3




MARK’S WORLD AND OUR WORLD

As more and more people from throughout the globe are gaining a voice in interpreting the Bible, we are beginning to experience a sea change in the assumptions being brought to the reading of Scripture. All of us come to Scripture with a set of assumptions that are borne out of our traditions, our life experiences, and our social and historical locations. For instance, many African Americans, because of their social memory of the tyranny of the slave system, read the story of the exodus from Egypt in light of that historical experience. Native American Bible readers, however, tend to read the exodus story very differently. My Native American Christian friends have shared with me the pain of hearing Anglo-European preachers compare them to the Canaanites, whose lands the Hebrews in Exodus were commissioned to conquer. For those White preachers, just as the Israelites were destined to conquer the Canaanites, so White Anglo-Europeans were destined by God to conquer Native Americans. An interpretation that is redemptive for one group is destructive for another. Assumptions based on historical and social memory, often unconsciously, shape the interpretations that make sense to us.

In this commentary on the Gospel of Mark, I am making my assumptions explicit as a Latina and Californiana, one whose identity has been shaped by abuelos and abuelas, tíos and tías telling stories at innumerable family gatherings that form my own social memory. My memories are shaped by notions of outsider status vis-à-vis the larger Anglo-European world of the rural California in which I grew up. As the elders told their stories, I heard of disenfranchisement, loss of land and properties, and inexorable efforts by Anglo-Europeans to reshape the geography, landscape, and history of my family’s ancestral homeland. I also heard stories of our ancestors doing the same thing to the Native Americans in generations past. My abuela was philosophical. “We did it to the Native Americans; now the gringos are doing it to us,” she would say. Boundaries were an issue. The elders maintained detailed genealogies of multiple generations in California. Yet they recognized that while our families had stayed in place, boundaries had shifted over us, offering us little voice in how those boundaries were framed. Thus, issues of justice, status, boundaries and borders, who has power and how power is wielded, land, food, and access to resources formed the urgent questions that dominated conversation among the adults as I grew into adulthood. These are the assumptions shaping the interpretations I bring to the text of Mark.

The people who first heard Mark read brought different sets of urgent questions based on their own social location and history. It is crucial that we attune ourselves to those urgent questions as well, as they will shape the meaning just as much, if not more so, than our own contemporary questions. Exegesis, or detailed analysis of the Bible, involves a careful and intuitive back and forth between these two sets of urgent questions—the ancient and contemporary.

History. In the first century, the regions about which Mark wrote were under provincial, colonial control by the Roman Empire. While the area is often referred to in contemporary literature as Palestine, that term did not develop until after the Second Jewish Revolt, in 135 CE. In Mark’s time, these regions were called Judea, Samaria, Galilee, Idumea, and the Ten Cities of the Decapolis. The Northern Kingdom of ancient Israel had been conquered by Assyria in 722 BCE, while the Southern Kingdom, called Judah or Yehud, was utterly destroyed by the Babylonian Empire in 587/586 BCE, including its capital city, Jerusalem, and its temple, built by King David’s son Solomon. Through these events, both the Northern and Southern Kingdoms, which were heirs to the biblical King David’s united monarchy (ca. 1000 BCE), fell to the powers of multiple subsequent major empires.

Shortly after the Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem, the Persian Achaemenid Empire took control of the region, allowing the Yehudean elite, who had been taken captive to Babylon, to return to rebuild Jerusalem and the temple around 539/538 BCE. Thus began the building of what would be called the Second Temple, which lasted in some form until the time of the writing of Mark’s Gospel. Achaemenid rule was harsh, as it levied heavy taxes to finance warfare against unending rebellions and insurrections.

In time, the region was conquered by Alexander of Macedonia in 330 BCE, and after his death, by the Ptolemaic and Greek/Seleucid successor empires. In 63 BCE it was conquered once more, this time by the Romans. This history of empire after empire ruling over the region is the historical context in which the Gospel of Mark was written. It was a period of rigid taxation and harsh policies, which led to multiple rebellions, none of which were successful. The most well-known rebellion by the Judean populace against Rome was the Jewish War, which lasted from 66–70 CE, at which time the Roman general Vespasian—by now emperor—and his son, Titus, brutally destroyed Jerusalem and the Second Temple, whose reconstruction had only just recently been completed.

This brief history highlights one of the most significant historical precursors to Mark’s Gospel, which is the lengthy history of enslavement and oppression under one empire after another. First the Assyrian, then the Babylonian, followed by the Achaemenid, Ptolemaic, Greek-Seleucid, and Roman Empires imposed heavy taxes, diverted local resources, enslaved the populace, and at times forbade the practice of Israelite ancestral laws. In a period in which there was no concept of separation of religion and state, those who followed the Jerusalem temple cult experienced this oppression as an aberration that had to be corrected, by either violence or divine fiat.

Geography. In order to consider how to interpret Mark with regard to social identity, we must consider geography, economics, and other social institutions in addition to history. Geography shapes the social memory of various groups. The Galilee was where, according to Mark, Jesus’ entire ministry was focused, with short forays into the regions of Syria to the north, the Decapolis to the southeast, and Galaunitis to the northeast. The Sea of Galilee, today called the Kinneret, was surrounded by a region which was several days’ walk from Jerusalem. This distance contributed to an independence from Jerusalem that we see mirrored in Mark’s Gospel. Moreover, Galilee’s history was different from that of Jerusalem in the south. The Galilean region was conquered by the Assyrians in 733–732 BCE. It was part of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, whose primary city, Shomron (Samaria), was conquered in 722 BCE (see 2 Kings 15:29). According to tradition, the cities near Shomron were then repopulated with people from the nations around the empire, eroding the Israelite population (see 2 Kings 17:24). However, it appears that this did not occur in the Galilee, resulting in a consistent Israelite population there, albeit possibly a small one, at least until the time of the Israelite Hasmonean kings, who subsequently annexed Galilee as part of their Israelite/Jewish kingdom.4

Nevertheless, despite Galilee having a well-established Israelite/Jewish population, Herod Antipas, a client-ruler under Rome, established two major Hellenistic cities in Galilee during his reign, Sepphoris and Tiberias (4 BCE–39 CE). Strikingly, despite their proximity to the towns and villages to which Jesus traveled, we do not have a mention in any of our Gospels of either city. Given the imperial nature of these cities and their complicity in Herodian interests, our Gospels’ distinct avoidance of them makes a political statement, distancing them from Herodian political interests. Geography, then, helps us understand that Mark’s focus on Israelite Galilee alone and, as we will see, his association of Jerusalem with death would have communicated strong political as well as spatial interests.

Economics. Economically, Galilee in Mark’s era was agricultural, marked by the presence of major landowners who lent the tillage of the land out to sharecroppers and poor tenant farmers. Under both Roman rule and the temple system, taxation was burdensome. For a small peasant farmer, it only took a drought or bad farming season to lose everything. This resulted in Galileans being more likely to disdain those associated with the empire and with the temple system as it was being operated. Here, those of us within Latinx cultural spaces can see that Mark’s people also operated with concerns about how status was apportioned, who had the power to create boundaries and borders, and who controlled access to land, food, and resources, all within their concept of the justice of Israel’s God.

All of these historical, geographic, and economic elements reinforce a social identity for Mark’s people that shows them to have been independent, rural, somewhat detached from Jerusalem, and sharing a different social memory than the Judeans to the south while still having a strong Israelite/Jewish distinctiveness in their own right.

Roman state institutions, such as the military and a system of taxation and control of the land, dominated the region. In addition to these Roman state institutions, there were three ancient Israelite institutions that are central to understanding the Gospel of Mark and thus call for some sustained discussion. These are the institutions of temple, synagogue, and the system of biblical law. To be sure, these Israelite institutions, given the context of empire, necessarily also reflected Roman or Hellenistic values as well. Nevertheless, their unique roles in religion and society demand attention. Primary among these institutions was that of the temple system itself.

The temple: Site of the sacred. The Gospel of Mark represents a vigorous challenge to the temple of King Herod, a client-king under Rome, which was built during the time of Jesus. Too often, however, readers of the Gospel of Mark interpret Jesus’ challenges to the Herodian temple in Mark as a challenge to Judaism or to Israelite religion in general. Nothing could be further from the truth. Rather, the challenge by Mark’s Jesus was to Roman imperial power and social hierarchies precisely as they replaced the intrinsic symbolic power of the sanctuaries of Yahweh narrated in the Tanakh. For Mark, the challenge was to the Herodian temple’s institutional power to define sacred space. It is crucial to understand this system to understand Mark’s depiction of Jesus.

The temple was the central symbol of the Judaic systems of Mark’s time. As such, it epitomized the category of sacred space. Mark’s depiction of the temple makes sense only in the context of the temple’s power and development over time as a symbol of the sacred.


THE TEMPLE SYSTEM AND MARK’S GOSPEL


The temple system that existed at the time of Jesus was the third structural system that had represented the sanctuary of Israel’s God Yahweh. The first was the tabernacle described in Exodus 26, the second was Solomon’s temple, and the final temple, called the Second Temple because it was a massive reconstruction of Solomon’s temple rather than a new temple, was built by the Jewish/Idumean client-king of Rome, Herod. Each sanctuary contained symbols that represented an idealized conception of Israel’s God and the social makeup of Israel’s people. The symbols associated with Herod’s temple represented a departure from those symbols associated with the tabernacle and the First Temple, and in these departures readers can see Mark’s challenges to its authority to broker Yahweh’s beneficence to the people of Israel and the nations.

The first sanctuary was the tabernacle, whose construction by Moses is detailed in Exodus 26, and had two important characteristics: inclusivity and mobility.a Male and female Israelites, those who had physical disabilities, and even certain people from the nations were invited into its courts.b The tabernacle, as a symbolic world, marked the extension of the sacred in an outward direction, from a divine center out to the people of Israel and beyond.c Its courts were open to women, willing participants from most nations, and those with blemishes or who were unable to walk or see.

The tabernacle was also portable. It was constructed so that it could be taken down and transported with the Israelites as they traveled through the wilderness. Thus, it represented a migratory model where all of Israel interacted with the sacred. Where the people went, the realm of the sacred accompanied them. Its symbolic space conveyed fluidity, motility, and ease of access to the sacred.

The second sanctuary was the tenth-century BCE temple built by Solomon, son and successor of King David, which is referred to as the First Temple. While taking on greater administrative responsibility than the tabernacle, Solomon’s temple still offered open access to all of the people of Israel, although that access may have begun to exclude those unable to walk or see.d Its courts were still open to women and willing participants from the nations, however. Nevertheless, because it was a permanent building, it now shifted the value system from fluidity to the notion of a fixed sacred center.

Solomon’s temple stood in various forms of repair and disrepair until its destruction by the Babylonians in 586 BCE (see 2 Chron 36:14-21). It was rebuilt under the Persian emperor Cyrus around 515 BCE. This rebuilt structure was called the Second Temple and is our third sanctuary, or structural system. It also endured various stages of decay and reconstruction until Herod undertook his massive reconstruction around 20 BCE.

With Herod’s temple came architectural and symbolic developments that shifted away from those of the tabernacle and First Temple. The symbols inscribed in the architecture of Herod’s rebuilt Second Temple mirrored Roman imperial power rather than the symbolic power of inclusion or mobility marked by the previous sanctuaries.e Moreover, Herod’s temple inscribed a social hierarchy that marginalized not only the nations but now also the women of Israel and, much more likely, those with disabilities, who, according to Leviticus 21:16-24, had previously received access to the sacred courts.f As such, it apportioned out the sacred in concentric circles to smaller and smaller groups, excluding many who once had access. In his construction projects, Herod followed the architectural conventions of imperial Rome. It was the salient architecture and symbols of Rome rather than of the tabernacle or the First Temple that Herod inscribed in the Second Temple.

Mark responds harshly to precisely this social imaginary inscribed in Herod’s temple. Given the history of tabernacle and temple in Israel, however, astute readers will recognize that it is not Jewish or Israelite symbols that Mark rejects; it is Roman imperial symbols inscribed in the very architecture of a sanctuary built for Israel’s God.

aThe tabernacle largely conformed to ancient Near Eastern altars and places of sacrifice. See Mark K. George, Israel’s Tabernacle as Social Space (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2009), 60.

bOnly priests, however, could access its inner tent. On the inclusion of those with certain disabilities, see Lev 21:16-24. Those who fell into the categories of “the lame and the blind” were free to enter within the boundaries of the tabernacle courts and were considered pure. However, if a priest suffered any of the conditions, he was not allowed to make sacrifice for the people. He could, on the other hand, along with the other priests, partake of the sacrifices as food and thus was considered pure (Lev 21:22); see also George, Israel’s Tabernacle, 118. The only Israelites excluded from the temple were those who had a skin disease, had mutilated genitalia, or were born of an illicit marital union (Lev 13:2-23; Deut 23:1-2). Jacob Milgrom notes that those males among the nations willing to undergo circumcision also could participate in the temple cult if they chose (Ex 12:48-49; Num 9:13-14; see also Lev 19:34). This leaves open the likelihood that females from among the nations also enjoyed full participation, as circumcision is listed as the only entrance rite. It is important to clarify, though, that while the circumcised gerim, or non-Israelites, were able to perform certain commandments, such as eating the paschal sacrifice, they were not bound by them, leaving them in a class by themselves. Nevertheless, Milgrom plainly references “the biblical gēr, who could enter the Tabernacle court to offer his sacrifices.” See Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 1501. Milgrom also makes a distinction between performative and prohibitive commands, such as purification requirements (1496-99). The gerim, like the Israelites, were bound by those prohibitive purification requirements but not the performative ones (Lev 22:17-25; Num 15:14-16). Among the people of the nations, it appears that Ammonites, Moabites, and first- and second-generation Egyptians and Edomites also were not included in the assembly of the Lord (Deut 23:1-8). This is striking, as the list of nations limits itself only to a few tribal neighbors. There appears to be no other exclusion of people from the nations who willingly chose to bring offerings.

cGeorge claims that while scholars disagree as to whether people from the nations were able to access the courts of the tabernacle, the specific prohibitions against the people of Ammon, Moab, Egypt, and Edom imply that those from other tribal groups indeed were able to gain access (Israel’s Tabernacle, 126n127, following Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary [New York: Doubleday, 1991]). This assumes, however, that being included in the assembly of the Lord also implied access to the temple courts.

dSecond Samuel 5:8 refers to David’s hatred of the “lame and the blind,” possibly because they had been used to taunt him (2 Sam 5:6). The narrator adds, “Therefore it is said, ‘The blind and the lame shall not come into the house’” (2 Sam 5:8). The source of this saying is not known; however, it may refer to a tradition of excluding “the blind and the lame” from the sanctuary, which may have developed by the time of the writing of 2 Samuel. Anthony R. Ceresko identifies several scholars who interpret the text to imply a later development in temple history. See Ceresko, “The Identity of ‘the Blind and the Lame’ (iwwer upiseah) in 2 Samuel 5:8b,” CBQ 63, no. 1 (January 2001): 27. Ultimately, he rejects this option in favor of the prohibition being interpreted as against entering David’s own palace. However, Craig Evans shows that the targumic tradition indeed interpreted the “house” of 2 Sam 5:8 to be the temple itself. See Evans, “A Note on Targum 2 Samuel 5.8 and Jesus’ Ministry to the ‘Maimed, Halt, and Blind,’” Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha 15 (April 1997): 79. If this is the case, then the previous restriction excluding those with blemishes from offering sacrifices as priests by the time of the writing of 2 Samuel may have extended to a refusal of access to the temple courts for all who were lame or blind or had a blemish (Lev 21:16-24).

eDavid Jacobson, “Herod’s Roman Temple,” Biblical Archaeology Review 28, no. 2 (2002): 27. The Temple Mount was expanded far beyond the boundaries of the previous temple systems. Massive steps led progressively through each gate, opening into more and more exclusive courts. The porticoes aligned with the market scheme of Roman porticoes in general, a fortress was added, and storehouses for the economic wealth of Israel were expanded.

fSee Evans, “Note on Targum 2 Samuel 5.8,” where he recounts how regulations limiting participation for those with observable physical disabilities had become well developed by the time of the writing of the Qumran Dead Sea Scrolls as well as the Aramaic Targums, with the Targums going so far as translating “the blind and the lame” from 2 Sam 5:8 as “the sinners and the guilty” (79). This testifies to a tradition that assigned blame to those with disabilities (on this, see Jn 9:2). Evans comments: “Implicit is the assumption that the sick and impoverished are seen as the non-elect” (80). 1QSa 2:5b-6 seems to support such a development in its own community, stating, “No man with a physical handicap—crippled in both legs or hands, lame, blind, deaf, dumb, or possessed of a physical blemish in his flesh . . . may en[ter] to take place in the congregation of the m[e]n of reputation.” See Michael Wise, Martin Abegg, and Edward Cook, eds. and trans., The Dead Sea Scrolls: A New English Translation (New York: HarperCollins, 2009); see also 1QM 7:4-5; 11Q19 45:12-13; 11Q20 12:6; 1QSa 2:5-8. Mishnah Hagigah 1 lists a taxonomy of those not required to fulfill the commandments of Israelites, including sacrificing in the temple, and it includes “a deaf-mute, an imbecile, and a minor; and a tumtum [intersex], and a hermaphrodite, and women, and slaves who are not emancipated; and the lame, and the blind, and the sick, and the old, and one who is unable to ascend to Jerusalem on his own legs.” All of these developments point to practices by the time of Mark’s writing that ranged from full exclusion of those with disabilities to limited expectations of participation of the full polity of Israel.





In response to the social imaginary reflected in the Herodian temple, Mark rejects the temple’s claims to be a site of the sacred and locates the sacred in the person of Jesus instead. For Mark, the Herodian temple in Jerusalem has been irredeemably compromised. Its chief priests, deemed to possess the highest status as sculpted into the temple architecture, are corrupt and depraved. Sacred space is not being manifested in the temple. It is, however, manifested in the body of Jesus. Sacred space cannot be brokered by wealthy priests, installed and sustained by the Roman Empire. But it is brokered by Jesus as God’s only Son. For this reason, Mark appears to look back to the symbolic model of the tabernacle of Exodus 26 and its geographic fluidity and social expansiveness for comprehending the sacred. He locates the sacred in unexpected places, such as in Galilee and in rural, inconsequential locations where Jesus is present. Jesus, not the scribes and lawyers from Jerusalem, is the authoritative broker of the sacred. Mark’s critique, then, is not of Israelite tradition in general but of the way that the Herodian temple and its retainers do not reflect what Mark portrays as legitimate Israelite norms and values. Mark’s Gospel does not reject the category of sacred space; it redirects it.

The synagogue. The second Israelite/Jewish institution we must understand is the ancient synagogue, a site that represented nonaligned territory for Mark. We cannot project what we know about contemporary rabbinic Jewish synagogues onto the ancient Mediterranean world, for they are distinct institutions. Instead, we can imagine what could almost be described as a secular role for the ancient synagogues. The word synagogē in Greek means simply “a gathering place.” It is likely that ancient synagogues were used as much for the village elders to apprise their neighbors of information about crops, water conditions, or market days as for the purposes of reading and discussing the Torah, or Pentateuch, of Moses.


THE SYNAGOGUE


Synagogues were small, localized gathering places and not formally part of, or necessary for, the operation of the temple cult. Therefore, while Mark often challenged the claims by the temple system to constitute sacred space, readers do not see this challenge of synagogue spaces. They are neutral territory for Mark.

Mark presents Jesus as teaching or healing in the synagogue in Capernaum (Mk 1:21; 3:1) and elsewhere in the Galilee (Mk 1:39; 5:22). To be sure, when Jesus taught in the synagogue in his hometown of Nazareth, he was not well received (Mk 6). But that was not because the institution of the synagogue rejected him. Rather, it was because he was in his hometown (more on that later). Nevertheless, Jesus in Mark prophesied that the institution of the synagogue would turn against his followers in the future (Mk 13:9). But that may just reflect the more secular function of synagogues in general.





Mark’s Gospel does not represent a rejection of Jewishness or Judaism or its institutions, such as the synagogue. Rather, the synagogue is often the site of an inner-Judaic dispute between Jesus and other authoritative groups as to what constitutes the people of God, who has the authority to define the people of God and act as broker of the system’s beneficence, and what is the most appropriate social imaginary in light of Israel’s biblical tradition to determine the nature of the people of God. Mark’s Gospel will take up and answer these disputes by claiming that Jesus is the authoritative interpreter of the biblical tradition and broker of God’s beneficence. The synagogue itself is neutral territory in which the disputes occur.
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