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For my parents, Raymond and Georgine East,


who taught me to love the Church, blemishes and all,


and whose own love for the body of Christ


is surpassed only by their love for


Christ Himself









SERIES PREFACE


The Christian Essentials series passes down tradition that matters.


The church has often spoken paradoxically about growth in Christian faith: to grow means to stay at the beginning. The great Reformer Martin Luther exemplified this. “Although I’m indeed an old doctor,” he said, “I never move on from the childish doctrine of the Ten Commandments and the Apostles’ Creed and the Lord’s Prayer. I still daily learn and pray them with my little Hans and my little Lena.” He had just as much to learn about the Lord as his children.


The ancient church was founded on basic biblical teachings and practices like the Ten Commandments, baptism, the Apostles’ Creed, the Lord’s Supper, the Lord’s Prayer, and corporate worship. These basics of the Christian life have sustained and nurtured every generation of the faithful—from the apostles to today. They apply equally to old and young, men and women, pastors and church members. “In Christ Jesus you are all sons of God through faith” (Gal 3:26).


We need the wisdom of the communion of saints. They broaden our perspective beyond our current culture and time. “Every age has its own outlook,” C. S. Lewis wrote. “It is specially good at seeing certain truths and specially liable to make certain mistakes.” By focusing on what’s current, we rob ourselves of the insights and questions of those who have gone before us. On the other hand, by reading our forebears in faith, we engage ideas that otherwise might never occur to us.


The books in the Christian Essentials series open up the meaning of the foundations of our faith. These basics are unfolded afresh for today in conversation with the great tradition—grounded in and strengthened by Scripture—for the continuing growth of all the children of God.


Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. And these words that I command you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. (Deuteronomy 6:4–9)









PRAYERS OF THE PEOPLE*


[image: PXIV]


This order of prayer invites you to read each chapter in the book as a devotional exercise by yourself. It can also be used by a group—with a leader speaking the plain text and the group speaking the words in bold.


INVOCATION


In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.


Our help is in the name of the LORD,


who made heaven and earth.


Psalm 124:8


Lord, have mercy on us.


Christ, have mercy on us.


Lord, have mercy on us.


Matthew 9:27; Psalm 123:3


THE LORD’S PRAYER


Lord, remember us in your kingdom,


and teach us to pray:


Luke 11:1


Our Father who art in heaven,


hallowed be thy name,


thy kingdom come,


thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.


Give us this day our daily bread,


and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those


who trespass against us,


and lead us not into temptation,


but deliver us from evil.


Matthew 6:9–13


For thine is the kingdom and the power


and the glory forever and ever. Amen.


THE PETITIONS


O LORD, show us your steadfast love,


and grant us your salvation.


Psalm 85:7


Let your priests be clothed with righteousness,


and let your saints shout for joy.


Psalm 132:9


O LORD, save your people,


and bless your heritage!


Psalm 28:9


Give peace in our time, O LORD,


because there is none other who fights for us,


but only you, O God.


Liturgical text


Create in me a clean heart, O God,


and take not your Holy Spirit from me.


Psalm 51:10, 11


Hear my prayer, O LORD;


let my cry come to you.


Psalm 102:1


O Lord, pour your grace into our hearts, that as we have known the incarnation of your Son, Jesus Christ, by the word of an angel to the Virgin Mary, so by the word of His cross and passion we may be brought to the glory of His resurrection through the same Jesus Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen.


BENEDICTION


Let us bless the LORD.


Psalm 103:1


Thanks be to God!


The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ


and the love of God and the communion


of the Holy Spirit be with us all.


2 Corinthians 13:14


THE CHURCH


IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.


Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel;


He has come to His people and set them free.


He has raised up for us a mighty Savior,


born of the house of His servant David.


Through His holy prophets He promised of old


that He would save us from our enemies, from the hands of all who hate us,


and to remember His holy covenant.


This was the oath He swore to our father Abraham:


to set us free from the hands of our enemies,


free to worship Him without fear,


holy and righteous in His sight all the days of our life.


You, my child, shall be called the prophet of the Most High;


for you will go before the Lord to prepare His way,


to give His people knowledge of salvation


by the forgiveness of their sins.


In the tender compassion of our God


the dawn from on high shall break upon us,


to shine on those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death,


and to guide our feet into the way of peace.


Luke 1:68–79


GLORY BE TO THE FATHER AND TO THE SON AND TO THE HOLY SPIRIT; AS IT WAS IN THE BEGINNING, IS NOW, AND WILL BE FOREVER. AMEN.









I


MYSTERY


I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine …
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IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.


The Bible tells the story of God and His people. This book is a very small window into that story. By the time you finish it, I want you to know this story inside and out. Not for its own sake. Certainly not as ancient history. I want you to know it as your story. Why? Because the people of whom I’m writing are the people to whom you belong. You join them in the waters of baptism; God adds you to their ranks when His minister speaks over you the Triune name—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—and washes you clean. By faith, anyone on earth may receive the gift of adoption into the family of Abraham and therefore into the family of Jesus. You begin to say “Father Abraham” just as you begin also to say, “Our Father, who art in heaven.” This is the miracle at the heart of the story of Scripture.


Perhaps you are not yet baptized, not yet part of the family of faith. In the following pages I will assume you are, or at least write as though you already are. I will address you, the reader, as a sister or brother in Christ. For His own Holy Spirit unites you to me and both of us to all the saints—the prophets and apostles, the martyrs and missionaries, the monks and ministers, the whole cloud of witnesses that encompasses every tribe and tongue on the planet. You and I and all of them are family. We belong to God’s holy people; we are members of Christ’s body; we are the temple of His Spirit. How is this possible? How has God done such a marvelous thing?


This book offers not an answer but a glimpse, a taste of an answer. The Church is a miracle and therefore a mystery. Saint Paul uses this very word to describe the moment when God pulled back the curtain to show his ultimate purposes in calling Abraham and sending Jesus: “Making known to us the mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ, as a plan for the fullness of time to unite all things in Him, things in heaven and things on earth” (Eph 1:9–10 ESV). Having raised Jesus from the dead and set Him in authority over all things, God the Father “made Him the head over all things for the Church, which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all” (vv. 22–23 NRSV). The Church is the fullness of the One who fills all things; she is the body of the Lord of Heaven and earth. She is the beloved of God, wooed and betrothed by God Himself. She is the one for whom God became man. He died on a cross and rose again for her. He is returning soon for her. His love for her never fails. She is the end and aim of all His works.


Jonathan Edwards once wrote that God created the world in order “to provide a spouse for his Son Jesus Christ, [who] might enjoy him and on whom he might pour forth his love.”1 If that sounds far-fetched to you—if it seems outlandish or exaggerated the way poets can get—I invite you to suspend your skepticism. Read on. Just as Paul could write that Jesus “loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal 2:20 NRSV), he could also write that “Christ loved the Church and gave Himself up for her” (Eph 5:25 NRSV). The love God has for you is one and the same as the love He has for the Church. The love of Christ present in you is His love bestowed lavishly on His body and bride. You are in Him because you are in her; she is in Him, and He is in her. “I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine,” says the Song of Songs (6:3 NRSV). This one verse is the mystery of the entire story of the Bible. Come and see.









II


MOTHER


May it be unto me …
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BLESSED BE THE LORD, THE GOD OF ISRAEL; HE HAS COME TO HIS PEOPLE AND SET THEM FREE.


When you look at Mary, what do you see?


Here is one answer. She is a young girl. She is a student of the Scriptures. She is a daughter of Abraham, a member of God’s covenant people. She keeps the Law of God delivered by Moses to the people of Israel. She may even stand in the line of David.2 She is betrothed yet still a virgin. She is ready for her life to begin, a life beyond her father’s house.


Here is another answer. Mary is the mother of the Lord. By the grace of the Holy Spirit she has conceived in her womb a child, and this child is none other than God’s Son. An angel had appeared to her bearing these tidings: not only that she would bear a child while yet a virgin, but that this child, a baby boy, would be the Savior of His people, the King of Israel (Luke 1:31–35; see also Matt 1:21). Through Him will come forgiveness of sins. He will rule over the nations forever. That makes her royalty; after all, in Israel it is the mother of the King, not one of his wives, who is queen. It further makes her an instrument of God’s mighty work of salvation, for her Son is to be the “mediator between God and men” (1 Tim 2:5), the priest who offers Himself for the people’s sins (Heb 7:26–27). If so, then in bearing Him and raising Him, she will be the very means of His coming forth to be sacrificed on their behalf. She will carry the One born to die; she will bear the One who will bear the weight of human sin. In her womb and in her house, she will raise Him, teach Him, help Him, until the hour arrives. Finally, the angel’s announcement is God’s way of calling her, as God had once called father Abraham, to be the chosen vessel of His word. There is only one name for someone called to bear God’s word to God’s people: Mary is a prophet. Except in her case, the word being knit together within her is no mere oracle, no temporary speech. In her womb is the very Son of God and thus the Word of God: the One who was with God in the beginning, who was spoken from before all time, whose power brought creation into being (see John 1:1–5; Heb 1:1–4; Col 1:15–20). He was with God, and He was God. Now He, the Word, is God incarnate, God in the flesh, God of her flesh. By an unsurpassable mystery she, Mary, is the mother of God.3


So, in response to the angel’s message, just like Abraham, she replies in simple, pure obedience: “Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord; may it be unto me according to your word” (Luke 1:38).4 On this answer the whole of history turns. Had Mary not said yes, had Mary not put her trust in God at that moment, who knows what would have happened? The coming of the Lord Jesus hinged on the answer of this unknown Jewish girl in a Galilean backwater. Yet because of her answer, “all generations will call me blessed” (v. 48). So they have. They still do.


Let me now offer you a third answer to my question. Down through the ages the Church has seen in Mary all that I have outlined above. But the Church has also seen something more. That something more is the Church. What do I mean? I mean that the Church has found herself reflected in the portrait of Mary given us in Scripture. Mary is a kind of mirror: of the Church and for the Church. She is, in theological terms, a “type” or “figure” of the Church. Think of how the New Testament describes Jesus as a second Adam, a second Moses, a second Joshua, a second David.5 It does so because Jesus resembles each of them in some significant way while extending, completing, or fulfilling their role, purpose, or calling. Jesus is the beginning of a new humanity, like Adam; the true and perfect lawgiver, like Moses; the martial Savior of Israel, like Joshua; the anointed King of the Jews, like David.


Or think of events. The Passover and exodus from Egypt prefigure the Last Supper and passion of Jesus; the former events point to and find their consummation in the latter. This is what it means to call them types or figures of what was to come. It is far more than a literary device, the way one might observe connections between chapters in a book or novels in a series. For the Church believes that, behind the human authors of the Bible, the Holy Spirit stands as its ultimate source and inspiration. In a word, God is the primary author of Holy Scripture. Which means that when we find echoes, allusions, links, and surprises in the Bible, it’s no accident. In this drama, there are no accidents. The playwright is a master and knows the plan from the beginning.6


So Mary is a figure of the Church. How so?


The Church is chosen by God to bear His Son to the world. She contains within herself the good news—the marvelous fact—that God has drawn near to us, has become one of us, and she lives to share this news with others. In this role she is the handmaid, which is to say the servant, of the Lord God’s mission to the world. Mary, by the grace of the Father through the power of the Spirit, bore within herself and gave birth to God’s only-begotten Son. Likewise the Church, by faith in the Lord through the work of the Spirit in baptism, bears within herself and gives birth to sons and daughters of God. As Saint John writes, “To all who received Him, who believed in His name, He gave power to become children of God; who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God” (John 1:12–13). Or as Saint Paul puts it, “All who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption. When we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ it is the Spirit Himself bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Rom 8:14–16). To be born of water and the Spirit, in Jesus’s words, is thus to be born anew, only this time from above—that is, to become God’s child (John 3:3–5). Where does one find these elements of second birth, of divine adoption? Where does one look to receive grace through faith, Spirit through water? To the Church.


In a favorite phrase of the Protestant Reformers, the Church is the creature of God’s word. Every term here is important. The Church is a creature: she is not the Creator. The Church is created by the word, which refers to the good news about Jesus. This word, though, is not human but divine: it is the speech of God Himself, who spoke the universe into existence and speaks again, through Christ, to redeem it. The high calling of the Church, her status as God’s chosen and her power to mediate His grace, is not native to her; it is not innate or intrinsic. It is not her possession. It is a gift from without. Its source is God. He mediates, He speaks, by His Spirit, through her.


This is precisely what we find in Mary. The Church has long seen in her virgin motherhood a twin sign of the Church’s purity and fecundity: her children are many, yet they have no mere human for a parent, only God. Mary’s prophethood further prefigures the Church’s calling to proclaim the word of God to the world. She is a witness who points not to herself but to her Son alone (“Do whatever He tells you,” as she says in John 2:5), just as God appoints the Church for testimony to Christ in her worship as well as in her common life. Above all, Mary is a temple, for she houses in herself the very presence of God. This is why Saint John leaps in the womb when Mary approaches (Luke 1:41): like David dancing before the ark of the covenant (2 Sam 6:12–15), the Baptist cannot help but pirouette when the Lord draws near—even in utero.


Like Mary, the Church is also a temple of the Lord. In 1 Corinthians Paul addresses the Church as a community: “Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?” (3:16). Later, he speaks of individual believers: “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God? You are not your own; you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body” (6:19–20). The Church is a temple of temples, each of us a vessel of the Lord through union with Christ in baptism.7 By the Spirit, Jesus Himself dwells in our bodies, just as He did in Mary. Indeed, just as His very own flesh and blood grew and developed in her womb, so in Holy Communion the Church venerates, consecrates, and partakes of what is truly the blood and the body of Christ.8


“The body of Christ” is a pregnant phrase. According to the New Testament, it refers to the Church. As Paul writes, “You are the body of Christ and individually members of it” (1 Cor 12:27).9 Now, Mary is not Christ’s body, but in a sense she is His bride. In the Divine Comedy, Dante calls Mary both the daughter of her Son and the mother of all His children.10 The source of this surprising or even startling conflation of roles is also Pauline. In his letters Paul applies the intimate union and mutual care of marriage to the relationship between Christ and the Church. The implication is that the Church is not only the body but also the bride of Christ. Yet in marriage husband and wife become one flesh, so that a husband’s wife is not only other to him but also somehow his own, even his own body. Thus Paul writes: “Husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. For no man ever hates his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, as Christ does the Church, because we are members of His body” (Eph 5:28–30; see also 2 Cor 11:2; 1 Cor 6:16–17). The apostle even goes so far as to say that the Bible’s original teaching about marriage in the second chapter of Genesis is really about Christ and the Church. He calls this a “mystery” (Eph 5:32). The union of love between a man and a woman in marriage is a sign of the union of love between Christ and the Church. The one points to the other. This is why Mary, like the Church—or rather why the Church, like Mary—is the bride of Christ, and thus the new Eve to His new Adam. No human being ever knew Christ with greater intimacy than Mary. He is her own flesh and blood (“I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine,” Song 6:3); the carne of the incarnation is all Mary’s. His human nature comes entirely from hers. So the Church, once again, finds herself reflected in Mary: the daughter and mother of God, the bride of the King, the ark of the Lord, the root of the Messiah, the arch-prophet of the gospel of Jesus Christ.11


All this is why Christians have for centuries made the cry of Saint Elizabeth our own, addressing ourselves to Mary and to the Church: “Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb. And whence is this to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” (Luke 1:42–43 KJV).


This is a book about the bride and body of Christ, the blessed mother of all God’s children, who are the people of the Lord Jesus. She, the Church, is the reason why He, Jesus, came in the first place. In Paul’s words, “Christ loved the Church and gave Himself up for her, that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, that He might present the Church to Himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish” (Eph 5:25–27). In short, Jesus loves the Church. She is our mother and teacher. We ought therefore to love her, too, sitting at her feet in rapt attention the way Saint Mary of Bethany sat at the feet of Jesus (Luke 10:39). Accordingly, in the chapters that follow I want to show you who she is and thus how and why you should entrust yourself to her, in love.


Before we begin, though, let me give you a sense of what to expect.


Until chapter 11, the course of this book tracks the story of the Bible. You may be surprised by how long we spend in the Old Testament. You may be surprised as well by the sparsity of major topics in ecclesiology, which is the name for the doctrine of the Church.12 We are not beginning at the end. We are beginning at the beginning. I want you to see just how central the people of God are to the narrative of Scripture and thus to the heart of God Himself. Imagine that narrative as a sort of romance. A romance with a single protagonist is no romance at all. You need two to tango! So with the Bible, and so with the Lord. A leisurely walk through the story of God’s people, Genesis to Revelation, will show you the truth of this claim. That story is nothing less than the great Divine Lover’s millennia-spanning pursuit of His one and only beloved. Who is the beloved? The family of Abraham. This is why chapter 3 begins with Abraham, and why you—why every Christian—must come to know him, his descendants, and their many meandering journeys. For you belong among them, even if you don’t know it. Their history is your history too.


I’ll be your guide through this history. But it won’t be a history lesson. Every chapter contains direct commentary on the life of the Church today. This is the reason we focused above on what it means to read the Bible figurally. As theologian Rowan Williams puts it: Abraham is our contemporary.13 He is not merely dead and buried. His soul is alive in Heaven, with Christ. His hope is our hope; they are one and the same. This hope animated his life on earth, a life authored by none other than Christ Himself—his Lord and ours. It thus opens up, as all the lives and stories of Israel do, to speak of far more than itself. The New Testament tells us that everything in the Old Testament “was written for our instruction” (Rom 15:4; see 1 Cor 10:11). The “our” there refers to baptized members of Christ’s body. The Scriptures are for us, including and perhaps especially the Scriptures of Israel, which formed the only Bible that Jesus and His apostles knew, read, and loved.


Chapter 4 moves backward in time, from Abraham and the calling of Israel to what went wrong in the Garden of Eden. Chapter 5 moves forward to God’s redemption of Israel from slavery in Egypt. Chapter 6 follows Israel’s trek to Mount Sinai, where Moses gives the people the Law of God. Chapter 7 turns to the anointed rulers of Israel: prophets, priests, and kings.


None of these chapters is about something that happened a long time ago to people you’ve never met, in a place you’ve never lived, in a culture you’ll never understand. That is the opposite of how God’s living word should appear to us, and it’s my job to ensure that it doesn’t. Theologically speaking, chapter 4 is about Satan, Sin, and Death, and hence about God’s salvation in Christ. Chapter 5 is about the freedom God grants His people through His mighty works of deliverance. Chapter 6 is about the holiness God commands of His people and the means by which we receive it. Chapter 7 is about how God uses fallible human leaders to govern and guide His people. All are about covenant life with God, rooted in the calling of Abraham. All, therefore, are about us: here and now, today, in Christ’s Church.


Chapters 8–10 turn to Christ Himself: His advent, His ministry and teaching, His atoning death and resurrection from the grave and ascension to Heaven, His reign at the right hand of the Father, and His gift of the Holy Spirit to the Church. These chapters take up the mission of the Church, the inclusion of the gentiles, and the testimony of Spirit-filled believers in a world of suffering and oppression, evil and violence. Chapter 11 then brings the story into the present by discussing how the Church continues to fulfill the command of Christ in her common life: through sacred tradition, public worship, the sacraments, and more. Chapter 12 closes the book with a brief benediction.


The coming chapters should feel at once biblical and theological, Jewish and catholic, evangelical and ecumenical, ancient and contemporary. Some of these words may be unfamiliar to you; we’ll learn them as we go. What follows is an attempt to make the familiar strange and the strange familiar. I want to reintroduce you to the God of the Jews and to the storehouse of riches preserved in their history and in the tradition of the Church. As Jesus taught, “Every scribe who has been trained for the Kingdom of Heaven is like a householder who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old” (Matt 13:52). I am the least of all the Lord’s scribes, but be it ever so bold, my sincere hope is in some small measure to do as the Lord says. For it is He, the Lord, whom Saint Augustine called “beauty so old and so new,” whom we are to love above all things.14 In loving Him, we learn to love as He loves and what He loves. Chief of all His affections, as I will not tire of repeating, is that for His only chosen people. If you love Him, love the Church also. With Him you will always find her; within her you will always find Him. They are one.
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