



[image: ]







Tell It Slant



A CONVERSATION
ON THE LANGUAGE OF JESUS
IN HIS STORIES AND PRAYERS


Eugene H. Peterson


[image: image]
www.hodder.co.uk




Unless other wise noted, Bible quotations in this publication are taken from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright © 1989, by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America.


Copyright © Eugene H. Peterson 2008


First published in Great Britain in 2008 by Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette UK company
By arrangement with Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.
Published in association with the literary agency of
Alive Communications, Inc.,
7680 Goddard Street #200, Colorado Springs, CO 80290


The right of Eugene H. Peterson to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN: 978 1 848 94955 3
Book ISBN: 978 0 340 86390 9


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH
www.hodderfaith.com




For my grandchildren


Andrew Eugene
Lindsay Hope
Sadie Lynn
Hans Hoiland
Anna Grace
Mary Crates


One after one, every couple of years,
succeeding one another in turn as babes and infants,
you reintroduced me
to the mysteries of language,
the miracles of speaking, the miracles of listening,
and the holy conversations
that develop among us in the company of
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.







Acknowledgments


I was fortunate: I learned the language of faith at the same time I learned the English language. My language school was my family, my parents and my sister Karen and brother Kenneth, the best of teachers and the most congenial of classmates in the school.


This book had its inception in the J. Henderson Lectures, 1992, at Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. It developed further in courses on language, Scripture, and prayer at Regent College, Vancouver, B.C., from 1993 to 1998. It was tested out and matured in conversations with pastors at numerous retreats and conferences.


A succession of spiritual directors spanning fifty years as I moved across the country kept my words fresh and honest and personal: Reuben Lance in Montana, Pastor Ian Wilson in Baltimore, Sr. Constance FitzGerald, O.C.D., in Baltimore, Pastor Alan Reynolds in Canada. Jonathan Stine is a faithful friend who encourages reverence in the smallest details.


At about the time that I thought I knew what I needed to know and could go on to other things, my grandchildren began showing up at approximately two-year intervals and regularly restored a sense of wonder at the miracle of language. The book is dedicated to them.







Introduction


Language — given to us to glorify God, to receive the revelation of God, to witness to the truth of God, to offer praise to God — is constantly at risk. Too often the living Word is desiccated into propositional cadavers, then sorted into exegetical specimens in bottles of formaldehyde. We end up with godtalk:


Knowledge of speech, but not of silence;
Knowledge of words, and ignorance of the Word . . .
Where is the Life we have lost in living?
Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge?
Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?1


My concern is that we use God’s gift of language in consonance with the God who speaks. Jesus is the primary person with whom we have to do in this business. Jesus most of all. Jesus, the Word made flesh. Jesus who “spoke and it came to be” (Ps. 33:9) even “since the foundation of the world” (Matt. 13:35). Jesus telling stories on the roads and around the supper tables in Galilee and while traveling through Samaria. Jesus praying in the Garden and from the Cross in Jerusalem. Jesus is God’s Word to us in a variety of settings and circumstances. He engages in conversations with us in the language given to us in the Gospels. Those conversations are continued with us by the Holy Spirit just as he promised: “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all truth . . . he will take what is mine and declare it to you” (John 16:13-14). He is also the person who prays to his Father and ours, “since he ever lives to make intercession for us” (Heb. 7:25).


Language and the way we use it in the Christian community are the focus of this conversation on the spirituality of language. Language, all of it — every vowel, every consonant — is a gift of God. God uses language to create and command us; we use language to confess our sins and sing praises to God. We use this very same language getting to know one another, buying and selling, writing letters and reading books. We use the same words in talking to one another that we use when we’re talking to God: same nouns and verbs, same adverbs and adjectives, same conjunctions and interjections, same prepositions and pronouns. There is no “Holy Ghost” language used for matters of God and salvation and then a separate secular language for buying cabbages and cars. “Give us this day our daily bread” and “pass the potatoes” come out of the same language pool.


There is a lot more to speaking than getting the right words and pronouncing them correctly. Who we are and the way we speak make all the difference. We can sure think of enough creative ways to use words badly: we can blaspheme and curse, we can lie and deceive, we can bully and abuse, we can gossip and debunk. Or not. Every time we open our mouths, whether in conversation with one another or in prayer to our Lord, Christian truth and community are on the line. And so, high on the agenda of the Christian community in every generation is that we diligently develop a voice that speaks in consonance with the God who speaks, that we speak in such a way that truth is told and community is formed, and that we pray to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ and not to some golden calf idol that has been fashioned by one of the numerous descendants of Aaron.


Preachers and teachers hold prominent positions in the Christian community in the use of language. Pulpit and lectern provide places of authority and influence in sanctuaries and classrooms that require careful, prayerful Christ-honoring speech in every sermon and lecture. But I am particularly interested here in the more or less out-of-the-way, unstudied, and everyday conversations that take place in kitchens and family rooms, having coffee with a friend, making small talk in a parking lot, or engaging in an intense, private discussion that could make or break a relationship. I want to attend to the words we listen to and speak as we go about the ordinary affairs of work and family, friends and neighbors, and provide them with an equivalent dignity alongside the language that we commonly associate with the so-called “things of God.”


For the most part this is not high-profile language, not the language we use when we want to get something done or master a complex subject. It is language used when we are not dealing with one another in our social roles or our assigned functions. It savors subtleties. It relishes ambiguities. It consists in large part, using T. S. Eliot’s phrase, in “hints followed by guesses.” Emily Dickinson gives me my text:



Tell all the Truth but tell it slant —
Success in Circuit lies
Too bright for our infirm Delight
The Truth’s superb surprise


As Lightning to the Children eased
With Explanation kind
The Truth must dazzle gradually
Or every man be blind — 2


 


I want to tear down the fences that we have erected between language that deals with God and language that deals with the people around us. It is, after all, the same language. The same God we address in prayer and proclaim in sermons is also deeply, eternally involved in the men and women we engage in conversation, whether casually or intentionally. But not always obviously. God’s words are not always prefaced by “Thus says the Lord.” It takes time and attentiveness to make connections between the said and the unsaid, the direct and the indirect, the straightforward and the oblique. There are many occasions when the imperious or blunt approach honors neither our God nor our neighbor. Unlike raw facts, truth, especially personal truth, requires the cultivation of unhurried intimacies. Dickinson’s “slant” and “gradually” are ways of getting past preconceptions, prejudices, defenses, stereotypes, and fact-dominated literalism, all of which prevent relational receptivity to the language of the other: the Other.


God does not compartmentalize our lives into religious and secular. Why do we? I want to insist on a continuity of language between the words we use in Bible studies and the words we use when we’re out fishing for rainbow trout. I want to cultivate a sense of continuity between the prayers we offer to God and the conversations we have with the people we speak to and who speak to us. I want to nurture an awareness of the sanctity of words, the holy gift of language, regardless of whether it is directed vertically or horizontally. Just as Jesus did.


And so Jesus is my text for cultivating a language that honors the holiness inherent in words: the God-rootedness, the Christ-embodiedness, the Spirit-aliveness. The first part of the conversation, “Jesus in His Stories,” will listen in as Jesus talks with the people of his day while strolling through wheat fields, having meals, sailing on a lake, answering questions, dealing with hostility. The second part of the conversation, “Jesus in His Prayers,” will immerse us in the way Jesus went about praying to his Father: prayers in Galilee, prayers in Jerusalem, prayers in Gethsemane, prayers on Golgotha. As we listen in on Jesus as he talks and then participate with Jesus as he prays, I hope that together we, writer and readers, will develop a discerning aversion to all forms of depersonalizing godtalk and acquire a taste for and skills in the always personal language that God uses, even in our conversations and small talk, maybe especially in our small talk, to make and save and bless us one and all. 





I
JESUS IN HIS STORIES








CHAPTER 1
Jesus in Samaria: Luke 9:51–19:27


It is a huge irony that Jesus, whose words create and form our lives, never wrote a word, at least not a word that was ever preserved. Those words he wrote in Jerusalem dirt using his finger for a pencil disappeared in the next rain shower. Notwithstanding, we know Jesus as a man of words. He is, after all, the Word made flesh.


But he didn’t write. He spoke. He never had a publisher, never gave a book-signing, never dipped pen in an ink bottle. Language for Jesus was exclusively a matter of voice: “he spoke, and it came to be” (Ps. 33:9).


His words, of course, did get written — and published. Probably no single person’s words have been reproduced in print in as many handwritten manuscripts and printed books as the words of Jesus. Still, it is important to keep that original oral quality in mind, that living voice of Jesus, the spoken words that came from his mouth and entered the lives of men and women through listening ears and believing hearts. Written words, important as they are, are a giant step removed from the speaking voice. A determined effort must be made to hear the speaking voice and listen to it, not just to look at it and study the written word.1


Language is primarily a means of revelation, both for God and for us. Using words, God reveals himself to us. Using words, we reveal ourselves to God and to one another. By means of language, the entire cycle of speaking and listening, both God and his Word-created men and women are able to reveal vast interiors otherwise inaccessible to us.


This is important. It is important to reflect upon since it is not obvious. And it is important to continuously reconsider since our vast communications industry treats language primarily as either information or titillation, but not revelation. More often than not, when the word “God” is used in our society, it is reduced to a piece of information, impersonalized into a mere reference, or debased to blasphemy. George Steiner, one of our most perceptive writers on language, powerfully argues that conveying information is nothing but a marginal and highly specialized function of language.2 But the language we learn in the company of parents and siblings and friends has its origin in the revealing God. All our speaking and listening take place in a language world that is formed and sustained by God’s speaking and listening. The words that God uses to create and name and bless and command in Genesis are the same words we hear Jesus using to create and name and heal and bless and command in the Gospels. Jesus speaks, and we hear God speak.


The Conversational Jesus


Jesus’ language, as reported to us by his evangelist witnesses Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, is at times designated preaching and at other times teaching. Still, much of the time we find Jesus speaking in ways other than preaching and teaching. We find him speaking informally in conversational give-and-take while eating meals at someone’s home or with friends, strolling in fields or along a lakeshore, or responding to various interruptions and questions while going somewhere or other. It is this third use of language, the informal and casual, that interests me in the present context.


Preaching comes first. It is the kind of language that defines, both in meaning and in manner, what Jesus is about. The first words out of Jesus’ mouth, as reported by Mark (who was the first to write a Gospel), were in preaching: “Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news” (Mark 1:14-15). He concluded his sermon with an altar call that was answered by four fishermen. He was on his way.


Preaching is proclamation. Preaching announces what God is doing right here and now, at this time and in this place. It also calls hearers to respond appropriately. Preaching is the news, good news, that God is alive and present and in action: “Maybe you didn’t know it, but the living God is here, right here on this street, in this sanctuary, in this neighborhood. And he is at work now. He is speaking right now — at this very moment. If you know what is good for you, you will want to get in on it.”


All the Gospel writers give us a thorough orientation in Jesus’ preaching, but Mark stands out as a first among equals: his punchy, urgent language keeps the here, the now, and the personal before us with great skill.


Preaching is language that involves us personally with God’s action in the present. Preaching is conspicuous for conveying the personal and present. The listener is not permitted to suppose that the preached words are for anyone other than himself or herself. The listener must not try to get by with supposing that the preached words are about something that happened long ago or even yesterday, or that they are about what will happen in the future, whether near or far. Preaching reveals God in action here and now — for me. Whatever insipidities we have heard from preachers and their imitators, we can be sure that they didn’t originate in Jesus.


That day when Jesus launched his public ministry in Galilee by preaching, he was the latest in a long tradition, more than a thousand years, of great preaching that had just been brought up to date by Jesus’ cousin, John the Baptizer. After Jesus the tradition continued in Peter and Paul, Chrysostom and Cyprian, Ambrose and Augustine, Francis and Dominic, Luther and Calvin, Wesley and Whitefield, Edwards and Finney, Newman and Spurgeon. Preaching continues to be the basic language for conveying the revelation of God in Christ Jesus, spoken from street corners and pulpits all over the world: God alive, at work and speaking, here and now, for you and me.


Jesus also used language to teach. Unlike the teaching that we are accustomed to in our schools, lectures designed to do our thinking for us, Jesus’ teaching sparkled with scintillating aphorisms. He wasn’t so much handing out information as reshaping our imaginations with metaphors so that we could take in the living multi-dimensioned truth that is Jesus. All the Gospel writers present us with Jesus teaching, instructing us in detail what it means to live in this kingdom of God. But Matthew is the Gospel writer who provides us with the most extensive witness on Jesus’ teaching. He gathers Jesus’ teaching together into five great discourses (reminiscent perhaps of the Five Books of Moses?): The Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5–7), Instructions to the Twelve Disciples (Matt. 10), Instructions for the Community (Matt. 18), Warnings against Hypocrisy (Matt. 23), Teaching on Last Things (Matt. 24–25).


Day-to-day living in this world where God is present and active for us and for our salvation involves cultivating a detailed sense of what is involved in every aspect of our lives. We often dichotomize our lives into public and private, spiritual and secular, cut up our lives into separate parts, and stuff the parts into labeled cubbyholes for convenient access when we feel like dealing with them. Teaching puts the parts together, makes connections, demonstrates relationships — “connects the dots,” as we say. So Jesus teaches us, goes over the details of what we are up against, the decisions and discernments we need to make, the ways and means that are appropriate to living this kingdom life in which Jesus is king. Jesus’ teaching, both then in Galilee and Jerusalem and now as it is reproduced by our teachers and professors, usually takes place in company with others, some who are brothers and sisters in obedience and others who turn out to be indifferent or even hostile.


In his teaching, just as in his preaching, Jesus lives out of a long tradition: the books of Moses climaxing in Deuteronomy, further on Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, and then the counsel and wisdom woven into the magnificent fabric of pastoral care we find in the prophets and priests of Israel. This teaching also continues in the church’s life as our pastors and theologians train us in cultivating an intelligent and faithful obedience while dealing with politics, business affairs, family matters, personal failures and sufferings, living whole and integrated lives. Teaching resurrects dead words so they live again. It occupies a large field in the way we use language in this life of following Jesus.


Preaching and teaching are prominent uses of language among the people who speak and give witness, who pray and provide direction in the Christian community. We commonly set men and women apart, provide them with training in schools and churches, to be preachers and teachers. There is a lot to know. There is a lot to be wary of. We need preachers and teachers to keep us focused on God in Christ and alert us to the seductive idolatries that surround us. For the most part we are well provided with preachers and teachers who understand what is going on in the kingdom, who will not be easily distracted from the “one thing needful,” and who are disciplined to faithfulness and the renewal of our minds. Preaching and teaching are fairly well defined in manner and content and usually take place in public places.


But there is a third kind of language that all of us participate in regardless of our role in the community, whatever our abilities and aptitudes. Earlier I described this language as “informal conversational give-and-take while eating meals at home or with friends, walking on the road between villages, or in response to interruptions by questions on the road to somewhere or other.” In any weekly word-count of our use of language, this kind of speech far exceeds anything we speak or listen to that might be designated preaching or teaching. When Jesus wasn’t preaching and when he wasn’t teaching, he talked with the men and women with whom he lived in terms of what was going on at the moment — people, events, questions, whatever — using the circumstances of their lives as his text. Much as we do. Preaching begins with God: God’s word, God’s action, God’s presence. Teaching expands on what is proclaimed, instructing us in the implications of the text, the reverberations of the truth in the world, the specific ways in which God’s word shapes in detail the way we live our daily lives between birth and death. But unstructured, informal conversations arise from incidents and encounters with one another that take place in the normal course of going about our lives in families and workplaces, on playgrounds and while shopping for groceries, in airport terminals waiting for a flight and walking with binoculars in a field with friends watching birds. Many of the words that Jesus spoke are of this nature. Most of us are not preachers or teachers, or at least not designated as such. Most of the words that we speak are spoken in the quotidian contexts of eating and drinking, shopping and traveling, making what we sometimes dismiss as “small talk.”


All the Gospel writers present us with Jesus using this kind of language, but the most extensive revelation of Jesus using this casual and unstructured language is in the Gospel of Luke. What Mark does for preaching and Matthew does for teaching, Luke does for the informal give-and-take language that takes place in the comings and goings of our ordinary lives.


Luke’s Travel Narrative


At the center of Luke’s Gospel (Luke 9:51–19:44), there is a ten-chapter insertion that features just this kind of informal language between Jesus, his followers, and other men and women he meets along the way. The section is framed by references to leaving Galilee (9:51) and then arriving in Jerusalem (19:11, 28, 41). Because of these framing references it is often designated the Travel Narrative. Most of the material in these ten chapters is unique to Luke.


Our first three Gospels follow a similar outline, with much of the arrangement and content similar. They do not exactly copy one another, for each Gospel writer has his own way of telling the story that brings out salient features that we would otherwise miss. In broad terms, Mark picks up on the kerygmatic, preached qualities of Jesus’ language, and Matthew features the didactic, teaching qualities. But Luke has a particular interest in immersing us in the conversational aspects of Jesus’ language. And so Luke interrupts the story line set down by his predecessors in Gospel writing, Matthew and Mark, and interpolates this long section of mostly original material at the center of his Gospel. The first nine chapters of Luke’s Gospel tell the story of the Galilean ministry of Jesus, following the pattern set down by Matthew and Mark. The Galilean story lays the foundations for our lives in Christ. The final five chapters tell the story of the final week of Jesus’ ministry in Jerusalem — Jesus rejected, crucified, and raised to new life — and also follow Matthew and Mark. The Jerusalem story consummates our lives in Christ: crucifixion, resurrection.


What Jesus said and did in the early years in Galilee has continuities with what took place in that last week in Jerusalem. The transition between the two places is narrated as a journey through Samaria, the country that separated Galilee from Jerusalem. Samaria was, if not exactly enemy territory, at least decidedly unfriendly territory. Samaritans and Jews had several hundred years of bad blood between them. They neither liked nor trusted one another. There was occasional violence, even bloody encounters. Josephus tells a story of an incident in which Samaritans murdered some Galilean pilgrims who were crossing through Samaria on their way to Jerusalem for a feast. Jewish guerrillas then attacked Samaritan villages in vengeance.3 To get from Galilee to Jerusalem was a dangerous journey of about sixty or seventy miles — a three-to five-day trip by donkey or on foot.


It is while traveling through Samaria, going from Galilee to Jerusalem, that Jesus takes the time to tell stories that prepare his followers to bring the ordinariness of their lives into conscious awareness and participation in this kingdom life. Jesus announces to his disciples that he is going to Jerusalem to be crucified, and he calls them to go with him. As they walk together those several days, he prepares them for their post-crucifixion and post-resurrection lives. There are dramatic events in the offing. Their lives are going to be changed from the inside out. But at the same time they are going to be dealing with the same people, the same routines, the same temptations, the same Roman and Greek and Hebrew culture, the same children and the same parents, the sometimes endless waiting, facing the indifference of so many about them, dealing with the maddening hypocrisies of the self-righteous, the stupidities of war, the absurdities of conspicuous consumption, and the lies of arrogant rulers. Everything will have changed and yet nothing will have changed. Jesus is preparing them to live in a world that neither knows nor wants to know Jesus. Jesus is preparing them (us!) to live a crucifixion and resurrection life patiently and without fanfare, obediently and without recognition. He prepares them in these Samaritan conversations to quietly and courageously do all this in continuity with the way Jesus did it and the way Jesus talked about it. He makes it clear that soon, when he is no longer physically with them, they most decidedly will not be on their own to carry out the work in any way they decide is best. The way he is doing it, the way of the cross, must be continued. But it is interesting and significant that Jesus doesn’t use crisis language. He speaks conversationally, hardly raising his voice. Mostly he tells stories. Some of his followers (although not all) will never forget these stories.


A kind of intimacy develops naturally when men and women walk and talk together, with no immediate agenda or assigned task except eventually getting to their destination and taking their time to do it. Matthew and Mark waste no time in getting us from Galilee to Jerusalem. Luke slows us down, takes his time. Luke takes the opportunity to use this setting of a relaxed, walking road trip to expand and develop the spontaneity of unstructured conversations while Jesus and his disciples walk from Galilee to Jerusalem — Jesus answering questions, Jesus talking around the supper table, Jesus talking things over with his friends, Jesus telling stories. What Matthew and Mark each take care of in two chapters, Luke stretches into ten chapters. He immerses us in the way Jesus uses language as he deals with the ordinary and the occasional. Jesus unhurried — continuously interruptible. This is the way Jesus uses the language when he is not preaching and teaching. And this is the way we use language at the times not formally set aside for what we might call “religious” talk.


Two things interest me in the Travel Narrative. First, it deals with what takes place “in between” the focused areas of Jesus’ life and ministry, Galilee and Jerusalem. Jesus and his disciples are traveling through the unfamiliar and uncongenial country of Samaria. Unlike Galilee and Jerusalem, Samaria is not home ground to Jesus and his companions. They are away from their familiar Galilean synagogues and their beloved Jerusalem temple. They don’t know these people and have little in common with them, neither synagogue nor temple nor an agreed upon Scripture. They are outsiders to this country and this people.


There is an analogy here to what is experienced in the life of the Christian “between Sundays.” The Jesus life is commonly preached and taught in Sunday worship. The Sunday sanctuary is the appointed time and place for giving our attention to what it means to worship and follow Jesus in the company of the baptized, the men and women and children who find and realize who they are not in themselves but in the company and work of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It is a set-aside, protected time and place for prayer and prayerful listening among men and women who are “on our side.” We pretty much know, although not in detail, what to expect. The structure, at least, and most of the people are predictable. But between Sundays we spend most of our time with people who are not following Jesus as we have been, who do not share our assumptions and beliefs and convictions regarding God and his kingdom. The circumstances — family needs, work responsibilities, inclement weather, accidents and windfalls — are, at least to the casual eye, thoroughly secular. Anything might be said; anything can happen. More often than not the “anything” is said and does happen. Not much of it seems to derive from or be connected with the sermon text we listened to in Sunday worship. Samaria is the country between Galilee and Jerusalem in which we spend most of our time between Sundays. None of us can anticipate what will be said to us or happen to us while we’re there.


Some of us try to confine our Christian identity to what takes place on Sundays. In order to preserve it from contamination from “the world,” we avoid as much as we can conversation beyond polite small talk with the Samaritans. Others of us memorize phrases from Sunday sermons and teaching and then try to insert them into pauses in the conversations or circumstances over the next six days. But it doesn’t take us long to realize that these tactics are unsatisfactory. Or if we don’t realize it, the Samaritans surely do.


The designation “Travel Narrative” is not entirely satisfactory because while the ten chapters clearly begin and end with references to travel from Galilee to Jerusalem, there is no clear itinerary or chronology of the trip. The journey itself seems to serve as a kind of grab bag of stories and incidents in which we see Jesus adapting and improvising his language to fit each person and circumstance on the terms that are presented to him. The Travel Narrative has Jesus speaking in informal, non-structured language, much of it not explicitly “religious,” in the course of the relaxed and spontaneous incidents that occur “on the way” through Samaria.


What we begin to sense is that what began as a “Travel Narrative” has developed in the telling into a metaphor, a metaphor for the way Jesus uses language between Sundays, between the holy synagogues of Galilee and the holy temple in Jerusalem, places and times in which language about God and his kingdom are expected. But Samaria wasn’t “holy” in the same sense, wasn’t congenial to the Jesus who was being revealed in Galilee and Jerusalem. Luke gives us Samaria as a metaphor for the way Jesus uses language with people who have very little or maybe no readiness to listen to the revelation of God, and not infrequently are outright hostile. This is the way Jesus uses language when he isn’t, as we would say, in church.


The second thing of interest in the Travel Narrative is how frequently Jesus tells stories, the mini-stories we name parables. Jesus, in these ten chapters, mostly tells stories. Ten of the stories in this middle section of Luke’s Gospel are unique to Luke. All of the Gospel writers feature Jesus telling stories — “he did not speak to them except in parables” (Mark 4:34)—but Luke outdoes his brother evangelists. And it is precisely in this Travel Narrative that the ten parables not mentioned in the other Gospels are clustered.


Is there a reason for this? I think there is. The parable is a form of speech that has a style all its own. It is a way of saying something that requires the imaginative participation of the listener. Inconspicuously, even surreptitiously, a parable involves the hearer. This brief, commonplace, unpretentious story is thrown into a conversation and lands at our feet, compelling notice. A parable is literally “something thrown alongside of” (para, alongside, plus bol[image: image], thrown) to which our first response is, “What is this doing here?” We ask questions, we think, we imagine. “Parables appear in quick, precise strokes. A parable is feeble; almost all the power is in the one who hears it.”4 And then we begin seeing connections, relations. A parable is not ordinarily used to tell us something new but to get us to notice something that we have overlooked although it has been right there before us for years. Or it is used to get us to take seriously something we have dismissed as unimportant because we have never seen the point of it. Before we know it, we are involved.


Most parables have another significant feature. The subject matter is usually without apparent religious significance. They are stories about farmers and judges and victims, about coins and sheep and prodigal sons, about wedding banquets, building barns and towers and going to war, a friend who wakes you in the middle of the night to ask for a loaf of bread, the courtesies of hospitality, crooks and beggars, fig trees and manure. The conversations that Jesus had as he walked on Samaritan roads were with people who had a different idea of God than what Jesus was revealing, or maybe not much of an idea at all. This was either hostile or neutral country. Parables were Jesus’ primary language of choice to converse with these people, stories that didn’t use the name of God, stories that didn’t seem to be “religious.” When we are in church, or a religiously defined time and place, we expect to hear about God. But outside such times and places, we don’t expect to. In fact, we don’t want to. If we wanted to deal with God we would go to God’s house. The people we meet “on the road” and “between Sundays” expect to deal with things on their own terms, meanwhile keeping God in his place where he belongs. So, keep Jesus in his place — in Galilee and Jerusalem. “This is Samaria! I have my hands full dealing with family and business, society and politics. I’m calling the shots here. I’ll do things my own way.”


Samaritans, then and now, have centuries of well-developed indifference, if not outright aversion, to God-language — at least the kind used by synagogue and church people. They have their own ideas on God and how to run their lives and nothing but cool contempt for the messianic opinions of outsiders. Samaritans are well defended against the intrusions of God-language into their affairs, particularly when it comes from Jewish (or Christian) lips. So as Jesus goes through Samaria he is very restrained in his use of explicit God-language. Preaching and teaching are not eliminated, but they do recede to the margins. Jesus circles around his listeners’ defenses. He tells parables. A parable keeps the message at a distance, slows down comprehension, blocks automatic prejudicial reactions, dismantles stereotypes. A parable comes up on the listener obliquely, on the “slant.” The Samaritan listens, unsuspecting. And then, without warning, without the word being used: God! John Dominic Crossan says that the parable is an earthquake opening up the ground at your feet.5


It interests me greatly that throughout these several days when Jesus is walking with his disciples, parables are his primary language of choice. We know that the end is coming: crucifixion and resurrection. We know that there is not much time left before Jesus leaves his disciples and they are going to have to carry on in his place. Every step they take through Samaria to Jerusalem increases the urgency. This is the last time these Samaritans are going to see him, listen to him. Why in the world is Jesus telling unpretentious stories about crooks and manure? Why isn’t he preaching the clear word of God, calling the Samaritans to repentance, offering them the gift of salvation in plain language? As the end approaches, his language becomes less, not more, direct. As the stakes increase, his language becomes even more relaxed and conversational than usual. Instead of high decibel rhetoric, calling for decisions before it is too late, he hardly, if at all, even mentions the name of God, choosing instead to speak of neighbors and friends, losing a lamb, and the courtesies of hospitality.


I find this interesting because it is in such contrast to what so often occurs among us. It is common among many of us when we become more aware of what is involved in following Jesus and the urgencies that this involves, especially when we find ourselves in Samaritan territory, that we become more intense in our language. Because it is so much more clear and focused we use the language learned from sermons and teachings to tell others what is eternally important. But the very intensity of the language can very well reduce our attentiveness to the people to whom we are speaking — he or she is no longer a person but a cause. Impatient to get our message out, we depersonalize what we have to say into rote phrases or a programmatic formula without regard to the person we are meeting. As the urgency to speak God’s word increases, listening relationships diminish. We end up with a bone pile of fleshless words — godtalk.


Spiritual masters are particularly fond of the parable, for there is nothing more common than for people who want to talk about God to lose interest in the people they are talking to. Religious talk is depersonalized into godtalk. Godtalk is used to organize people in causes that no longer involve us, to carry out commands that no longer command us. When the words of Jesus become the stuff of arguments, verbal tools for manipulation, attempts at control, the life drains out of them and there they are, a raked-up pile of dead leaves on the ground. Just then, the master drops a parable into the conversation. We stumble over it, no longer able to cruise along in the familiar word ruts. The parable forces attention, participation, involvement.


Luke’s Travel Narrative is an immersion in the distinctive parabolic, storying language of Jesus on the road through Samaria as he walks from Galilee, where we took up the life of following Jesus, to Jerusalem, where we will find our maturity and completion, embracing Jesus on the cross and embraced by Jesus in resurrection. Samaria for us becomes an orientation in the ordinary, the everyday, the place where the habits and character of a Jesus follower are formed among people who have no interest nor give any encouragement to following Jesus. Luke’s Travel Narrative saturates our imaginations with the way Jesus uses language in this inhospitable stretch of road between the Galilean proclamation of the presence of the kingdom, where we got our start in following Jesus, and the Jerusalem crucifixion and resurrection that so decisively and dramatically completes the story.


The Holy Spirit in Our Conversations


Luke’s Travel Narrative develops an awareness that the Holy Spirit is as present in our spontaneous and casual conversations as in formal preaching and intentional teaching. Because our spontaneous and casual conversations have no immediate focus on what we sometimes refer to as “the things of God,” it is easy to miss the “word of God” implications when we aren’t aware that we are talking to or about God. When we are in a sanctuary listening to a sermon on John 3:16 or sitting in a classroom taking notes on a lecture on Isaiah, it is fairly obvious that we are listening to and speaking language that God uses to reveal himself and that we use to participate in that revelation. But how about when we are telling someone about a report we just heard on the radio, or when we’re reading a letter received from a family member that morning, or when we express worries about a neighbor down the street? Can these words also be revelatory, also be ways of participating in God’s presence and action in times and places not clearly signposted “sacred”? Do we witness to Jesus when we do not use the name of Jesus? Do we convey trust in God when we do not know we are doing it? Do we confess sin when we are not in a confessional or on our knees? Do we praise with an exclamation or gesture, unaware that we are in the company of angels singing “Holy, Holy, Holy”? One night when Nicodemus was puzzled by the unconventional, nonreligious way in which Jesus was talking about God’s kingdom, Jesus told him, “The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit” (John 3:8). Nicodemus had no idea what he was talking about. A great deal of Spirit-inspired, or Spirit-accompanied, language takes place when we do not know it, whether it comes from our own mouths or the mouths of others.


So we need reminding. We need guidance. We need friends who are capable of hearing the Holy Spirit’s whispers in what we are saying — and sometimes between the lines in what we are not saying. And we need to be such friends to our friends. These friends ordinarily have no assigned role in one another’s lives. Often they do not know that they are doing anything at all that might be named “spiritual.” Nathaniel Hawthorne was blunt in his assertion on these matters: “His instruments have no consciousness of His purpose; if they imagine they have, it is a pretty sure token that they are not his instruments.”6


I am interested in cultivating the fundamentally holy nature of all language, including most definitely the casual, spontaneous, unself-conscious, conversational language that occurs while we’re sitting in a rocking chair before a fireplace on a wintry day, strolling on a beach, or having coffee in a diner — conversations while we’re walking through Samaria. I am interested in discerning the voice of God in the conversations that we engage in when we are not intentionally thinking “God.”


All of us have wide experience in this language. But not all of us are practiced in bringing our experience to awareness, naming what we have heard or said. Sometimes we notice in retrospect. We meet a friend while shopping and stop to talk for a while — a minute or two at most. A few hours later we realize that something said was revelatory, a realization of grace, a perception of beauty, a sense of presence in which we develop an awareness that “God was in this place and I did not know it.” Sometimes the triggering word or phrase comes almost offhandedly. Sometimes the realization is sparked by a tone of voice or a gesture. Almost never by intention. The fact is that almost all words are holy and God speaks to and through us by the very nature of language itself.


What I want to say is that the Holy Spirit conveys in and through our language words of Jesus’ peace and love and grace and mercy when we are not aware of it — at least not at the time it is taking place. And all of us get in on it simply by virtue of the fact that we talk and listen to a lot of different people, in a lot of different settings, on most days of our lives. Paying attention to Jesus telling stories in Luke’s Travel Narrative is as good an orientation in this dimension of language that I know of.


There is an ancient discipline of honoring the careful attention we give to just such language, language that we use in personal discourse conversationally, language that takes its place alongside of preaching and teaching as essential to formation-in-community in the Christian life. It goes under the heading of “spiritual direction.” It will be obvious to those familiar with this tradition and its practice that what I write here is deeply influenced by it. From early on in the church’s life, alongside the practice of public preaching and teaching there has been the corresponding practice of spiritual direction. In spiritual direction the language used in the proclamation and teaching of the gospel is worked out in one-on-one conversations that take seriously the uniqueness of each person and the actual circumstances in which that person lives. It won’t do to lump souls into categories and then herd them into one of three or four companies that can be dealt with efficiently by formula.


As we grow into maturity in Christ our distinctiveness is accentuated, not blunted. General directions, useful as they are, don’t take into account the details that face us as holiness takes root in the particular social and personal place we are planted. We need wise personal attention from someone who knows the ropes, who knows the subtleties of sin and the disguises of grace. Especially, we need personal attention given to our prayers, for prayer is the practice by which all that we are, all that we believe and do, is transformed into the action of the Spirit working his will in the details of our dailiness. Prayer consists in the transformation of what we do in the name of Jesus to what the Holy Spirit does in us as we follow Jesus.


Spiritual direction is one person intentionally and prayerfully immersing himself or herself in the casual ordinary life of any ordinary Christian. But the practice is neither ordinary nor casual. The Christian community has a history of recognizing wise, experienced persons who can direct the rest of us. “Father” (abba) and “mother” (amma) are the most widely used designations. The qualifications for doing this work are not formal, but there is a consensus in the church that the qualifications are nevertheless quite rigorous. A knowledge of theology is basic, and long experience in prayer is prerequisite.


So we find a person who is practiced in discerning the Spirit’s language and we ask him or her to meet with us occasionally or regularly — a spiritual director. Often these persons, these “fathers” and “mothers,” are members of contemplative orders in monasteries or convents. Sometimes they are associated with retreat houses. Occasionally they are placed in congregations. These spiritual directors keep alive a long tradition in the church of Christ. Sometimes they are pastors and priests. Sometimes they are laypersons. They maintain visibility and provide definition to what so often takes place in obscurity and in the shadows of the more public discourse of preaching and teaching. By their presence, and sometimes in their writings, they call our attention to and give dignity to the way language continues to be revelatory in our most casual conversation.


We need a few of these men and women in the community, who are intentional in getting us to pay attention to the words we are using when we don’t think we are saying anything of significance. We need alert listeners to give dignity to those stretches in our lives when we are not aware of participating in anything we think might be embraced by the kingdom of God.7


Without diminishing or marginalizing the strategic role of such designated spiritual directors, I want at the same time to extend the awareness of what they model into the ranks of both the laity who aren’t aware of the ways the Holy Spirit breathes through our most casual conversations and the clergy who are only aware that they are speaking the word of God when they are preaching or teaching. Out-of-the-way conversations that take place out of the public ear and eye, in fact, occupy a prominent place in the way we learn to use and pay attention to language that conveys Spirit. My concern is derivative from the well-defined and necessarily rigorous traditions of the spiritual director, but I am attempting something much more modest — maybe something in regard to spiritual direction like what happened to the man who was astonished when he realized at the age of forty that he had been speaking in prose all his life.


Any Christian can, and many Christians do, listen and help us listen to the undercurrents in our language, the unspoken and unheard, the silences that undergird so much of the language that we use unthinkingly. These conversations can cultivate a sensitivity to the ways of the Holy Spirit, encourage an embrace of ambiguity, extend a willingness to live through times when there is no discernible “direction” at all. With such listening, we get used to living a mystery and not demanding information to footnote everything that is going on. There are certainly skills to be cultivated, especially in this American society in which virtually everyone talks too much and listens hardly at all. I am only insisting that any of us is capable of doing this simply by virtue of our baptism and incorporation in the company of men and women in whom the Spirit breathes, as the Spirit brings to remembrance the words of Jesus (John 14:26) in the conversations of men and women who listen and give answer to the Word made flesh.


To avoid presumption and blurring the lines that set apart the learned and disciplined men and women who embody this ancient practice of the church, I will not use the term “spiritual direction” for the kind of conversation that I am encouraging as we walk on our various Samaritan roads. All the same, “I would,” to adapt Moses’ words in regard to Eldad and Medad in the wilderness, “that all the Lord’s people were spiritual directors” (Num. 11:29).


An unscheduled conversation in the sanctuary at Shiloh between the old and nearly blind priest Eli and young Samuel is a classic instance of such unpremeditated conversation. It was night and Samuel was in bed. He heard a voice calling his name, “Samuel! Samuel!” Eli was the only other person in the sanctuary, and so Samuel naturally assumed that Eli was calling for him. He jumped out of bed and ran to Eli: “Here I am, for you called me.” Eli said that he hadn’t called and told him to go back to bed. This identical exchange took place three times. After the third time, the priest discerned that it was the Lord who was calling Samuel and told him that if it happened again he was to pray, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” It did happen again, a fourth time, and Samuel said, as instructed, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” And a prophet was born.


Eli, an incompetent pastor at best, nevertheless was able to identify the voice of God in what Samuel assumed was the voice of his priest, and so he redirected Samuel into a life of prayer in which he was formed into a prophet of God (1 Sam. 3:1-18).


Another informal, scriptural conversation — not preaching, not teaching — that alerts us to the way story-language does its revelational work indirectly occurs in Paul’s letter to the Galatians. Paul is giving witness to his conversion and his lengthy, painstaking integration (seventeen years!) into the Christian community. In his report, he refers to his conversations with Peter (Cephas) in Jerusalem over the course of a fifteen-day visit. The Greek word he uses to describe the conversations is histore[image: image]. It is a word that came to refer to “history” of a nation or a people, but it had a more informal and personal sense when Paul used it, something more casual, as in “swapped stories.” The German scholar Friedrich Büchsel suggests “visit in order to get to know.”8 They were not preaching and not teaching but simply getting acquainted, telling one another their stories and discerning in the conversation the ways in which God was preparing and developing Paul for his vocation as Apostle to the Gentiles in the Christian community. We can easily imagine Peter and Paul sitting in a courtyard, getting acquainted under an olive tree with glasses of iced tea, trading stories. Paul tells of his Damascus Road encounter with Jesus followed by the three days of blindness. Peter counters with his Caesarea Philippi confession cut short by Jesus’ devastating rebuke, “Get behind me, Satan.” Paul tells what it was like to hold the coats of his fellow persecutors as they stoned Stephen to death. Peter offers his night of ignominy in Caiaphas’s courtyard when he denied Jesus. And on and on, fifteen days of story-telling as they got to know one another as brothers in Jesus, discovering intimacies of the Spirit as they opened their vulnerable hearts to one another.


But the showcase use of this language is Jesus in his stories. Jesus’ parables were mostly nonreligious in explicit content. His parables used homely language from everyday life and were typically occasioned by a specific circumstance. There is an off-the-cuff, spontaneous, unpremeditated quality to them.


Jesus used parables a lot. When he wasn’t preaching and wasn’t teaching, he spoke in parables. Jesus’ characteristic way of using language was to tell stories: “he told them many things in parables” (Matt. 13:3). Jesus tells stories and we listen to God tell stories. And, almost inevitably, we find ourselves in the stories. Jesus in his stories is Jesus using language in the ways that we have come to recognize broadly as spiritual direction.


The Zebedees


An arresting incident prefaces this lengthy excursus into conversational storytelling in the Travel Narrative. It features the Zebedee brothers, James and John.


When Jesus decided that it was time to go to Jerusalem, he was faced with a difficulty. The way to Jerusalem passed through Samaria, and Samaritans held rather strong, negative opinions about Jews. Jews felt the same way about Samaritans. The racial and religious prejudice was longstanding. And so when Jesus sent some of his companions on ahead into Samaria to arrange for accommodations, they were rebuffed. They returned to Jesus and reported that they were unable to secure bed and board. They had encountered considerable antipathy in the village. They were not welcome (Luke 9:51-53).


The Zebedee brothers, James and John, were outraged. Nicknamed “sons of Thunder” (Boanerges), these two didn’t take insults sitting down. The brothers were short-tempered firebrands. Angry at the inhospitality, they wanted to call down fire from heaven and incinerate the rude Samaritans. They had biblical precedent for their violent impetuosity. Hadn’t Elijah the Tishbite done this very thing, called down fire from heaven eight hundred years earlier, and in this very Samaritan country (2 Kings 1:10-12)? Only a few days before in the transfiguration on Mt. Tabor, the thunder brothers had seen Jesus in conversation with Elijah. They were now on an Elijah-authorized mission in Samaritan country; why not use the old Elijah fire to take care of the old Samaritan problem?


Jesus said, “Nothing doing.” His rebuke was peremptory and non-negotiable. It was no part of their task as disciples to destroy the opposition. Christ followers don’t bash the people who are not on our side, either physically or verbally.
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