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Romano Guardini’s book The Lord has helped more than one generation of Christians enter into a deeper relationship with Jesus Christ. When the book first appeared, it offered a new approach to the spiritual interpretation of Scripture for which young people in particular longed; a longing, I might add, which is being felt again in our own day.

The First World War was everywhere experienced as the collapse of the liberal dream of ever-advancing progress engendered by reason alone. This crisis of liberalism had great consequences for the Church and theology. Every “rational Christianity” which the liberal theologians had managed to develop was affected by it. Liberal Biblical interpretation, or exegesis, had actually prepared the ground for this crisis by its attempt to discover behind the “veneer of dogma” the true “historical” Jesus. Naturally, by the liberal’s way of thinking, the historical Jesus could be only a mere man. The liberals thought that everything supernatural, everything pertaining to the mystery of God that surrounded Jesus, was merely the embellishments and exaggerations of believers. Only with everything supernatural removed could the true figure of Jesus finally come to view! Already by the turn of the century, however, Albert Schweitzer had established that such an attempt would result only in contradictions: such a “sanitized” Jesus would not be an actual person, but the product of a historian.

As a student Romano Guardini had himself experienced the drama of liberalism and its collapse, and with a few friends he set out to find a new path for theology. What came to impress him in the course of this search was the experience of the liturgy as the place of encounter with Jesus. It is above all in the liturgy that Jesus is among us, here it is that He speaks to us, here He lives.

Guardini recognized that the liturgy is the true, living environment for the Bible and that the Bible can be properly understood only in this living context within which it first emerged. The texts of the Bible, this great Book of Christ, are not to be seen as the literary products of some scribes at their desks but rather as the words of Christ Himself delivered in the celebration of holy Mass. The scriptural texts are thoroughly imbued with the awe of divine worship resulting from the believer’s interior attentiveness to the living voice of the present Lord. In the preface to his book, Guardini himself tells us of the way in which these texts have arisen: “We can only reverently pause before this or that word or act, ready to learn, adore, obey.”

Clearly Guardini did not view his book as theology in the strict sense of the word, but more as a kind of proclamation or preaching. Nonetheless, he certainly did not fail to take into account the theological significance of what he had to say. Throughout The Lord Guardini struggled to come to the correct understanding of Jesus: All attempts to “cleanse” the figure of Jesus of the supernatural result in contradictions and meaningless constructions. One simply cannot strip “the Wholly Other,” the mysterious, the divine, from this Individual. Without this element, the very person of Jesus Himself dissolves. There simply is no psychological portrait of Jesus which can render His different features comprehensible solely from a human perspective. Repeatedly the attempted analysis of this Man takes us into that realm which is incomprehensible, into “an incomprehensibility, however, full of measureless promise.” The figure and mission of Jesus are “forever beyond the reach of history’s most powerful ray,” because “their ultimate explanations are to be found  only in that impenetrable territory which He calls ‘my Father’s will.’ ”

Guardini spoke in a similar way in 1936 in a small but invaluable book entitled The Picture of Jesus the Christ in the New Testament, the result of his characteristically methodical reflections:
Perhaps we will not even succeed in arriving at the portrait of a ‘person,’ but rather only at a series of sketches which stretch beyond our range of vision. Perhaps we will experience that the Ascension was not simply a unique occurrence in the life of Jesus, but rather above all, the manner in which He is given to us: as one vanishing into heaven, into the Unconditional which is God. However, if that is the case, then these bare sketches are most precious: They are signposts pointing us to the ‘stepping beyond’ of faith; and insofar as they go beyond our vision, in fact, precisely because they go beyond our vision, they teach us to worship.





It is from such a way of thinking that the meditations arose which together make up this book. For Guardini the first step is always attentive listening to the message of the scriptural text. In this way the real contribution of exegesis to an understanding of Jesus is fully acknowledged. But in this attentiveness to the text, the listener, according to Guardini’s understanding, does not make himself to be master of the Word. Rather, the listener makes himself the believing disciple who allows himself to be led and enlightened by the Word. It is precisely by repudiating a closed, merely human logic that the greatness and uniqueness of this Person becomes apparent to us. It is precisely in this way that the prison of our prejudices is broken open; it is in this way that our eyes are slowly opened, and that we come to recognize what is truly human, since we have been touched by the very humanity of God Himself.

One of Guardini’s favorite expressions was, “that which is truly real will arise from the rich, varied expansiveness of our existence,  of our being fully Christian, and will lead us to the One who is truly real.” As we are taught by Guardini, the essence of Christianity is not an idea, not a system of thought, not a plan of action. The essence of Christianity is a Person: Jesus Christ Himself. That which is essential is the One who is essential [“Das Wesentliche ist der Wesentliche”]. To become truly real means to come to know Jesus Christ and to learn from Him what it means to be human.

Our time is in many respects far different from that in which Romano Guardini lived and worked. But it is as true now as in his day that the peril of the Church, indeed of humanity, consists in bleaching out the image of Jesus Christ in an attempt to shape a Jesus according to our own standards, so that we do not follow Him in obedient discipleship but rather recreate Him in our own image! Yet still in our own day salvation consists only in our becoming “truly real.” And we can do that only when we discover anew the true reality of Jesus Christ and through Him discover the way of an upright and just life. Guardini’s book The Lord has not grown old, precisely because it still leads us to that which is essential, to that which is truly real, Jesus Christ Himself. That is why today this book still has a great mission.

(TRANSLATED FROM THE GERMAN 
BY JOHN M. HAAS, S.T.L., PH.D.)





AUTHOR’S PREFACE


Anyone who undertakes the task of writing about the life and person of Jesus Christ must know from the start what he means to do and recognize clearly the limitations which the subject necessarily imposes. One might comply with the present tendency and attempt a psychology of Jesus; the trouble is that a psychology of Jesus is an impossibility. A psychology of St. Francis, yes—at least to the point where something beyond mere human nature stirs: that superhuman reality through which true humanity in God’s sense is established. St. Paul touches on the elusiveness of the spiritual man when he writes that he can judge everything, “and he himself is judged by no man” (I Cor. 2:15).

It would be possible, and most inspiring, to trace the roots of St. Francis’ marvelous personality; to inquire into what conditioned this or that trait, or permitted, often in spite of highly conflicting elements of the man’s nature, the essential oneness of the Franciscan spirit.

But no such study of Jesus Christ, save the most limited, is feasible. Anyone who attempts to overstep the obvious limitations only loses sight of the authentic figure, core of which is the mysterium Dei, canceler of all psychology. Here lies the secret of grace: participation in the divine mystery; hence the impossibility of “analyzing” any true Christian. All one can do is demonstrate from ever new points of departure how all attributes, all characteristics of Christ terminate in the incomprehensible, an incomprehensibility, however, of measureless promise.

Or one might attempt to add still another biography of Christ to the already lengthy list. But strictly speaking, a biography of Christ is another contradiction in terms. A biography of St. Francis, yes—possible at least to the point just mentioned, beyond which the mystery of rebirth and guidance by grace contradicts all why’s and wherefore’s. Still, one could try to see the man as he stood in his age; to show how he was sustained by the century he formed; how all its forces converged in him, its purest expression, while he remained himself, Francis. It would be possible to trace his spiritual pilgrimage to the One in whom all fulfillment lies, to note its detours, the confusions of the road, the milestones reached and passed, the breaches made in the journey by grace. But though Christ also lived in a specific historical milieu, and though knowledge of the forces at work in it does further an understanding of him, a biography of Christ is practicable only within the narrowest confines. Neither his personality nor his works are immediately traceable to the conditions of the times, for he came to us out of the fullness of time contained in the mystery of God, and it was to this mystery that he returned after he had “moved among us” (Acts 1:22). We can point to certain decisive events in his life, can recognize specific directions in it and watch their sense evince and fulfill itself; but we shall never be able to ascertain a genuine evolution of character in the life of Jesus. It is equally impossible to motivate the unwinding of his destiny or the manner in which he accomplished his designated mission, for their ultimate explanations are to be found only in that impenetrable territory which he calls “my Father’s will”—territory forever beyond the reach of history’s most powerful ray. All we can do is to ponder such words as: “And Jesus advanced in wisdom and age and grace before God and men” (Luke 2:52), or the passage in the Epistle to the Galatians which describes him as one “in the fullness of time,” ripening to maturity deeply conscious of the history about him. We shall make no attempt to loosen the close bonds which did exist between him and his time, as certain modern historians have attempted to do. We can only reverently pause before this or that word or act, ready to learn, adore, obey.

The meditations that follow make no claim to completeness. They do not attempt to recount Jesus’ life in any chronological order or logical sequence; rather they select from it this or that teaching, event, trait, miracle for thought, as it happens to warm to life. This book is no scientific documentation of history or theology. Its chapters are the spiritual commentaries of some four years of Sunday services undertaken with the sole purpose of obeying as well as possible the Lord’s command to proclaim him, his message and works.

The author wishes to point out that he offers nothing “new”: neither a new understanding of Christ nor a better Christological theory. Religion is not a question of new things, but rather of things eternal. If, however, current history were to succeed in reestablishing contact with eternal history, then something new indeed, uncontaminated and free from the dust of usage would appear.

Occasionally, the reader may encounter unaccustomed ideas, turns of thought meant only to stimulate reflection on the mystery of God “which has been hidden for ages and generations, but now is clearly shown to his saints. . . .” (Col. 1:26–27).

In the face of this mystery, human conceptions weigh little. They may be used or discarded. What counts is the realization that Christ forces upon us when he himself “interprets Scripture” and our hearts start “burning within us” (Luke 24:27 and 32).

 



ROMANO GUARDINI





PART ONE
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The Beginnings





I

ORIGIN AND ANCESTRY


If someone in Capharnaum or Jerusalem at the time had asked the Lord: Who are you? Who are your parents? To what house do you belong?—he might have answered in the words of St. John’s gospel: “Amen, amen, I say to you, before Abraham came to be, I am” (8:58). Or he might have pointed out that he was “of the house and family of David” (Luke 2:4). How do the Evangelists begin their records of the life of Jesus of Nazareth who is Christ, the Anointed One?

John probes the mystery of God’s existence for Jesus’ origin. His gospel opens:
In the beginning was the Word,

and the Word was with God;

and the Word was God.

He was in the beginning with God.

All things were made through him,

and without him was made

nothing that has been made. . . .

He was in the world,

and the world was made through him,

and the world knew him not. . . .

And the Word was made flesh,

and dwelt among us.

And we saw his glory—

glory as of the only-begotten of the Father—

full of grace and truth. . . .

(JOHN 1:1–14).





Revelation shows that the merely unitarian God found in post-Christian Judaism, in Islam, and throughout the modern consciousness does not exist. At the heart of that mystery which the Church expresses in her teaching of the trinity of persons in the unity of life stands the God of Revelation. Here John seeks the root of Christ’s existence: in the second of the Most Holy Persons; the Word (Logos), in whom God the Speaker, reveals the fullness of his being. Speaker and Spoken, however, incline towards each other and are one in the love of the Holy Spirit. The Second ‘Countenance’ of God, here called Word, is also named Son, since he who speaks the Word is known as Father. In the Lord’s farewell address, the Holy Spirit is given the promising names of Consoler, Sustainer, for he will see to it that the brothers and sisters in Christ are not left orphans by his death. Through the Holy Spirit the Redeemer came to us, straight from the heart of the Heavenly Father.

Son of God become man—not only descended to inhabit a human frame, but ‘become’ man—literally; and in order that no possible doubt arise, (that, for example, it might never be asserted that Christ, despising the lowliness of the body, had united himself only with the essence of a holy soul or with an exalted spirit,) John specifies sharply: Christ “was made flesh.”

Only in the flesh, not in the bare spirit, can destiny and history come into being; this is a fact to which we shall often return. God descended to us in the person of the Savior, Redeemer, in order to have a destiny, to become history. Through the Incarnation, the founder of the new history stepped into our midst. With his coming, all that had been before fell into its historical place “before the birth of Our Lord Jesus Christ,” anticipating or preparing for that hour; all that was to be, faced the fundamental choice between acceptance and rejection of the Incarnation. He “dwelt among us,” “pitched his tent among us,” as one translation words it. “Tent” of the Logos—what is this but Christ’s body: God’s holy pavilion among men, the original tabernacle of the Lord in our Midst, the “temple” Jesus meant when he said to the Pharisees: “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up” (John 2:19). Somewhere between that eternal beginning and the temporal life in the flesh lies the mystery of the Incarnation. St. John presents it austerely, swinging its full metaphysical weight. Nothing here of the wealth of lovely characterization and intimate detail that makes St. Luke’s account bloom so richly. Everything is concentrated on the ultimate, all-powerful essentials: Logos, flesh, step into the world; the eternal origin, the tangible earthly reality, the mystery of unity.

Quite different the treatment of Christ’s origin in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke. St. Mark does not mention the Incarnation. His first eight verses are concerned with the Forerunner; then immediately: “And it came to pass in those days, that Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan” (Mark 1:9). Matthew and Luke, on the other hand, painstakingly trace Jesus’ genealogy, the course taken by his blood through history.

In Matthew this line of descent opens the gospel. It begins with Abraham and leads via David and the succession of the Judean kings through Joseph “the husband of Mary” (Matt. 1:16). In Luke the genealogy is to be found in the third chapter after the account of Jesus’ baptism: “And Jesus himself, being—as was supposed—the son of Joseph,” whose line reaches back through Heli, Mathat, Levi through names about which we know nothing but their sound; back to David; then through his forbears to Juda, Jacob, Isaac and Abraham, who in turn are linked with the spiritual giants of prehistoric ages—Noah, Lamech, Henoch, and finally through Adam, to God (Luke 3:23–38).

It is often asked how two such different genealogies came to be recorded. Some scholars consider the first the lineage of the law, that is of Joseph, who counted legally as Jesus’ father. The other genealogy, then, would be that of the blood, of Mary. Since according to  Old Testament law, no line could continue through a woman, Joseph’s line was substituted. A third theory is that of the levirate marriage required of an unmarried man to his brother’s widow if that brother died childless. The first issue of such a union belonged to the line of the deceased, while subsequent children continued the genealogy of the natural father. Because of these different approaches to the question, Jesus’ ancestry was recorded variously.

It is very possible that this last explanation is the correct one, especially since it is Mary’s line that is recorded by St. Luke, the Evangelist who brings the Mother of the Lord particularly close to us.

Study of the genealogies makes one thoughtful. Aside from the dignity lent them by the word of God, they possess per se a high degree of probability, for the ancient races had a very true memory. Moreover, the recorded lineage of the nobility was preserved in the temple archives. We know, for example, that Herod, the nameless upstart, had such records destroyed because he wished to curtail the pride of the old families by depriving them of the possibility of comparing their background with his.

How their names sing! From them, during long dark centuries, emerge the great figures of the morning of time: Adam, word still heavy with nostalgia for a lost paradise; Seth, born to him after Cain’s murder of Abel; Henoch, who walked with God and was said to have been spirited away by him. Then comes Methusalah, old as the mountains; and Noah, encompassed by the terrible roaring of the flood. One after another they appear, milestones on the road through the millenia leading from Paradise to him whom God called from his home and people to enter into his covenant: Abraham, who “believed” and was a “friend of God”; Isaac, the son given him by a miracle and returned to him at the altar; Jacob, the grandchild who wrestled with the angel of the Lord. These powerful figures personify the strongest element of the Old Testament: that wonderful ability to stand firmly implanted in earthly existence, yet to wander under the eyes of God. They are solidly realistic, these men, bound to all the things of earth; yet God is so close to them,  his stamp so indelible on all they are and say, on their good deeds and bad, that their histories are genuine revelations.

Jacob’s son Juda continues the line through Phares and Aram to King David. With David begins the nation’s proudest era—interminable wars at first, then long years of glorious peace under Solomon. But already towards the end of Solomon’s life the royal house turns faithless. Then down plunges its course, deeper and deeper into the dark. Occasionally it reascends briefly, then it continues downhill through war and famine, crime and atrocity, to the destruction of the empire and the transfer to Babylon. There the radiance of the house is utterly extinguished. From now on, the strain barely manages to survive, its descendants muddling through darkness and need. Joseph, Mary’s husband, is an artisan and so poor that for the traditional presentation offering of a lamb, he can afford only two young pigeons, the poor man’s substitute (Luke 2:24).

The history of God’s people emanates from these names, not only from those listed, but also from those conspicuously absent: Achab and his two followers, struck from the files, we are told, because of the curse that the prophet put upon them. Some names leave us strangely pensive. They are names of women, mentioned only in brief asides and included, so some commentators explain, to stop the mouths of those Jews whose attacks were directed against the Mother of God; they should reflect on the dishonor of their royal house, rather than attempt to discredit Mary’s honor.

David’s grandmother, Ruth, does not belong in this company. To the juridically minded Jews, she as a Moabite was a blemish on the royal escutcheon; hadn’t David’s veins received from her the taint of foreign (forbidden) blood? Yet to those of us who know her through the little book that bears her name, she seems very near. On the other hand, it is recorded that Juda, Jacob’s eldest son, begot Phares and Zara with Thamar, his own daughter-in-law. Originally the wife of his eldest son, who died early, she was then, in accordance with the law, wedded to Onan, brother of the deceased, against his will. Onan angered God by withholding Thamar’s marital rights, and therefore had to die. Juda refused the woman his third son, fearing to lose him too. So one day when Juda set out for the sheep-sheering, Thamar donned the raiment of a harlot and waylaid her father-in-law at the lonely crossroads. Twins, Phares and Zara, were their offspring; Phares continued the line (Gen. 38).

As for Solomon, it is recorded that he begot Booz with Rahab, the “mistress of an inn” or “harlot” (in the Old Testament the terms are interchangeable) who received Joshua’s spies in Jericho (Joshua 2). King David begot Solomon with “the wife of Urias.” David was a kingly man. The shimmer of his high calling had lain upon him from earliest childhood; poet and prophet, he was filled with the spirit of God. In long wars he had established the foundations of Israel’s empire. His were the virtues and passions of the warrior: he was magnanimous, but he could also be adamant; even merciless when he thought it necessary. The name of Bethsabee recalls a very black spot on David’s honor. She was the wife of Urias the Hethite, one of David’s officers and a loyal and valiant man. While Urias was away at war, David dishonored this marriage. Urias returned home to report on the battle raging about the city of Rabba; the king, suddenly afraid, attempted to conceal his deed by far from kingly subterfuges. When these failed, he sent Urias back to the war with a letter: “Set ye Urias in the front of the battle, where the fight is strongest: and leave ye him, that he may be wounded and die” (2 Kings 11:15). So it occurred, and David took “the wife of Urias” for his own. When Nathan the prophet revealed God’s wrath to him, David was stricken and repented with prayer and fasting. Nevertheless, he had to watch the child of his sin die. Then David arose, dined and went in to Bethsabee. Solomon was their son (II Kings 11 and 12).

St. Paul says of the Lord: “For we have not a high priest who cannot have compassion on our infirmities, but one tried as we are in all things except sin” (Hebr. 4:15). He entered fully into everything that humanity stands for—and the names in the ancient genealogies suggest what it means to enter into human history with its burden of fate and sin. Jesus of Nazareth spared himself nothing.

In the long quiet years in Nazareth, he may well have pondered these names. Deeply he must have felt what history is, the greatness of it, the power, confusion, wretchedness, darkness, and evil underlying even his own existence and pressing him from all sides to receive it into his heart that he might answer for it at the feet of God.





II

THE MOTHER


Anyone who would understand the nature of a tree, should examine the earth that encloses its roots, the soil from which its sap climbs into branch, blossom, and fruit. Similarly to understand the person of Jesus Christ, one would do well to look to the soil that brought him forth: Mary, his mother.

We are told that she was of royal descent. Every individual is, in himself, unique. His inherited or environmental traits are relevant only up to a certain point; they do not reach into the essence of his being, where he stands stripped and alone before himself and God. Here Why and Wherefore cease to exist: neither “Jew nor Greek,” “slave nor freeman” (Gal. 3:27–28). Nevertheless, the ultimate greatness of every man, woman, and child, even the simplest, depends on the nobility of his nature, and this is due largely to his descent.

Mary’s response to the message of the angel was queenly. In that moment she was confronted with something of unprecedented magnitude, something that exacted a trust in God reaching into a darkness far beyond human comprehension. And she gave her answer simply, utterly unconscious of the greatness of her act. A large measure of that greatness was certainly the heritage of her blood.

From that instant until her death, Mary’s destiny was shaped by that of her child. This is soon evident in the grief that steps between herself and her betrothed; in the journey to Bethlehem; the birth in danger and poverty; the sudden break from the protection of her home and the flight to a strange country with all the rigors of exile—until at last she is permitted to return to Nazareth.

It is not until much later—when her twelve-year-old son remains behind in the temple, to be found after an agony of seeking—that the divine ‘otherness’ of that which stands at the center of her existence is revealed (Luke 2:41–50). To the certainly understandable reproach: “Son, why hast thou done so to us? Behold, in sorrow thy father and I have been seeking thee,” the boy replies, “How is it that you sought me? Did you not know that I must be about my Father’s business?” In that hour Mary must have begun to comprehend Simeon’s prophecy: “And thy own soul a sword shall pierce” (Luke 2:35). For what but the sword of God can it mean when a child in such a moment answers his disturbed mother with an amazed: “How is it that you sought me?” We are not surprised to read further down the page: “And they did not understand the word that he spoke to them.” Then directly: “And his mother kept all these things carefully in her heart.” Not understanding, she buries the words like precious seed within her. The incident is typical: the mother’s vision is unequal to that of her son, but her heart, like chosen ground, is deep enough to sustain the highest tree.

Eighteen years of silence follow. Not a word in the sacred records, save that the boy “went down with them” and “advanced” in wisdom, years and grace “before God and men.” Eighteen years of silence passing through this heart—yet to the attentive ear, the silence of the gospels speaks powerfully. Deep, still eventfulness enveloped in the silent love of this holiest of mothers.

Then Jesus leaves his home to shoulder his mission. Still Mary is near him; at the wedding feast at Cana, for instance, with its last gesture of maternal direction and care (John 2:1–11). Later, disturbed by wild rumors circulating in Nazareth, she leaves everything and goes to him, stands fearfully outside the door (Mark 3:21, and 31–35). And at the last she is with him, under the cross to the end (John 19:25).

From the first hour to the last, Jesus’ life is enfolded in the nearness of his mother. The strongest part of their relationship is her silence. Nevertheless, if we accept the words Jesus speaks to her simply as they arise from each situation, it seems almost invariably as if a cleft gaped between him and her. Take the incident in the temple of Jerusalem. He was, after all, only a child when he stayed behind without a word, at a time when the city was overflowing with pilgrims of all nationalities, and when not only accidents but every kind of violence was to be expected. Surely they had a right to ask why he had acted as he did. Yet his reply expresses only amazement. No wonder they failed to understand!

It is the same with the wedding feast at Cana in Galilee. He is seated at table with the wedding party, apparently poor people, who haven’t much to offer. They run out of wine, and everyone feels the growing embarrassment. Pleadingly, Mary turns to her son: “They have no wine.”

But he replies only: “What wouldst thou have me do, woman? My hour has not yet come.” In other words, I must wait for my hour; from minute to minute I must obey the voice of my Father—no other. Directly he does save the situation, but only because suddenly (the unexpected, often instantaneous manner in which God’s commands are made known to the prophets may help us to grasp what happens here) his hour has come (John 2:1–11). Another time, Mary comes down from Galilee to see him: “Behold, thy mother and thy brethren are outside, seeking thee.” He answered, “Who are my mother and my brethren? Whoever does the will of God, he is my brother and sister and mother” (Mark 3:32–35). And though certainly he went out to her and received her with love, the words remain, and we feel the shock of his reply and sense something of the unspeakable remoteness in which he lived.

Even his reply to the words, “Blessed is the womb that bore thee,” sometimes interpreted as an expression of nearness could also mean distance: “Rather, blessed are they who hear the word of God and keep it.”

Finally on Calvary, his mother under the cross, thirsting for a word, her heart crucified with him, he says with a glance at John:  “Woman, behold, thy son.” And to John: “Behold, thy mother” (John 19:26–27). Expression, certainly, of a dying son’s solicitude for his mother’s future, yet her heart must have twinged. Once again she is directed away from him. Christ must face the fullness of his ultimate hour, huge, terrible, all-demanding, alone; must fulfill it from the reaches of extreme isolation, utterly alone with the load of sin that he has shouldered, before the justice of God.

Everything that affected Jesus affected his mother, yet no intimate understanding existed between them. His life was hers, yet constantly escaped her. Scripture puts it clearly: he is “the Holy One” promised by the angel, a title full of the mystery and remoteness of God. Mary gave that holy burden everything: heart, honor, flesh and blood, all the wonderful strength of her love. In the beginning she had contained it, but soon it outgrew her, mounting steadily higher and higher to the world of the divine beyond her reach.

Here he had lived, far removed from her. Certainly, Mary did not comprehend the ultimate. How could she, a mortal, fathom the mystery of the living God! But she was capable of something which on earth is more than understanding, something possible only through that same divine power which, when the hour has come, grants understanding: faith. She believed, and at a time when in the fullest sense of the word probably no one believed. “And blessed is she who has believed. . . .” If anything voices Mary’s greatness, it is this cry of her cousin Elizabeth.

Mary believed blindly. Again and again she had to confirm that belief, and each time with more difficulty. Her faith was greater, more heroic than that of any other human being. Involuntarily we call to mind Abraham and the sudden, terrible sublimity of his faith; but more was demanded of Mary than Abraham. For years she had to combat an only too natural confusion. Who was this “Holy One” whom she, a mere girl, had borne? This “great” one she had suckled and known in all his helplessness? Later she had to struggle against the pain of seeing him steadily outgrow her love, even purposely flee it to that realm of ineffable remoteness which she could  not enter. Not only did she have to accept this, but to rejoice in it as in the fulfillment of God’s will. Not understanding, never was she to lose heart, never to fall behind. Inwardly she accompanied the incomprehensible figure of her son every step of his journey, however dark. Perseverance in faith even on Calvary—this was Mary’s inimitable greatness.

And literally, every step the Lord took towards fulfillment of his godly destiny Mary followed—in bare faith. Comprehension came only with Pentecost. Then she understood all that she had so long reverently stored in her heart. It is this heroic faith which places her irrevocably at Christ’s side in the work of redemption, not the miracles of Marianic legend. Legend may delight us with deep and gracious images, but we cannot build our lives on imagery, least of all when the very foundations of our belief begin to totter. What is demanded of us, as of her, is a constant wrestling in fide with the mystery of God and with the evil resistance of the world. Our obligation is not delightful poetry but granite faith—more than ever in this age of absolutes in which the mitigating spell is falling from all things and naked opposites clash everywhere. The purer we see and understand the figure of the Mother of God as she is recorded in the New Testament, the greater the gain for our Christian lives.

Mary’s vital depths supported the Lord throughout his life and death. Again and again he left her behind to feel the blade of the “sword”—but each time, in a surge of faith, she caught up with him and enfolded him anew, until at last he severed the very bond of son-ship, appointing another, the man beside her under the cross, to take his place! On the highest, thinnest pinnacle of creation Jesus stood alone, face to face with the justice of God. From the depths of her co-agony on Golgotha, Mary, with a final bound of faith, accepted this double separation—and once again stood beside him! Indeed, “Blessed is she who has believed!”





III

THE INCARNATION


The Christmas liturgy includes these beautiful verses from the eighteenth chapter of the Book of Wisdom: “For while all things were in quiet silence and the night was in the midst of her course, thy almighty word leapt down from heaven from thy royal throne. . . .” The passage, brimming with the mystery of the Incarnation, is wonderfully expressive of the infinite stillness that hovered over Christ’s birth. For the greatest things are accomplished in silence—not in the clamor and display of superficial eventfulness, but in the deep clarity of inner vision; in the almost imperceptible start of decision, in quiet overcoming and hidden sacrifice. Spiritual conception happens when the heart is quickened by love, and the free will stirs to action. The silent forces are the strong forces. Let us turn now to the stillest event of all, stillest because it came from the remoteness beyond the noise of any possible intrusion—from God. Luke reports:

“Now in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a town of Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man named Joseph, . . . and when the angel had come to her, he said, ‘Hail, full of grace, the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women.’ When she had heard him she was troubled at his word, and kept pondering what manner of greeting this might be.

“And the angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for thou hast found grace with God. Behold, thou shalt conceive in thy womb and shalt bring forth a son; and thou shalt call his name Jesus. He shall be great, and shall be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God will give him the throne of David his father, and he shall  be king over the house of Jacob forever; and of his kingdom there shall be no end.’

“But Mary said to the angel, ‘How shall this happen, since I do not know man?’

“And the angel answered and said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit shall come upon thee and the power of the Most High shall overshadow thee; and therefore the Holy One to be born shall be called the Son of God.’ . . .

“But Mary said, ‘Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it done to me according to thy word.’ And the angel departed from her.”

How quietly everything occurred is clear from the following: as it became evident that Mary was expectant, Joseph, to whom she was promised, wanted to nullify the betrothal, for he thought she had been unfaithful to him; he is praised for planning “to put her away privately” so as not to expose her to scandal, for she was certainly very dear to him (Matt. 1:19). What has happened is so impenetrably deep that Mary cannot speak of it even to her future husband, and God himself must inform him.

Underlying depths that with sufficient reverence we can at least begin to fathom, the unfathomable depths of God, for it is to him that the opening verses of this chapter refer:
In the beginning was the Word,

and the Word was with God;





God is being described. With him is someone else, someone called “the Word”; he is the expression of the meaning and fullness of God, the First Person, Speaker of the Word. This Second Person is also God, “was God,” yet there is only one God. Further, the Second Person “came” into his own: into the world which he had created. Let us consider carefully what this means: the everlasting, infinite Creator not only reigns over or in the world but, at a specific “moment,” crossed an unimaginable borderline and personally entered into history—he, the inaccessibly remote one!

How can we best picture God’s relation to the world? By imagining him as one who, having created the world, lived somewhere ‘up there,’ endlessly remote and blissfully sufficient unto himself, content to allow creation to roll automatically along its once established course? Or is he to be considered as something in the world, the world’s own original cause and Urgrund, a creative Power permeating all things, which are but the material expression of his essence? The first conception isolates him in celestial unapproachability. The second would make him the essence of all that is. And the Incarnation? Was there once a man so completely in the extraordinary clutch of the divine idea, so inflamed by divine love, that it could be said of him: God Himself speaks in him? Or perhaps: God is expressed in all things, in all people, but in one particular person that expression was so powerful and clear that it may be said: in him God appeared bodily on earth. It is immediately evident that neither interpretation is founded in Holy Scripture.

Revelation’s account of the Incarnation and the relation of God to the world is something fundamentally different. According to the Bible, God entered into time in a specific manner, acting on an autocratic decision made in complete freedom. The free, eternal God has no destiny which is a matter for mortals living in history. What is meant is that God entered into history, thus taking destiny upon himself.

However, this journey of God from the everlasting into the transitory, this stride across the border into history, is something no human intellect can altogether grasp. The mind might even oppose the apparently fortuitous, human aspect of this interpretation with its own ‘purer’ idea of godliness; yet precisely here lies hidden the kernel of Christianity. Before such an unheard of thought the intellect bogs down. Once at this point a friend gave me a clue that helped my understanding more than any measure of bare reason. He said: “But love does such things!” Again and again these words have come to the rescue when the mind has stopped short at some intellectual impasse. Not that they explain anything to the intelligence;  they arouse the heart, enabling it to feel its way into the secrecy of God. The mystery is not understood, but it does move nearer, and the danger of “scandal” disappears.

None of the great things in human life springs from the intellect; every one of them issues from the heart and its love. If even human love has its own reasoning, comprehensible only to the heart that is open to it, how much truer must this be of God’s love! When it is the depth and power of God that stirs, is there anything of which love is incapable? The glory of it is so overwhelming that to all who do not accept love as an absolute point of departure, its manifestations must seem the most senseless folly.

Time unrolls further. Joseph, instructed by God, takes his promised bride to him. How deep that instruction must have gone to decide this sober man! How must he have felt before he realized that God had laid hand on his future wife, and that the life she had conceived was of the Holy Spirit! In that realization awoke the great and blissful mystery of Christian chastity (Mark 1:19–5). Luke continues: “And Joseph also went from Galilee out of the town of Nazareth into Judea to the town of David, which is called Bethlehem—because he was of the house and family of David—to register, together with Mary his espoused wife, who was with child. And it came to pass while they were there, that the days for her to be delivered were fulfilled. And she brought forth her firstborn son, and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.”

What we have just attempted to grasp in the obscurity of divine action now presents itself to us in visible form. At first a child like any other, it cries, is hungry, sleeps, and yet is “the Word . . . become flesh.” It cannot be said that God “inhabits” this infant, however gloriously; or that heaven has set its seal upon him, so that he must pursue it, suffer for it in a manner sublimely excelling all other contacts between God and man; this child is God in essence and in being.

If an inner protest should arise here, give it room. It is not good to suppress anything; if we try to, it only goes underground, becomes toxic, and reappears later in far more obnoxious form. Does anyone object to the whole idea of God-become-man? Is he willing to accept the Incarnation only as a profound and beautiful allegory, never as literal truth? If doubt can establish a foothold anywhere in our faith, it is here. Then we must be patient and reverent, approaching this central mystery of Christianity with calm, expectant, prayerful attention; one day its sense will be revealed to us. In the meantime, let us remember the directive “But love does such things!” The tenor of the infant’s destiny is now fixed. What one is by birth determines the general theme of the life to follow; everything else is necessarily supplementary. Incident and environment are certainly influential—they sustain and burden, promote and destroy, effect and form. Nevertheless, it is the first step into existence with its heritage of blood and spirit that is decisive. Christian thinkers have spent much time and thought probing Jesus’ inner life, now from the psychological, now from the theological side, in an effort to discover what must have taken place there. But all psychology of Jesus shatters on the rock of what, essentially, he is. An analysis of Christ might be valid for the periphery or outmost surface of his being, but any significance or image it manages to construct is almost immediately consumed by the power of the center. As for theological analysis, however true in itself and fundamentally important to Christian thought, it is necessarily abstract. Hence, in order to advance at all in our faith, we are bound to call some concrete train of thought to our assistance. Let us try this one:

The young creature in the stall of Bethlehem was a human being with human brain and limbs and heart and soul. And it was God. Its life was to manifest the will of the Father: to proclaim the sacred tidings, to stir mankind with the power of God, to establish the Covenant, and shoulder the sin of the world, expiating it with love and leading mankind through the destruction of sacrifice and the victory of the Resurrection into the new existence of grace. In this accomplishment alone lay Jesus’ self-perfection: fulfillment of mission and personal fulfillment were one. The Resurrected himself  points this out: “Did not the Christ have to suffer these things before entering into his glory?” (Luke 24:26). It was as if Jesus’ self-realization meant that his human being “took possession” of the divine being he had always intrinsically been. Jesus did not “experience” God; he was God. He never at any given moment “became” God; he was God from the start. His life was only the process by which this innate divinity came into its own. His task was to place divine reality and power squarely in the realm of his human consciousness and will; to reflect holy purity in his relation to all things, and to contain infinite love and divinity’s boundless plenitude in his heart of flesh and blood. The Lord’s life might also be called a continuous penetration, infiltration of self, a hoisting of his being to ever higher levels of self-containment. For him self-conquest is seizure of his own superabundance. All external speech, struggle, action is simultaneously an unbroken advance of the man Jesus Christ into his own divinity. The thought is certainly inadequate. It does not pretend to be perfect theological argument but only a stimulus when we reflect on the frail child in the crib and on all that stirs behind its small forehead.

The public life of the Lord lasted at the utmost a brief three years; some say scarcely two. But precisely for this reason how significant the preceding thirty years in which he did not teach, did not struggle, did not work miracles. There is almost nothing in Jesus’ life which attracts the reverent imagination more than the prodigious silence of these thirty years. Once something of the enormity behind it breaks through: the incident in the temple when the twelve-year-old is for the first time allowed to accompany Mary and Joseph on the annual pilgrimage to Jerusalem which custom demanded. His parents start for home believing the child to be with the group of relatives also making the pilgrimage, but the boy has stayed behind. At last he is definitely missed, and three days of anguished searching follow, first among the relatives, then in Jerusalem. When the boy is finally found in the temple, he answers astonishment with astonishment: “How is it that you sought me? Did you not know that I must  be about my Father’s business?” (Luke 2:41–49). Jesus enters the temple, and something in him seems to rise and grip him. His mother, Joseph, his traveling companions are utterly forgotten! His reply to Mary’s shaken questioning best reveals how remote from theirs is the world in which he stands even then.

Nevertheless, he obediently returns to Nazareth with his parents to grow with the years in wisdom and grace before God and men.





IV

THE FORERUNNER


Before the Lord—pale by comparison with him, yet powerful—stands the great figure of John the Precursor. Luke suggests the mystery woven about the birth of this child of aged parents given them by God with the promise: “For he shall be great before the Lord; . . . and shall be filled with the Holy Spirit even from his mother’s womb. And he shall bring back to the Lord their God many of the children of Israel, and he shall himself go before him in the spirit and power of Elias, . . . to prepare for the Lord a perfect people.”

All who hear of it are deeply stirred and wonder: “What then will this child be?” Then comes the further statement: “And the child grew and became strong in spirit; and was in the deserts until the day of his manifestation to Israel” (Luke 1:15–17, 66, 80).

John has been called to a great and difficult destiny. The hand of the Lord has placed him in the midst of solitude, far removed from all that ordinarily comprises human life. There, set apart, he lives in strictest abstinence, his spirit growing in strength and his entire being concentrated on the sacred will bent upon him. For any true insight into this life we must open the books of Samuel and Kings and read the earlier prophets: Samuel and Elias and Eliseus, who lived, all of them, such supernatural lives in the grip of the Holy Spirit. Now they are elevated to the summits of power and illumination, now flung back into impotency and darkness, according to the Spirit’s will. One moment they are filled with superhuman greatness; the next humbled below the measure of common respect.  Nothing in themselves, they are mere instruments of the force that rules them, parts in the mystery of that active divine guidance operating within the nation. John is one of these, the last of the line, but so close to the stupendous event the others have indicated that he actually brushes it. For that which the Evangelists call “the fullness of time” now approaches. The womb of the present swells; the hour is ripe (Gal. 4:4). John’s whole life is a growing toward this fulfillment; this is the hour to which he points. Of all the prophets to proclaim the Messiah, he is the one privileged to say: “Behold, the lamb of God,” see, over there—that is he!

One day the sacred calling reaches John. The exact time is recorded in the opening of St. Luke’s third chapter with the formal precision usual in the prophetic books when describing manifestations of God’s word. Then comes his message, with
The voice of one crying in the desert,

“Make ready the way of the Lord,

make straight his paths.

Every valley shall be filled,

and every mountain and hill shall be brought low,

And the crooked shall be made straight,

and the rough ways smooth;

and all mankind shall see the salvation of God.”





All Judea hears the powerful voice. In reply to its summons, the people of Jerusalem flock to the Jordan to confess their sins and be baptized (Mark 1:5). It is a baptism of preparation, “with water,” anticipating the baptism to come, “with the Holy Spirit and with fire” (Luke 3:16).

When the rumor begins to circulate among the people that John himself is the Messiah, the Jews in Jerusalem send priests and Levites to him to inquire: “Who art thou?” He tells them plainly: Not the Messiah.

“What then? Art thou Elias? . . .”

“I am not.”

“Art thou the Prophet? . . .”

“No. . . .”

“Who art thou? that we may give an answer to those who sent us. What hast thou to say of thyself?” And John tells them he is the voice of one crying in the wilderness, foretold by Isaias. To their question why he baptizes if he is not the Christ, he replies: “I baptize with water; but in the midst of you there has stood one whom you do not know. He it is who is to come after me, the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to loose.”

Among the many who come to the Jordan to be baptized by John is Jesus. Startled, John tries to refuse: “It is I who ought to be baptized by thee, and dost thou come to me?” But Jesus insists on placing himself completely within human law: “Let it be so now, for so it becomes us to fulfill all justice.” So John receives him in baptism, and as Jesus steps from the water, the mystery of the Spirit is revealed above him: heaven opens—the barrier between Creator and created has fallen—and the Spirit of God descends in the shape of a dove to hover over Jesus. Now John knows (Matt. 3:13–17).

Driven into the desert by the Spirit, Jesus fasts, returns, collects his disciples, and begins to teach. He goes the way indicated by the Father’s will; John goes his. But the two roads often touch; back and forth between them run hidden paths of sharpened attention, suspicion, and jealousy.

One day John’s disciples complain: “Rabbi, he who was with thee beyond the Jordan, to whom thou hast borne witness, behold he baptizes and all are coming to him.”

John answers with the profound word of renunciation: “He who has the bride is the bridegroom; but the friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices exceedingly at the voice of the bridegroom. This my joy, therefore, is made full. He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:22–30).

Another time John’s disciples cross-question Jesus: “Why do we and the Pharisees often fast, whereas thy disciples do not fast?”  (Matt. 9:14–15) and the Lord replies that now, in this one brief period of festivity in which the Bridegroom is with them, there can be no fasting—there will be ample time for that later. Once it is Jesus’ disciples who beg him to teach them to pray, “even as John also taught his disciples” (Luke 11:1). And he teaches them the Lord’s Prayer.

Then comes the moment when the fate of the prophet John is sealed. To be a prophet means to speak the word of God, whether timely or untimely. John therefore addresses Herod, one of the tetrarchs of the country. He is a dissolute, violent man corrupted by outer power and inner weakness. He has helped himself to his brother’s wife, Herodias, and is living with her. John confronts him:

Not even you may do such things!

The crime of daring to criticize a prince, and the still greater crime of opposing the passions of a woman like Herodias must be expiated. John is thrown into prison. Herod is strangely affected by the mystery behind this man and often sends for the prisoner to discuss his affairs with him and ask his advice. But he is unable to find the strength to pull himself out of the mire (Mark 6:17–21). So John, the mighty prophet, spends his days in a dungeon. Finally he sends a messenger to Jesus with the question: “Art thou he who is to come, or shall we look for another?” (Matt. 11:3).

It has been claimed that John did this for the sake of his disciples, that they might hear the confirmation from Jesus’ own lips. Possibly this is true; but it is also possible that John sent to Jesus for his own sake. If he did, it would by no means conflict with his calling. Often, naively, we imagine the illumination of a prophet as a fixed thing, as though he had only to behold, once, in order to know without wavering forever after; as though once gripped by the Spirit, he stood fast for all time. In reality even a prophet’s life is shaken by all storms and saddled with all weaknesses. At times the Spirit hoists him far above the heights of human accomplishment or being; then he beholds, drawing from his vision the power to unhinge history. At other times, the Spirit drops him, and back he  plunges headlong into darkness and impotency, like Elias in the desert when he flung himself down beneath a bush and begged for death. (No more moving and powerful picture of the essence and destiny of the prophetic life exists than that found in the seventeenth to nineteenth chapters of the first Book of Kings.) Perhaps John did ask for his own sake; if this is true, what agonizing hours must have shaped that message to Jesus! The Lord replies:

“Go and report to John what you have heard and seen: the blind see, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead rise, the poor have the gospel preached to them.” Then come the curious words: “And blessed is he who is not scandalized in me” (Matt. 11:4–6 and Is. 61:1–4). Reading them, one stops short. What does it mean, this gentle warning? Certainly, it is spoken generally; confidence is essential to Christianity. But it is spoken specifically too, to John. What is its meaning for him? But let us leave the passage for a moment.

“Then, as they went away, Jesus began to say to the crowds concerning John, ‘What did you go out to the desert to see? A reed shaken by the wind? But what did you go out to see? A man clothed in soft garments? Behold, those who wear soft garments are in the houses of kings. But what did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. This is he of whom it is written, Behold, I send my messenger before thy face, who shall make ready thy way before thee.


“ ‘Amen I say to you, among those born of women there has not risen a greater than John the Baptist; yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he’ ” (Matt. 11:7–11).

Never was human being given such a testimonial. The Lord calls him the greatest of those born of woman, and his judgment holds. What dark, mysterious grandeur rises here! Would you but “receive it,” continues the Lord, John is the promised Elias. He is the crier in the desert, he whose entire life was a constant: Not I—he!

The time comes for the Baptist’s destiny to be fulfilled. Herodias wants him out of the way. When her daughter Salome delights a company of birthday guests with her dancing, and the king recklessly  promises to grant her any wish she may have, her mother instructs her to demand the head of John “right away . . . on a dish.” Herod shudders with horror, but weakling, he yields (Mark 6:21–29).

Now John is dead. He was allowed little more than thirty years of life. We are likely to forget this. The greatest of all prophets, the greatest of all mankind, destroyed by the hatred of a sinful woman and the weakness of a degenerate little tyrant!

In the Gospel of St. John there are several passages that shed light on the soul of this man.

One day Jesus goes to the Jordan alone—and how strangely stirring it is, this solitary approach: not a word of proclamation, not yet a single disciple with him. Everything is still open, but over him hovers the unspeakable. John sees him from afar and calls: “Behold, the lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! This is he of whom I said, ‘After me there comes one who has been set above me, because he was before me.’ ” Then follows the formal testimony: “I beheld the Spirit descending as a dove from heaven, and it abode upon him. And I did not know him. But he who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘He upon whom thou wilt see the Spirit descending, and abiding upon him, he it is who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’ And I have seen and have borne witness that this is the Son of God” (John 1:29–34).

At this point let us inquire into the heart of the prophet. At first he does not know who the Messiah is; he knows only that he is there somewhere among the living: “. . . but in the midst of you there has stood one whom you do not know. He it is who is to come after me, who has been set above me, the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to loose.” Then the baptism is performed, the heavens open, the Spirit descends, and at last he can say: “And I have seen and borne witness that this is the Son of God” (John 1:34).

The next day John was again standing with two of his disciples when he caught sight of Jesus approaching: “ ‘Behold the lamb of God!’ . . . And the two disciples heard him speak, and they followed Jesus.

“But Jesus turned round, and seeing them following him, said to them, ‘What is it you seek?’ They said to him, ‘Rabbi (which interpreted means Master), where dwellest thou?’ He said to them, ‘Come and see.’ They came and saw where he was staying; and they stayed with him that day. It was about the tenth hour” (John 1:37–39). Andrew and John the Evangelist have left their master and gone to the One “who was with thee beyond the Jordan.” Jesus’ “increase” and the Baptist’s “decrease” have begun.

The greatness of the Precursor lies in his eye for the fullness of time; in his selfless: Not I—he! But then, what do the words about not being “scandalized in me” signify?

It has been contended that John hoped for the re-establishment of an earthly Messianic glory, and that in these words of Jesus lay a rebuff. I believe they go deeper. The Lord called John the greatest of those born of woman; therefore he was the greatest. Moreover, he could not possibly have remained unconscious of his greatness: of the immeasurable power and weight of his existence.

It was John’s mission—and greatness—to proclaim the advent of the kingdom. Nor was he in any way unworthy to do so, he who “even from his mother’s womb” was filled with the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:15). It could only mean that his particular vocation was to lead the way to the promised realm, to direct others to it, but in some special sense to remain without. One is reminded of Moses close to death, standing on Mount Nebo and looking down on the Promised Land. He is not allowed to enter. Not until he has passed through death does he come into the true land of promise (Deut. 34:1–6). For Moses this was punishment; he had failed in an hour of trial. For John it was not punishment but vocation. Everything in him cried out to be with Christ, in that kingdom of God about to dawn in Messianic abundance, ushering in the new creation. For us its bliss is unimaginable, but for the prophet, who had felt it deeply, it was the object of his most powerful longing. Yet he was not allowed to enter. No psychology, indeed no one who has not personally penetrated deep into the mystery of the divine will, can explain  this. This side of death, John was to remain Precursor: herald of the kingdom.

Let us concentrate for a moment on his fate. He lies in prison, a powerless victim of wretched paltriness and fully aware of the death threatening him from Herodias’ hatred. Must not the knowledge of his own greatness have revolted against the apparent senselessness of it all? Surely his darkest hours came then, and with them danger of rebellion and doubt: Can he who allows such things to happen to his servants really be the Messiah?

If it was thus, the heart must overflow at the mystery of love demanding the utmost, yet so gently; so all-knowing in spite of the distance between them, so calmly trusting. Into the depths of John’s lowest hour then would Jesus’ word have been spoken: “Blessed is he who is not scandalized in me.” The Lord knows his herald; knows his need. The message sent by the mouth of his uncomprehending disciples into the darkness of the dungeon is a divine message. John understood.





V

BAPTISM AND TEMPTATION


Just how the period of retirement in the life of the Lord came to an end is not recorded. The Evangelists write only that one day, as John stands preaching and baptizing on the Jordan, Jesus suddenly appears and demands baptism. Startled, John replies: “It is I who ought to be baptized by thee, and dost thou come to me?” but Jesus only answers: “Let it be so now, for so it becomes us to fulfill all justice.” And John acquiesces.

The heavens open, the dove descends, and the voice is heard: “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Matt. 3:13–17).

Jesus arrives at the Jordan, the profound experience of childhood and the long process of maturity behind him. He is fully aware of the stupendousness of the task before him and of the powers that rise to meet it from the depths of his being. Yet his first gesture, first words are an expression of deep humility. No claims to special privileges; no: that may be the law for others, but not for me! He goes up to John and asks to be baptized. To demand baptism implies readiness to accept the word of the baptizer, to admit oneself a sinner, to do penance, and to accept willingly all that God sends, however difficult. No wonder John is startled and tries to dissuade him! But Jesus quietly takes his place in line. He refuses to be an exception; voluntarily, he places himself within the law that is valid for all.

This humble descent to the human level was immediately answered by an outpouring from above. Since the fall of man (and the resultant corruption of nature—Rom. 8:20–22) a barrier had separated us from the beatific presence of the omnipresent God in his heaven. For a moment this barrier was removed. While Jesus stood there praying, writes Luke, stressing that it was a spiritual event, an infinite encounter took place: the illimitable abundance of the divine Father streamed into the Son’s human heart. Event “in the spirit” obviously; yet also an act as real, or more real, than any tangible reality.

The Holy Spirit lifts man beyond himself in order that he may experience God the Holy One and his love. We have already spoken of the mystery of Jesus’ existence: he is the actual Son of God, bearer of the living Godhead which streams through him, illuminating every cell of his being; yet he is also true man, like us in all things, sin excepted. In other words, he grows, increases with the years in wisdom and grace, and not only in the eyes of the world, but also in the eyes of God. . . . At this point the mystery deepens: Jesus is the Son of the Father. At all times “I am in the Father and the Father in me” (John 14:11–12). Yet it is also said that he “comes” from the Father and will return to the Father, and what is still more baffling, upon the cross he cries out in an agony of forsakenness (Matt. 27:46).

Jesus’ every act is governed by the Father; hence the Spirit (through which the Lord was conceived and made man) is always with him, for it is the bond of love uniting Father and Son. Yet we read that the Holy Spirit “comes” over Jesus, just as one day, sent forth from the Father, it will come over all whom Jesus calls his own. The intellect cannot cope with such paradoxes, though it somehow senses the reality beyond all reality, the truth beyond all truth. Precisely here lies the danger. The mind must never allow itself to be misled into seeming ‘comprehension,’ into facile sensations or phrases with nothing solid behind them. The whole problem is a mystery, the sacred mystery of the relationship of the triune God to his incarnate Son. We can never penetrate it, and knowledge of this incapacity must dominate our every thought and statement concerning Jesus’ life.

The power of the Spirit descends upon Jesus. Into the rapture of this encounter, into the divine superabundance of the moment,  stream the words of paternal love which Luke records in the form of direct address: “Thou are my beloved Son, in thee I am well pleased.” “Now Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan, and was led by the Spirit about the desert for forty days, being tempted the while by the devil” (Luke 3:22 and 4:1–2). Jesus is driven by the force of the pneuma. Mark uses a stronger verb direct from the realm of prophetic experience: the Spirit “drove” Jesus out into the wilderness and solitude far removed from those he knew and loved, but also from the crowds along the Jordan. Here there is no one but the Father and himself. Mark also stresses the wildness of that solitude, “with the wild beasts” forty days and forty nights (1:12–13). Forty days is the Biblical idiom used to express a long period of time. It is borrowed from one of the elementary rhythms of life.

Jesus’ body fasts while his soul stands before God. How can what happens here be expressed? Once on the Mount of Olives we were permitted to hear his prayer: complete surrender of his personal will to the will of the Father. Perhaps this praying in the wilderness was much the same, save that it rose from the joyous eagerness of the beginning. Then follows the story of the temptation. Please read the account in Matthew 4, verses 2–11.

Filled with the Spirit, Jesus goes into the wilderness, swept along by an immeasurable consciousness of mission and of strength. He fasts. What real fasting means—not the going without food imposed by necessity, but spontaneous self-denial—we may learn from the great masters of the spiritual life. Today doctors and educators again know a little more about it. At first only the lack of nourishment is felt; then, according to the strength and purity of the individual nature, the desire for food vanishes, not to return for several days. When the body receives no nourishment from without, it lives on its own substance; however, as soon as this self-calorification begins to attack the vital organs, a wild, elementary hunger is aroused, and life itself is threatened. Such was the hunger of Jesus in the wilderness.

Simultaneously, another, a psychic process takes place: the body becomes more supple, the spirit freer. Everything seems to grow  lighter, detached. The burden of gravity itself grows less perceptible. The limits of reality begin to withdraw; the field of the possible to widen as the spirit takes things in hand. The enlightened conscience registers with greater sensitivity and power, and the will becomes increasingly decisive. The protective mechanisms of human nature which shield man from the hidden, threatening realms of existence beneath, above, and beyond him begin to fall away. The soul stands stripped, open to all forces. Consciousness of spiritual power increases, and the danger of overstepping the set limits of human existence, of confusing its dignity and its possibilities, grows acute: danger of presumption and magic, general vertigo of the spirit. When a deeply religious person undergoes these processes his soul can become involved in crises of extreme gravity and danger.

In just such a moment came the temptation by him who recognized in Jesus his greatest enemy.

How that temptation is expressed—oh, the dubiety, the provocativeness of the very first words! “If thou art the Son of God,” we are reminded of the temptation that so successfully confused humanity’s original progenitors: “Why hath God commanded you, that you should not eat of every tree of paradise?” (Gen. 3:1). “Of every tree”—hellish obscurity poisoning the simplicity of obedience and trust, twilight that fakes everything, worse than the definite lie. Here it is essentially the same thing, only much more dangerous for the soul at the apex of human spirituality.

“If thou are the Son of God, command that these stones become loaves of bread.” Hunger is aroused; the sensation of miraculous power and the consciousness of divine sonship are questioned and accordingly enlivened. Greed is tempted to break its bonds and abuse the miraculous powers meant only for the needs of the divine mission. Everything is lured away from the pure service of the paternal will into the wilderness of confusion. But what happens? Greed is not aroused—not even its opposite, violent suppression of greed. With the complete composure of one entirely free, Jesus answers: “It is written, ‘Not by bread alone does man live. . . .’ ” Man does live  by bread, and it is good that he does, but not only by earthly bread. Even more vital is the bread “that comes forth from the mouth of God.” For this bread above all should he hunger. Confronted by such freedom, the blow can only glance off powerless.

Next Satan leads Jesus into the holy city. Suddenly he finds himself looking down from the pinnacle of the temple upon a swarm of people far below.

Again the voice: “If thou art the Son of God, throw thyself down”; mortal and immortal danger veiled in the pious words: “for it is written, ‘He will give his angels charge concerning thee; and upon their hands they shall bear thee up, lest thou dash thy foot against a stone.’ ” The thrust is a sure one, touching the very spot that must prove fatal for anyone made uncertain by sin. That soaring spirit which long fasting seems to have made independent of gravity, that blurring of the borders between the possible and the impossible, fantastic desire for the extraordinary, and most powerful of all, the terrible lure of the abyss—who has not felt something of this when he stood on a great natural height or at the top of a high building? Shall I try it? The atmosphere might bear me! Or even the fatal attraction of the fall itself, cloaked in the reference to the charge given the angels! Delusion enough for anyone not sharply on his guard. But Jesus is—and more. Again the temptation glances off: “It is written further, ‘Thou shalt not tempt the Lord thy God.’ ” Likewise no mere parrying blow, but an answer straight from the core of the test.

Once more forces collect for the assault—the mountain-peak view of the vast glory of the world, offering itself to him who is truly competent to rule! How the sensation of spiritual strength must swell the breast at Satan’s words! The will to power increased with the sense of exalted dignity and importance! Never was the costliness of earth more deeply felt than by Jesus’ greatest and most sensitive of hearts; sweet and potent, it must have hummed in his blood, calling up all his powers of creativeness and ownership. The greatness you feel in you, mighty one that you are, what are you  going to do with it? Squander it on the paltriness of the poor or the stuffiness of the pious? On the mission of a wandering preacher? You were born to rule; the power and responsibility of a true sovereign await you! Tremendous temptation! The price, of course, is the falling away from God: “All these things will I give thee, if thou wilt fall down and worship me.” It is the showdown. Now comes the answer that puts an end to the combat: “Begone, Satan! for it is written, ‘The Lord thy God shalt thou worship and him only shalt thou serve.’ ” At that the devil left him, Luke adds, “for a while” (4:13).

Jesus returns to the world, and quiet days follow, peaceful days spanned by a wonderful awareness of coming greatness. Soon, one after another, his disciples gather about him.

How forcefully Jesus’ life unfolds in these events—in the quiet as well as in the tempestuous. From the plentitude and power of year-long silence they stir, one by one: the humility of the baptism answered by heaven; voice of the Father himself expressing eternal satisfaction; the wilderness and temptations less overcome than dissipated in the face of divine freedom; then the return to the prescribed circle of the mission and the calm waiting for the hour of beginning.





VI

INTERIM


After Jesus’ return from the solitude of the desert and before his first public proclamation, between past and future, stands a moment big with the unclouded purity of the present. The protective aegis of childhood and youth is gone; work and struggle in the field of historical reality have not yet begun. For a brief span it is as though Jesus were completely free. Once he begins to teach, every word will bring a response, every action a reaction; effect will be met by counter-effect, and gradually that fateful clinging tissue of historical fact will be woven that is to become his winding-sheet. But for the moment the Lord walks untrammeled.

Since the baptism, the abundance of the Spirit has streamed into him. Spirit is creative; it must find an outlet in word and act. It is eager to measure its strength. Now, in this interim, its direction yet undetermined, it simply streams, self-sufficient and brimming with endless possibility.

Let us pause for a moment and try to realize something we too often forget. Intellectual habit has made the fact that Jesus lived to be little over thirty almost self-understood. Automatically we think of him as one crucified after a short period of public activity. Actually, the prematureness of that death was not nearly as self-understood as we may suppose. True, he did say: “Did not the Christ have to suffer these things before entering into his glory?” (Luke 24:26). But this was a ‘must’ of love—God’s love. From the human point of view, Golgotha was anything but ‘necessary.’ It was  a monstrosity terrible beyond conception that this vessel overflowing with divine potentialities should have been broken so soon!

Had the words, “and Jesus advanced in wisdom and age and grace with God and men” (Luke 2:52), suddenly ceased to be valid? Unthinkable! Let us not be overbold, either, about formulating so-called necessities. Who dares to state that man is so antagonistic to things divine that any encounter between him and the incarnate God must bring God death? What if the masses had accepted him, if he had been allowed to continue to grow in wisdom and favor, through his fortieth, sixtieth, eightieth year—to ripest age—what mortal and immortal glory would have been the result! Think, Jesus at the age of an Abraham, a Moses! Certainly, the mystery of divine providence necessarily reins the Christian imagination. It is not allowed to go too far. But surely it should go far enough to realize something of the unfathomable depths of the love which embraced such renunciation!

It is John, “the metaphysician” and disciple “whom Jesus loved” (John 13, 23), who gives us an inkling of that suspended moment’s plenitude.

We recall the incident on the Jordan. Jesus walks by, and the Baptist points him out as the lamb of God and relates how the heavens opened at his baptism. John’s two disciples are silent. One feels their gaze full of reverence on the fading figure of the Lord, but neither moves. The next day the same scene. Again John calls out, “Behold the lamb of God!” This time the disciples follow him.

Thus it is the world that takes the first step: two of the Baptist’s followers withdraw from their master and accompany Jesus home, to remain with him from the tenth hour on—from four o’clock to sundown.

What words must have passed back and forth through the late afternoon between these enthusiastic votaries of John and Jesus, through whom the endless fullness and promise of time so richly streamed! What purity of thought they must have had, purity of a fountain just breaking from the earth. As yet nothing has been soiled  by the world: not one word has been misunderstood, not one rejection has fallen, or suspicion or accusation. Everything still shimmers in the unspeakable clarity of beginning.

The two are Andrew and John the Evangelist, the writer. The Bible says little about Andrew. Legend has it that he ardently adored the cross of Christ, and that in Achaja he went to a death closely resembling that of his Master. John writes of him: “Now Andrew, the brother of Simon Peter, was one of the two who had heard John and had followed him. He found first his brother Simon and said to him, ‘We have found the Messias [which interpreted is Christ].’ And he led him to Jesus. But Jesus, looking upon him, said, ‘Thou art Simon, the son of John; thou shalt be called Cephas [which interpreted is Peter]’ ” (1:40–42). A new contact. Like lightning from Jesus’ eye and will, flashes the thought:

You shall be called the Rock! That is vision—insight that sees and determines what is to come. And it is command. Vision and command that take their place in history, history-making as long as history will be made.

John continues: “The next day he was about to leave for Galilee, and he found Philip. And Jesus said to him, ‘Follow me.’ ” Philip understands and goes with him.

Then: “Philip found Nathanael, and said to him, ‘We have found him of whom Moses in the Law and the Prophets wrote, Jesus the son of Joseph of Nazareth.’ And Nathanael said to him, ‘Can anything good come out of Nazareth?’ Philip said to him, ‘Come and see.’

“Jesus saw Nathanael coming to him, and said of him, ‘Behold a true Israelite in whom there is no guile!’ Nathanael said to him, ‘Whence knowest thou me?’ Jesus answered and said to him, ‘Before Philip called thee, when thou wast under the fig tree, I saw thee.’ Nathanael answered him and said, ‘Rabbi, thou art the Son of God, thou art King of Israel.’

“Answering, Jesus said to him, ‘Because I said to thee that I saw thee under the fig tree, thou dost believe. Greater things than these  shalt thou see.’ And he said to him, ‘Amen, amen, I say to you, you shall see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man’ ” (John 1:45–51).

Infinite, eternal vision of the prophet and more than a prophet beginning to reveal itself! Nathanael feels himself ‘seen’ in the powerful sense of the Old Testament, the seeing of God that revolutionizes men’s lives (Gen. 22:14).

Jesus is still free. He walks in the streaming abundance of the Spirit, but the world which he is about to enter already moves toward him. Its feelers reach out to explore him. He accepts their advances, and the brief hour draws to a close.

Those who come to Jesus (already attracted more than they know), these men whose faces the Master scans and accepts, are marked once and for all time. The lightning that has struck deep into their souls will never burn out. Their missions and their fates are sealed. At first they return to their old occupations; this has been only a preliminary contact. Not until later will they leave everything to follow in the literal sense of the word. Henceforth Jesus too is somehow bound. His hour of perfect freedom is over.

Now let us glance briefly at that other event which falls into this early period: the wedding-feast in Cana. It helps us to see how in Jesus the fullness of the Spirit is poured to fill the need of the moment (John 2:1–11).

That this incident still belongs to the earliest period of his public activities, ‘hovering’ between family and public life, is evident from the opening lines: “And on the third day a marriage took place at Cana of Galilee, and the mother of Jesus was there. Now Jesus too was invited to the marriage, and also his disciples.” Then we read of the embarrassment about the failing wine-supply and of Mary’s whisper to her Son.

But he only answers: “What wouldst thou have me do, woman? My hour has not yet come.” In other words, your request, based on a momentary need, can have no authority for me. Only the bidding of my Father in the given hour governs my actions—no other.

Again and again Jesus speaks of his Father’s will. This paternal will is not to be understood as a fixed, preconceived program including everything that will ever occur in the course of time. Rather, it lives, takes shape in Jesus, directing him during the progress of events according to the need of the hour. The Father and his will are with him always, upholding, surrounding, fulfilling and urging him constantly on. Jesus, who stands alone in the world, is at home in this will; so much so that its fulfillment is “food” to him (John 4:34). From time to time this volition ‘condenses’ to a specific demand or decree. For every situation in which Jesus finds himself, the paternal will issues its precise instructions. It is to these that Jesus is referring when he speaks of his “hour.” This direct and intimate bond between Father and Son is wonderful, but it is heavy too, and often inflicts severe pain. We are reminded of the conflict that is the prophet’s constant lot. He stands squarely in the turmoil of a daily life moved by necessity, pleasure and earthly values. Men desire to eat and drink; to live and possess; to work, create, reap honor and power. In a world of such desires, comprehensible to all, the prophet is necessarily a foreign body. He obeys a different logic, the logic of God: “For as the heavens are exalted above the earth, so are my ways exalted above your ways, and my thoughts above your thoughts” (Is. 55:9). Thus the prophet’s acts must seem folly, if not a source of actual danger to those about him (Jeremias). He reacts to a different stimulus, that of the Spirit, wind that “blows where it will” (John 3:8). The sudden, inexplicable words and actions that it inspires must often seem arbitrary and senseless to those ‘outside’ that will.

If this is already so true of the prophets, how entirely true must it be of Jesus! John’s gospel is filled with references to the impression Jesus makes on the practical Pharisees and Sadducees. They are uneasy, shocked, indignant. They feel their order shaken and the safety of their people dangerously undermined. This alone explains that otherwise blasphemous passage: “Are we not right in saying that thou are a Samaritan, and hast a devil?” (John 8:48—In other  words, half pagan and at the mercy of demonic forces.) A ray of light falls from here upon that strange verse in Mark’s account (3:20–21): “And they came to the house, and again a crowd gathered so that they could not so much as take their food. But when his own people had heard of it, they went out to lay hold of him, for they said, ‘He has gone mad.’ And the Scribes who had come down from Jerusalem said, ‘He has Beelzebub,’ and, ‘By the prince of devils he casts out devils.’ ” Then follow the lines telling how his mother and brothers, alarmed, appear outside and call him.

From incidents such as these we sense something of that holy, awful law under which Jesus stands; the deep, intimate, inexorable power that guides him, slashing like a sword into his daily life and into that of his loved ones, causing infinite pain to all. We feel the terrible loneliness about him and realize what it must have cost to believe in him and to follow him to the end.

And yet, the Father’s will is the Father’s love. Through his complete acceptance of it, Jesus enters into the intimacy of God, where all things are luminous with his tenderness and power. This will is constantly forming directives for all needs as they present themselves.

Thus also here at the wedding-feast Jesus’ “hour” is to come. Mary is little daunted by her Son’s rebuke. She feels the approaching moment of decision and instructs the servants: “Do whatever he tells you.” Then it happens: water is transformed into choicest wine—symbol of the divine abundance which streams from above, waiting to find its way into human hearts.





VII

BEGINNINGS


Jesus’ term of untrammeled freedom in the plenitude of the Spirit is soon over. We have seen how people crowd into his life, how soon its strands are gathered together and the weaving of his fate is begun.

It is difficult to order the events of this life; some of them we shall never be able to place exactly. But the main events stand fast, and about each twines a wealth of further happenings, deeds, speeches—usually grouped by the Evangelists according to similarity, that the memory may retain them more easily. What may seem trivial from the historical standpoint, may be particularly profound from the spiritual, for there is no such thing as a ‘history’ of the Son of God in the human sense of the word. Through birth he became part of human history; living in it, working and suffering; on the cross he fulfilled his human destiny, and in the Resurrection he crossed the border between time and eternity. Granted, within these prescribed events he was completely historical, yet always he remained God. Everything he did was done from the eternal; everything he experienced was caught up into the eternal. Living in time “under guardians and stewards” (Gal. 4:2), by his act of complete surrender and obedience he remained Lord of time, Creator of the new creation. Though we cannot separate Jesus from the historical situation of his age, uncertainty of date in his life suggests more than a mere lack; it emphasizes here in time the ever active presence of eternity.

Following the Evangelist John, we find Jesus at the Easter festival in Jerusalem immediately after his first contact with his future disciples. Here a preliminary ‘offensive’ in the fullness of the Spirit takes place: the radical cleansing of the temple. We feel the coolness of the official world toward this outburst of divine passion; sense the impotency of the spiritual act before the smiling unbelief of the world’s mighty and wellborn. This is the first revelation of that mysterious “dispossession” that St. Paul mentions in the second Epistle to the Philippians.

Then, apparently by way of Samaria, Jesus returns to Galilee. In Sichar he encounters the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well, and a despised, half-breed adventuress is the first to recognize the Messiah. He also visits Capharnaum and decides to make it the center of his activities.

One of the Synoptics concludes the account of the journey: “And after John had been delivered up, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and believe in the gospel’ ” (Mark 1:14–15).

Thus Jesus begins his public life with the proclamation of the glad tidings: “The kingdom of God is at hand.”

The Gospels are filled with the Lord’s teachings of the kingdom. It was the theme and content of his mission, the distaff around which his fate was spun. It is impossible to state briefly what the words mean. We must read the Gospels, the Acts, the Epistles; must broaden our appreciation of what actually became a radiant, soaring possibility only to fade and disappear. We must familiarize ourselves with the specific spoken words, yet also sense the unspoken thought that runs through them and through the figures they evoke. Then, intuitively, we may gain some comprehension of all that the kingdom of God stands for. Before then, it would be senseless to try to explain. We shall speak of the kingdom often in the course of our meditations, and ultimately it will take shape before us—not in so many words, but envisioned and experienced none the less. For the moment, let us simply examine Jesus’ testimony . . . by accepting literally what the witness states. Jesus says: “The time is fulfilled, and  the kingdom of God is at hand.” God’s kingdom therefore is no fixed, existing order, but a living, nearing thing. Long remote, it now advances, little by little, and has come so close as to demand acceptance. Kingdom of God means a state in which God is king and consequently rules. What does this mean?

Let us put it this way: what is it that actually has power over us? What rules me? People, mainly. Those who speak to me, whose words I read; those with whom I associate or would like to associate; the people who give or withhold, who help or hinder me; people I love or influence or to whom I am bound by duty—these rule in me. God counts only when people permit him to, when they and their demands leave me time for him. God rules only in spite of people; when under their influence I am not too strongly tempted to feel that he does not exist at all. He reigns only inasmuch as consciousness of his presence is able to force itself upon me, to coexist with the people in my life. . . . Things also rule in me: things I desire, by the power of that desire; things that bother me, by their bothersomeness; things I encounter wherever I go, by the attraction they have for me or by the attention which they demand. Things in general, by their very existence, fill the spiritual ‘space’ both within and around me, not God. God is present in me only when the crowding, all-absorbing things of my world leave room for him—either in or through them, or somewhere on the periphery of their existence. No, God certainly does not dominate my life. Any tree in my path seems to have more power than he, if only because it forces me to walk around it! What would life be like if God did rule in me?

Then I would know—not by strenuous, conscious effort, but spontaneously, from the vitality of constant encounter: He is! His would be the one name, the one reality before all others. I would know him as I know the beauty and freshness of a meadow in full bloom, and I would be able to speak of him, as I speak of its richness, deeply conscious of what I meant. His essence would be as real and clear to me as that of a person I knew intimately and understood—to my good or harm: someone with a certain face, a familiar gait, whose mind and spiritual powers responded in a specific manner to my own.

Then God would stand with all the power of his being in my soul, as the point of departure, the sense and goal of everything. My heart and will would experience him as the Holy Being who appraises every value, the Sense behind all senses; as the One who rewards not only ultimately, but who alone, here and now, lends the most insignificant earthly act its intrinsic justification and meaning. Then his summons would really reach me, and shaken and blissful, I should know that my human personality consisted of nothing but the manner in which he calls me and the response I make to that call. . . . From that moment on my conscience would clearly recognize its duties, and overstepping mere conscience, the ultimate in human experience would stride into my life: love fulfilling its holy destiny between God and me alone.

Where this is so, there is the kingdom of God. But with us it is the kingdom of people, kingdom of things, kingdom of earthly powers and events and arrangements and interests. They stifle God, crowd him out of our lives. Only in the pauses of our existence, or on its fringes, do they allow him to come into his own. Who can understand how God can be what he is, how everything that is has its being through him alone (so much so, that were he to withdraw his hand, it would dissolve like a shadow in the sun), yet that I, who am nothing in myself, who exist only as he made me, a symbol or image of my Maker, can be so ignorant of him? How is this possible that the tree in the road is more real to me than he? That God remains but a word to me? That he does not stream overpoweringly into my heart and consciousness?

Thus one might suggest what the kingdom of God must be. . . . And now Jesus proclaims that the time for it has come. After the kingdoms of people and things, yes, and in one terrible sense, of Satan, now God’s kingdom is to be established. That for which the prophets have waited so long is actually on its way at last—to the chosen people and to all people. The power of God forces itself into  the world ready to take over: to forgive, enlighten, lead, sanctify, to transform all things to the new existence of grace.

Not by physical violence was this to come about, but by faith, by the voluntary surrender of the individual. Hence the admonition: “Repent and believe” (Mark 1:14–15). People were to trust Jesus’ promise and to make a complete right-about-face from things to God—then his kingdom would be there.

What would have happened if the masses had responded to this message? To have an idea, we must ask the prophets. Something new, almost incomprehensible to us today would have taken place. Isaias speaks of it, telling of the stock of Jesse yet to burgeon and bring forth a scion, one whom the spirit of the Lord will rule in justice, who will help the helpless to their right and trample injustice. Then follow the beautiful words of the mystery of divine love among men:
The wolf shall dwell with the lamb:

and the leopard shall lie down with the kid.

The calf and the lion and the sheep shall abide together:

and a little child shall lead them.

The calf and the bear shall feed,

their young ones shall rest, together:

and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.

And the sucking child shall play on the hole of the asp;

and the weaned child shall thrust his hand

into the den of the basilisk.

They shall not hurt,

nor shall they kill in all my holy mountain:

for the earth is filled with the knowledge of the Lord,

as the covering waters of the sea.

(Is. 11:6–9)





What do the words mean? (This is no fairy-tale, no attempt to construct an utopia.) Inspired poetry, they suggest the prophet’s vision of things to come. They sing of peace, abundance, truth and purity pulsing through all creation; of that holy state of being beyond the reach of direct words. Supreme impossibility only images of the impossible can imply.

It was decisive for the future that the tidings of the kingdom were first announced to the chosen people, the people of the covenant that Abraham had sealed on Mount Sinai. Had this people believed and the kingdom of God been accepted and allowed to unfold, who knows what might not have been achieved? A new state of being would have been launched, a new creation, new history. The promise of Alpha and Omega, “Behold, I make all things new!” would have been fulfilled literally (Apoc. 21:5). High tide of the world—unending transformation in the storm of Pentecostal love!

But the Jewish people did not believe. They did not change their hearts, so the kingdom did not come as it was to have come. To this day it remains pending, straining toward us in a continual Advent. Sometimes it reaches out and touches individuals or small groups; sometimes, briefly, even a whole community; then it recoils again.

What a privilege it must have been to see the Lord in that early period of abundance when he carried holiness into the crowds. How straightly he spoke to the souls of men! Pressed forward by the élan of the Spirit, he reached out to people with both hands. The rush of the Holy Spirit swept the kingdom of God forward, and the human spirit, shaken by the force that demands entry, felt it beat against the door. The accounts of these first events are vibrant with spiritual power. Thus from Mark: “And they were astonished at his teaching; for he was teaching them as one having authority, and not as the Scribes” (1:21–22). They were “astonished,” literally shaken out of themselves. Such was the divine power that poured from his words. Jesus’ sentences were not merely correct and pointed as were those of the Scribes, they were the words of one “having authority.” His speech stirred; it tore the spirit from its security, the heart from its rest; it commanded and created. It was impossible to hear and ignore.

The account continues: “Now in their synagogue there was a man with an unclean spirit, and he cried out, saying, ‘What have we to do with thee, Jesus of Nazareth? Hast thou come to destroy us? I know who thou art, the Holy One of God.’ And Jesus rebuked him, saying, ‘Hold thy peace, and go out of the man.’ And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying out with a loud voice, went out of him” (Mark 1:23–26). Obviously a case of “possession.” Science insists that the New Testament’s “possessed” were simply insane; the age did not recognize their symptoms and therefore held demons responsible for them. In this respect it concludes, Jesus was a man of his time. True, the external manifestations then were probably very similar to the symptoms recorded by specialists in our clinics today; but what is behind those symptoms no psychiatrist can tell. When the Lord commanded an evil spirit in one who was mentally ill, he worked from an approach that no modern doctor can share. Evil does not function so that one can say this or that is unnatural, therefore demonic. Neither the supernatural nor the unnatural in Christian life makes its appearance by stepping into some gap in the natural order. Everything is also ‘natural’; the chain of natural events never breaks. Everything is the result of something else—but it is precisely here, in natural cause and effect that Satan works as well as God. Therefore, when Jesus addressed the demon in a sick man, he did so because he knew that ‘something else’ lay at the bottom of the psychosis.

This then the answer of the fiend to the tidings of the kingdom—certainly not the response of an equal! (Facile linking of the words God and devil can only be a result of thoughtlessness or of disbelief.) Satan is and remains creature, created thing that in its revolt from God retains a certain power and superiority over purely worldly forces.

The listeners receive these words of the fiend as answer and confirmation. “And they were all amazed, so that they inquired among themselves, saying, ‘What is this? What new doctrine is this? For with authority he commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.’ ”

Then, also buoyed by the stream of the Spirit, come the first healings: “Now Simon’s mother-in-law was keeping her bed sick with a fever, and they immediately told him about her. And drawing near, he took her by the hand and raised her up; and the fever left her at once, and she began to wait on them” (Mark 1:29–31). First the single old woman in her house, then the many; stirring accounts of innumerable sick being carried through the cool of evening to the Master’s door. In the loving, healing strength of the Spirit, Jesus looms like a rescuing cliff above the tides of human suffering.

After this great outpouring, the opposite: quiet withdrawal, collecting of forces: “And rising up long before daybreak, he went out and departed into a desert place, and there he prayed” (Mark 2:35).

It is that solitude again with its stillness and overflow of spirit in which he once spent forty days.





VIII

SCANDAL IN NAZARETH


What was the response to the tidings of God’s kingdom proclaimed in the superabundance of the Holy Spirit? How did people receive the revelation of that mystery so difficult to convey to the intellect yet so close to the heart? In Luke’s account of the beginnings of Jesus’ public life we find an incident that answers the question darkly enough.

“And Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit into Galilee; and the fame of him went out through the whole country. And he taught in their synagogues, and was honored by all.

“And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up; and according to his custom, he entered the synagogue on the Sabbath and stood up to read.”

The synagogue was not the temple, but the meeting-house of the faithful. Here they gathered to pray and to listen to the sacred teachings. In the synagogue, interpretation of the word was not a formal duty of the priests; any adult member of the congregation who desired to explain the doctrine was free to do so. Thus Jesus was able to preach in the synagogues without difficulty whenever he saw fit, and he often did, both in his native city and in the surrounding country.

According to custom, the servant of the synagogue brought him a scroll, and Jesus rose to read.

“And the volume of Isaias the prophet was handed to him. And after he opened the volume, he found the place where it was written, The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me; to bring  good news to the poor he has sent me, to proclaim to the captives release, and sight to the blind; to set at liberty the oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord, and the day of recompense” (Luke 4:17–19 and Is. 61:1–2).

We have the scene before us vividly enough. Jesus opens the book handed him, and his eye falls on the great prophecy at the beginning of chapter sixty-one. The passage is allotted him in the highest sense of the word, and the hour is ripe for him to speak openly. He reads, hands the book back to the attendant, seats himself, and begins: “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

The words just read concern the Messiah, on whom the Spirit of the Lord has fallen, God’s “anointed.” Anointment means the permeating of the whole being with the sanctifying power of the Spirit; it is that seizure, setting apart, and “sealing” of a person by which the Lord makes him his servant and delegate: his prophet, priest or king. However, the full power of consecration rests upon him whose very essence is that of “the anointed One”:the Messiah, Christ. It is his mission to proclaim to the poor that the kingdom is at hand. (‘Poor,’ first of all, are the needy and despised of the world; but also those, however rich and honored, who recognize themselves as participants in the universal poverty of fallen creation.) He is to bring prisoners liberty—and again, all mankind is ‘prisoner,’ fettered by sin, if only it would admit it. He will open the eyes of the blind to heavenly light, make men aware of God’s proximity, restore the broken-hearted, bringing them the breadth and abundance of holy freedom. For all he proclaims the year of acceptance by the Lord, year of the great pardon, and his message of the coming kingdom stirs mind and heart.

“And all bore him witness, and marvelled at the words of grace that came from his mouth. And they said, ‘Is not this Joseph’s son?’ . . . ‘Amen I say to you, no prophet is acceptable in his own country. In truth I say to you, there were many widows in Israel in the days of Elias, when heaven was shut up for three years and six months, and a great famine came over all the land; and to none of them was Elias sent, but rather to a widowed woman in Sarepta of Sidon. And there were many lepers in Israel in the time of Eliseus  the prophet; and not one of them was cleansed, but only Naaman the Syrian’ ” (Luke 4:22–27).

Mark notes that Jesus teaches as one “having authority not like the Scribes,” and Luke points out that all “marvelled at the words of grace that came from his mouth.” Here “grace” must be understood in its full Greek sense: simultaneously pure heavenly gift that can be neither demanded nor forced, and loveliness, delicate, mobile beauty. The words amaze and delight his hearers with their power and charm. Yet, swift as an adder, the objection strikes: “Is not this Joseph’s son?” Into the moment, luminous with the beauty and holiness of Jesus’ message, darts something malignant. It comes from the blackest, basest dregs of human nature. The Lord recognizes it at once: the enemy. Deftly he forces him out into the harsh light: “but only Naaman the Syrian.”

“And all in the synagogue, as they heard these things, were filled with wrath. And they rose up and put him forth out of the town, and led him to the brow of the hill, on which their town was built, that they might throw him down headlong” (Luke 4:28–30).

Here counter-revelation—revelation of scandal and hate. Outburst of man’s irritation against God and the essence of God: holiness. Scandal is revolt against the living God. At the bottom of the human heart, side by side with longing for the eternal source and fulfillment of all things, lurks resistance to that source: elementary sin in its lair. Seldom does it confront holiness openly; almost always it strikes at the bearer of holiness: at the prophet, the apostle, the saint, the confirmed believer. Such people do irritate. Something in us finds the very presence of one dedicated to God unbearable. We revolt against him, ‘justifying’ our distaste with his shortcomings (naturally, there are always shortcomings) or with his sins. How could such a person be a bearer of sanctity! Or perhaps it is only his weaknesses (which from our dour viewpoint of rejection immediately swell perniciously), or his eccentricities that are so maddening—nothing is more trying than the eccentricities of a saint! In short, the fact that he is a human, finite being is too much to bear.

And the sharpest criticism, the most impatient rejection of holiness is always to be found in the prophet’s own home. How can we admit someone whose parents we know, who is ‘exactly like anybody else’ to be allied with holiness? What, So-and-so, whom we’ve known all our lives, a chosen one! This is scandal, Jesus’ most powerful adversary. It closes peoples’ ears and hearts to his message, however joyful; arms men against the kingdom for which he stands. Danger of such scandal was closely allied to the person of Jesus. When John the Baptist sent his disciple to him from the dungeon to inquire whether he was the Messiah, the Lord answered with the same words he had used in Nazareth to identify himself and to proclaim the nearness of the kingdom: “. . . the blind see, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead rise, the poor have the gospel preached to them. And blessed is he who is not scandalized in me” (Matt. 11:4–6 and Is. 61:1–4).

Tidings of God’s kingdom, confirmed by the Holy Spirit, proclaimed by human lips? There lies the root of the offense. That is what irritates to the point of murderous violence. Blessed is he who does not succumb to this unholy irritation.

In Nazareth, scandal, flickering since Jesus’ very first words, now flares up. Then it glimmers hidden under the ash. At the end, its roaring conflagration closes over Christ’s head: eternal revolt of the human heart against the bearer of its own salvation.

Scandal—source of the power that Jesus’ enemies organize against him. They use any ‘reasons’ for their hatred that they can find: that he heals on the Sabbath; that he dines with people of ill repute; that he does not live as an ascetic, and so on. The real reason is never given; invariably it is this mysterious, inexplicable impulse of the fallen human heart revolting against the holiness that is God.

Thus into the hour glowing with the fullness of holy beauty and truth slash the words: “Is not this Joseph’s son?” and Matthew adds: “Is not his mother called Mary, and his brethren James and Joseph and Simon and Jude? And his sisters, are they not all with us? Then where did he get all this?” (Matt. 13:55–56).

Jesus forces the enemy to step from his ambush: You doubt me? You whisper: Why doesn’t he work the miracles he has worked elsewhere here in his own city? Let me tell you! There I could work, because there they believed in me; but you do not believe. And why not? Because I am one of you! Beware, what happened to those nearest Elias and Eliseus will happen to you: their own people refused to believe and fell from grace, and the holiness which they denied was given to strangers!

But the hour is Satan’s. From those who had just witnessed, amazed and moved, the grace and beauty of Jesus’ words, a paroxysm of rage breaks lose. They thrust him out of the synagogue and through the streets of the city to the precipice of the hill on which it lies, to hurl him from it. Rejection of the kingdom’s eternal, inexpressible abundance has become a living possibility. Already the cross stands waiting.

However, the hour in which “the power of darkness” has its will entirely has not yet come (Luke 22:53); the incident is turned into a demonstration of spiritual power. The strongest things are the stillest. The scene in the temple before Easter, when Jesus single-handed overthrows the tables of the money-lenders and drives the crowds of bartering pilgrims from his Father’s house is striking enough (John 2:14–17). But what occurs here in Nazareth is an even greater proof of spiritual force. The excited mob, infuriated by neighborly hate and general demonic hysteria, surrounds Jesus, drives him up the hill to the brink of the precipice and tries to force him over it to his death. Suddenly, in the thick of the clamor and chaos, the quiet words: “But he, passing through their midst, went his way.” No return of violence for violence. Soundlessly, effortlessly, divine freedom walks right through the seething mob, its irresistible force bound by nothing on earth but its own “hour.”





IX

THE SICK


Now when it was evening, and the sun had set, they brought to him all who were ill and who were possessed. And the whole town had gathered together at the door. And he cured many who were afflicted with various diseases, and cast out many devils; and he did not permit them to speak, because they knew him” (Mark 1:32–34).

The picture is a moving one. The heat of the day is over, and from the mountains comes a breath of coolness. It is as though the world around Jesus were opening its heart. From all sides human suffering streams to him; on foot, on the shoulders of the sturdy, on stretchers. And Jesus walks through the flood of pain, and the power of God flows from him in a wave of healing, and the words of the prophet are fulfilled: “Surely he hath borne our infirmities and carried our sorrows” (Is. 53:4). The Spirit within him has the power to heal—to heal from the root of the evil. He recreates original life new and unspoiled. Jesus’ salutary powers are inexhaustible—more than adequate for all the misery. He does not recoil before the wounds, the distorted limbs and faces that gather at his door. He holds his stand. He does not select, does not choose this malady as particularly urgent, that sufferer’s faith as particularly promising; he receives them all, simply, accepting each burden as it comes. His “Come to me, all you who labor and are burdened” is practiced before it is preached (Matt. 11:28).

Suffering is a shoreless ocean that surged in on Jesus, tide upon tide. Has anyone seriously determined to help set out and not been  so overwhelmed by what he found, that he counted himself fortunate if he managed to keep afloat? Jesus felt it all and was rocked by pity. He opened the dykes and let in the terrible flood, but he mastered it always.

We know of no word from him that reveals him as an utopian. He never even suggests that pain will be banished from the world. Still less does he exalt himself above it in transports of pity or enthusiasm. With customary realism he looks it straight in the eye; he never loses courage, never grows tired or disappointed. The sympathetic, all-comprehending heart of Jesus Christ is stronger than pain.

Sometimes, roughly sketched in the Gospels, we find the figures of individuals picked from the crowds of the healed. Peter’s mother-in-law is among the first.

Another time Jesus is walking along the road accompanied by a large crowd. A blind man in the street hears the clamor of excited voices, inquires, and calls out: “ ‘Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!’ And many angrily tried to silence him. But he cried out all the louder, ‘Son of David, have mercy on me!’ Then Jesus stopped and commanded that he should be called. And they called the blind man and said to him, ‘Take courage. Get up, he is calling thee.’ And throwing off his cloak, he sprang to his feet and came to him. And Jesus addressed him, saying ‘What wouldst thou have me do for thee?’ And the blind man said to him, ‘Rabboni, that I may see.’ And Jesus said to him, ‘Go thy way, thy faith has saved thee.’ And at once he received his sight, and followed him along the road” (Mark 10:46–52).

Or again, Jesus sits teaching in a typical single-roomed Galileean cottage crowded to the walls with eager listeners. A paralytic is brought to the door, and because the stretcher-bearers are unable to reach Jesus through the packed room, they climb up on the flat roof, remove part of it, and lower the sick man on his bed into the Master’s presence. The crowd grumbles, but Jesus, touched by the simple faith behind this operation, says to the frightened patient: “Son, thy sins are forgiven thee.”

The murmuring increases: Blasphemy! Who can forgive sins but God? Jesus seals his words with the divine deed: “I say to thee, arise, take up thy pallet, and go to thy house” (Mark 2:1–12).

One day while Jesus is standing in the midst of a distrustful, hostile crowd that watches his every move, a man with a “withered hand” is brought to him. It is the Sabbath, and everyone waits to see what he will do. Jesus orders the sick man into the middle of the room so that all may see his misery. “Is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good, or to do evil? to save a life, or to destroy it?”

Sensing the sullen stubbornness of the hearts around him, Jesus glances about threateningly, as if to force the truth upon them. Then he commands the invalid: “Stretch forth thy hand.” And the hand is healed (Mark 3:1–6). One after another they appear: the lame, the halt, the blind—living witnesses of the healing power that radiates from the Son of God.

Sometimes it is as though we were allowed a glimpse behind the scene. A blind man again. Jesus lays his hands on the man’s eyes for an instant, then takes them away: Dost thou see anything? Excitedly the man replies: “I see men as though they were trees, but walking about.” The healing craft has seized the extinguished nerves; they are animated but do not yet function properly. The figures beheld are still disproportionate, blurred and strange. Again Jesus places his hands for a moment on the man’s eyes, now he sees clearly. It is almost like watching the miracle unfold from within (Mark 8:22–26).

Once Jesus is making his way through a huge milling crowd. A woman who has suffered for years from a hemorrhage that no medicament, no doctor has been able to alleviate, sees him. “If I touch but his cloak, I shall be saved.” She goes up to him from behind, touches his garment and notices at once on her body that she is well. But Jesus, aware of the power that has flowed from him turns around: “Who touched me?”

Amazed, his disciples answer: “Thou seest the crowd pressing upon thee, and dost thou say, ‘Who touched me?’ ” But the Lord knows what he is saying. He has felt “that power has gone forth  from him” and he scans the crowd. Frightened, the woman throws herself at his feet and tells him what has happened; Jesus dismisses her tenderly. It is as though he were so charged with healing power, that he must not even consciously will a cure. One has but to come to him in faith to receive of his strength and health (Mark 5:27–34).
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