ONE

Introduction

ON NOVEMBER 8, 2000, I preached a sermon titled “The Epiphany of Jesus”
at a morning chapel service at Pacific Lutheran University in Tacoma,
Washington." My chosen text for that morning was Mark 9:33-40. Since
the topic of each chapter in this book is inspired by my theological re-
flection on these verses in MarK’s gospel contextualized by my reading of
Marguerite Porete’s Mirror of Simple Souls, I thought it best to include this
sermon as my beginning point. I have broken MarK’s text into two sets of
verses for reasons I hope will be clear. First, Mark 9:33-37:

And they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he
asked them, “What were you discussing on the way?” But they
were silent; for on the way they had discussed with one another
who was the greatest. And he sat down and called the twelve; and
he said to them, “If any one would be first, he must be last of all
and servant of all” And he took a child, and put him in the midst
of them; and taking him in his arms, he said to them,” Whoever
receives one such child in my name receives me; and whoever re-
ceives me, receives not me, but him who sent me.

Jesus’s question to Peter—“Who do you say that I am?”—is the heart
of Christian self-understanding and must be answered differently in every
age. We do not live in the first century or the Middle Ages or the nineteenth
century. Clinging to past images of Jesus and his relation to God simply
will not do in our contemporary, global context of religious and cultural
pluralism. This is not surprising, since Christians have been practicing faith
within globally pluralistic contexts for two thousand years.

1. This sermon is a slight revision of the sermon in Ingram, Wrestling with God,
20-25.
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LIVING WITHOUT A WHY

We still haven’t got it right, even though the answer to Jesus’s question
to Peter is right in front of us, as it was for the disciples: stalking us like
a cougar after prey. According to MarK’s gospel, the disciples didn’t get it
right either, even though they followed Jesus around Palestine for perhaps
a year. Jesus tried to tell them, yet even they didn't see the answer staring
them in the face until after Jesus was killed, and even then only vaguely.

In MarK’s text, Jesus and the disciples have returned to his home in
Capernaum after an extended journey. On the way to Caesarea Philippi
Jesus had questioned the disciples about his identity. Now on the way back
home, the disciples are arguing about their own self-images. When Jesus
questions them again, they fall silent with embarrassment because they
have been arguing about the preeminence of self—over who is the greatest.
They are like fundamentalists everywhere in all times and in all places in all
religious traditions: trapped in the conventional categories of their religious
systems. They, like Jesus, are practicing Jews. But unlike Jesus, they cling to
their culture’s conventional Judaism so tightly they can’t hear the music be-
hind the lyrics of either Jewish practices or Jesus’s teachings. Like legalists
and fundamentalists of all ages in all religious traditions, their path is one
of fabricating verbal argumentation, of imaging a self—or a particular com-
munity of selves—exalted above others at the center of their conventional
world. Their journey with Jesus has not awakened them. Instead, they see
Jesus as their ticket to glory, to permanent selfhood exalted.

So once more Jesus instructs them about discipleship. His teaching
method is to consistently subvert their notions of discipleship as a preemi-
nence of position. “He who would be first must be last,” he says. To make
one’s self last means negating the absolute nature of one’s self, of one’s per-
sona. This is why receiving Jesus and the one who sent him in Mark and
elsewhere in other gospel texts is exemplified as the receiving of a little
child—of one who has not yet developed a strong self-image, of one who
has no rank or importance beyond their particular families. It is Jesus who
approaches the disciples and the readers of Mark as a child, with no rank or
importance whatsoever. It is God who sent Jesus, who approaches the dis-
ciples and us as a child, not as the romanticized image of sweet innocence,
but the weakest of the weak.

Our first response as readers of Mark’s text is to disassociate ourselves
from the egotistical disciples. In previous verses Jesus had just been speak-
ing about the inevitability of his suffering and dying. And the disciples’
insensitivity to Jesus’s fate, combined with their crass egoism, is not a stance
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a reader is likely to willingly embrace. But by a rhetorical sleight of hand,
the Markan Jesus directly addresses the reader—meaning us—through a
series of paradoxical “if” and “whoever” statements: “If anyone would be
first, he must be last of all and servant of all”; “Whoever receives one such

»

child in my name receives me”; “whoever receives me, receives not me but
him who sent me”

The experience of paradox is the experience of being bracketed be-
tween seemingly incompatible but nevertheless coexisting pairs of oppo-
sites. Even Mark’s language about God is paradoxical. Who is the “who”
that sent Jesus? Why does Mark not explicitly identify God as Jesus’s send-
er? The Markan Jesus simply says that to receive the weakest of the weak is
to receive him and “him who sent me” In the same way, the voice of God
speaks from the heavens at Jesus’s baptism in chapter 1, verse 1, and again
from a cloud at Jesus’s transfiguration. Yet Mark fails to mention just whose
voice is speaking. And again, when the Markan Jesus addresses his Father
in Gethsemane, in response no voice is heard at all. But Jesus is portrayed as
the Son of God and our assumption that the voices Mark allows us to hear
are from God is not mistaken. What is mistaken is that we know what this
means. Not only is Jesus impossible to identify in clear definitions, God is
too. What, then, could it mean to be great?

Now Mark 9:38-40:

John said to him, “Teacher, we saw a man casting out demons in
your name, and we forbade him, because he was not following us.”
But Jesus said, “Do not forbid him; for no one who does a mighty
work in my name will be able soon after to speak evil of me. For he
who is not against us is for us”

Now the disciple John changes the question by latching onto the name
of Jesus to bring up the issue of just who can be said to belong to the Je-
sus movement. After all, throughout MarK’s gospel, Jesus harshly criticizes
various groups of people—the Pharisees, the scribes, the Jerusalem temple
priests. Who could blame John for concluding that the disciples constitute
a well-defined, exclusive group over against outsiders? Indeed, defining a
social identity was an important issue for the early church, as it still is today.
But party spirit does not come from receiving Jesus and God as one would
receive a child, but from a conventionally fearful mind that draws artificial
boundaries around people as a religious prophylaxis to protect one’s com-
munity from coming into contact with whatever one regards as threaten-
ing. These very boundaries Jesus has been at pains to undermine.
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Jesus does not recommend party identity, but opens up community to
anyone who is not against him. There are no fixed criteria for membership
in the Jesus community—beyond the requirement that one not be against
it. There is no imagined pattern of Christian self-identity, no gold card of
membership. Jesus’s teachings in Mark are pluralist, not exclusivist: they
apply to all who are not against Jesus, not only Christians, but also non-
Christians: Buddhists who revere Jesus as an awakened person (that is, a
Bodhisattva); Muslims, who revere Jesus as one of the greatest prophets;
Jews, who see Jesus as a reformer calling people to a renewed practice of
the Torah.

Of course, these non-Christians do not accept Christian ideas about
Jesus. Yet Jesus’s teaching recorded here in Mark makes no such stipulation.
To be for Jesus does not necessarily mean accepting ideas about Jesus. Ideas
about Jesus—creeds, doctrines, theological constructions in general—flow
out of conventional wisdom and are tied to historical and cultural contexts
and are empty of unchanging essence and once-and-for-all timeless mean-
ings. Note that Mark himself gives no clear definitions, because the author
of Mark is the first deconstructionist of the Jesus movement. His Jesus and
the God who sent Jesus shy away from self-definition. The messiah is not
the glory figure of the disciples’ conventional expectations, but one who
experiences the sufferings, sorrows, and joys of a lived life. The follower
of Jesus is not one who belongs to the proper group. Anyone who is not
against Jesus is a follower of Jesus; this makes for a very pluralistic com-
munity indeed.

So what does Mark teach us about following the way of Jesus two
thousand years after the disciples tried and failed? I think Mark teaches
us negative and positive lessons. Negatively, Mark’s deconstructs human
pretensions about who is greatest, along with claims that any single group
of followers of Jesus has an exclusive claim on truth about Jesus and the
one who sent Jesus. Mark’s deconstruction tells us that Christian faith is
not about ripping biblical texts out of context as a means of proving who’s
really Christian and who's not. Mark teaches us that no human being and
no religious community is greater than another human being or religious
community. Mark teaches us that God doesn’t give a damn about religion,
but cares very much about human beings and the rest of creation. Mark
teaches us that faith is not adherence to a set of doctrinal propositions
about Jesus and the one who sent Jesus. Mark teaches us that Jesus and the
one who sent him cannot be contained by ritual and theological systems.
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Mark teaches us that clinging to conventional practices and conventional
understandings that try to lock God within the safe boundaries of our cul-
tural expectations while excluding those who do not see things our way is
not faith but unfaith. Mark teaches us that we should never transform faith
into a set of ideological propositions. We should never confuse theological
reflection, which Saint Anslem called “faith seeking understanding,” with
ideology.

Positively, Mark teaches us that we find Jesus and the one who sent
Jesus incarnated in the ordinary; in loving relationships between people;
in the struggle against economic, political, gender and racial injustice; in
the struggle for ecological justice that frees nature—God’s creation—from
human exploitation. We meet Jesus and the one who sent Jesus wherever
and whenever persons work for justice. Following the way of Jesus is not a
matter of membership in a particular Christian group or of wearing a par-
ticular Christian label like Lutheran or Roman Catholic or Presbyterian or
Baptist. The Jesus community that Mark envisioned includes anyone who
is not against Jesus: the socially engaged Buddhist layman Sulak Sivaraksa,
who has time and again placed his life in danger for his criticism of the Thai
government’s financial involvement in the drug trade and sex trade of his
country; Dr. Cecil Murray, retired senior pastor of the First AME Church
in Los Angeles, whose educational vision and social outreach to the poor
and homeless has become a model for similar social programs through-
out the counties of Southern California; Mahatma Gandhi, who followed
the principle of nonviolence in his struggle to free his people from British
colonialism; Gandhi’s Muslim friend Badhsha Khan, who transformed the
Qur’an’s teaching of jihad or “struggle” into nonviolent resistance against
the injustices of British colonialism; Martin Luther King Jr., who appre-
hended Jesus and the one who sent Jesus in his fight against American rac-
ism. All of these are followers of Jesus, as are each of us, when we feed the
poor; when we refuse to oppress people because of gender, ethnicity, or
race; when we do not confuse membership in the Jesus community with
membership in any particular form of the institutional church. We are fol-
lowers of Jesus and the one who sent Jesus when we refuse to destroy nature
through unbridled consumerism. The Markan Jesus teaches us that we find
Jesus and the one who sent Jesus incarnated in the kingdom of God that is
the kingdom of nobodies.

So, inspired by these verses in Mark’s gospel and Marguerite Porete’s
Mirror of Simple Souls, each chapter of this book is the theological refection
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of a historian of religions who specializes in Japanese Buddhism, Buddhist-
Christian dialogue, and the current dialogue between science and religion
in general, and Christian theology in particular. Accordingly, the thesis of
chapter 2, “History of Religions: Methodology as Metaphor,” is that the sep-
aration between historical studies of religious experience and theological
reflection about the meaning of religious experience is a Cartesian dualism
that needs to be rejected. That is, the usual separation between descriptive
questions (e.g., what religious persons do and why they do it) and norma-
tive theological questions (e.g., the meaning and truth of what religious
persons do) actually distorts the experiences of religious human beings.

My intention in chapter 3,"The Difficult Path,” is to add my voice to a
long list of writers seeking to relate Christian tradition to the hard realities
of this post-Christian age of religious and secular pluralism by bringing
Christian mystical theology into a discussion of the meaning of grace that,
as a Lutheran, I think flows over this universe like a waterfall. Whitehead’s
philosophical vision provides a language that serves as a hermeneutical
bridge by which historians of religions can interpret the teachings and
practices of religious ways other than their own without falsification, and
by which theologians can appropriate history-of-religions research as a
means of helping Christians advance in their own faith journeys. The pur-
pose of the journey of faith is what Whitehead called “creative transforma-
tion” The contemporary theological tradition that has most systematically
and coherently followed Whitehead’s lead in its refection on non-Christian
Ways is process theology, which is the perhaps the only liberal or progres-
sive theological movement now active in the twenty-first century.”

The thesis of chapter 4, “What’s in a Name?” is that what Christians
name God is elusively beyond the categories of theological reflection. But
just because nothing we say or write literally applies to God does not im-
ply that nothing meaningful can be said or written. After all, even mystics
talked and wrote about God the way poets talk and write about love—in
languages of unsaying that is nevertheless language. So the more I reflect on
the process of “creative transformation” that I think is at work in human-
ity’s collective religious Ways, as well as in the universe in general since
the Big Bang 13.7 billion years ago, the more I am convinced that Alfred
North Whitehead’s model of God is on track because it provides a coherent
vision for understanding the process of creative transformation at work in
the pluralism of humanity’s religious Ways.

2. See Dorrien, The Making of American Liberal Theology, chap. 4.
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Accordingly, chapter 4 is about the theological implications of reli-
gious and secular pluralism, where everywhere on this planet believers and
unbelievers are in the same predicament, thrown back onto themselves in
complex circumstances, looking for a sign. As ever, religious beliefs make
claims somewhere between revelation and projection, somewhere between
holiness and human frailty. But the problem of faith and belief for so long
upheld by the plurality of human societies is now back on the individual,
where it belongs. And if this is the case, individuals need to pay focused
attention to the mystics who inhabit all religious Ways, who in their par-
ticular and often peculiar ways model a life of grace whose structure of
existence the thirteenth-century French mystic Marguerite Porete charac-
terized as “living without a why”

Chapter 5. “Butterfly in a Mirror;” marks similarities and differences
between Marguerite Porete’s mystical theology, as recorded in The Mirror
of Simple Souls, and the mystical philosophy of the Daoist sage Zuangzi,
as recorded in the seven inner chapters of the Zuangzi—a work probably
composed sometime between 530 and 275 BCE. While mystics in every
religious Way are driven to countercultural and oftentimes severely non-
conventional relationships to conventional and institutionalized religious
traditions, all mystics remain grounded in the traditions that train them.
Which means before mystical experiences occur, mystics are trained by the
languages of their particular religious traditions about what they should
look for before and after their experiences. There is no such thing as non-
interpreted mystical experience. Christian, Buddhist, Hindu, and Muslim
mystics described and wrote about the meaning of their experiences as
Christians, Buddhists, Hindus, and Muslims. In other words, they all un-
conventionally engaged in the difficult path of theological reflection, or in
the case of Buddhism, philosophical reflection. Christian theologians need
to listen to and appropriate through dialogue these collective languages of
unsaying.

Chapter 6, “A Theological Reflection on Mystical Experience,” is a
discussion of the general nature of mysticism and mystical experience. In
the postmodern world we inhabit there can exist no one true faith evident
at all times and in all places. Every religious tradition is merely one among
many. The clear lines of orthodoxy in every religious Way are blurred by the
pluralism of human experiences, are complicated by human lives.

Chapter 7, “The Jesus Way of Living without a Why;” is a meditation
on Marcus Borg’s thesis that the historical Jesus was a Jewish mystic who
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taught a subversive wisdom that can be characterized as “living without a
why?? T also think that Pieter E Craffert’s depiction of the historical Jesus
as a Jewish mystical shaman is quite credible, since many mystics cross-
culturally—perhaps most—undergo shamanic experiences like visions,
auditions, travels to other dimensions, out-of-body experiences, and
healings of disease and of demon possession, which shamans experience
cross-culturally.* Like shamanic experiences, mystical experiences cross-
culturally often involve vivid and sometimes frequent nonordinary states
of conscious awareness and take a number of different forms. Sometimes,
there is a vivid sense of journeying into another dimension of reality, which
is the classic experience of shamans the world over.’> Sometimes, there is
a strong sensation of another reality coming upon one, as in, “The Spirit
fell upon me” Sometimes, an experience is of nature or of a natural object
momentarily transfigured by the Sacred shining through it: Moses saw a
burning bush that was not consumed; John of the Cross apprehended that
the whole earth was filled with the “glory of God,” where glory meant some-
thing like “radiant presence” In other words, in mystical experiences, the
world is apprehended in such way that previous conventional perceptions
seem like illusions.

In the concluding chapter, “Living without a Why: The Way of Grace,”
I argue that Christian mystical theology and Martin Luther’s theological
reflections are not experientially or conceptually far apart at all. Nor are
Marguerite Porete’s theology of “living without a why;” Luther’s theology of
grace, and contemporary process theology experientially and conceptually
far apart. We, and everything else caught in this space-time universe, do
not exist outside our relationships. We become who we are only in complex
relation to a network of other creatures at all times and in all places. In such
a universe, doing theology is not identical with faith. It is faith’s quest for
understanding, an understanding that is never final, complete, or reduc-
ible to doctrines “once and for all delivered to the saints” Propositional
certainty renders religious faith redundant. This is the most important les-
son that the mystics who populate the Christian Way, from the historical
Jesus to mystics like Marguerite Porete, teach us: if faith means “believing
in doctrines,” then faith shuts down the gospel. This is the error of Christian
fundamentalism whenever and wherever it occurs. Thus, the only test for

3. Borg, Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time, 30.
4. Craffert, The Life of a Galilean Shaman, 43, 214-59.

5. See Eliade, Shamanism.
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truthful faith is pragmatic: if truth is what sets us free, we can only recog-
nize truth by its liberating effects.
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