WHO DO YOU SAY I AM?

THE FUNDAMENTAL QUESTION FOR THE MORAL LIFE
I. Introduction


Jesus is in—again. He’s a box office hit (“The Nativity” and “The Passion of the Christ,”); a feature in a best selling novel (Dan Brown’s The DaVinci Code); a biblical action-figure on the shelves at Wal-Mart, and, of course, the main character in some of our religious humor. Have you heard this one?  Moses and Jesus were out golfing.  They came to a par three, 200 yard fairway that stretched over a water hazard.  Jesus addresses the ball. Moses asks, “What club are you using?” “An eight iron” answers Jesus.  “Not enough club,” says Moses. “But Tiger Woods uses an eight iron” says Jesus.  Jesus tees off but does not carry the water.  “I’ll get it,” says Moses. He goes down to the lake, raises his arms, and the water parts.  He walks out on dry land to retrieve the ball. Jesus addresses the ball again.  “What club are you using?” asks Moses.  “An eight iron,” says Jesus. “Not enough club,” says Moses.  “But Tiger Woods uses an eight iron,” says Jesus.  Jesus tees off. Again the ball fails to carry the lake.  “I’ll get it,” says Jesus.  He goes to the water’s edge, steps out onto the lake, and walks across the water to retrieve the ball.  Back at the tee, another golfer has approached and sees Jesus walking on the water.  “Who the hell does that guy think he is, Jesus Christ?”  “Oh, that’s Jesus Christ, alright,” says Moses, “but he thinks he’s Tiger Woods.” 


Part of learning a skill, whether it is golfing, cooking, or simply living, is to imitate someone who is good at it. In this story, Jesus wants to imitate Tiger Woods, the paradigmatic golfer of our time. So he would naturally be the “go to” person for an aspiring golfer. When it comes to living the Christian life, to whom do we go to see what it looks like and how to do it?  We turn to Jesus as revealed to us in the Gospels. Jesus is for us the moral exemplar, the paradigmatic Christian character.  In the Johannine idiom, “The way, and the truth, and the life.” (Jn 14:6) So if we are to live a life that harmonizes with his, then how we answer the question Jesus put to Peter, “Who do you say I am?” becomes all important for setting us in that direction. For the answer we give suggests already how we understand the kind of person we are striving to be in the imitation of Christ.


I want to examine some ways of treating Jesus as normative for our life of discipleship.  To this end, I will first review the revision of the Catholic moral tradition that is retrieving Jesus as the foundation of Christian morality. Then I will lay out the two presuppositions governing this turn to Jesus. One is the importance of the character of Jesus as the foundation of the moral life. The second is the role of the imagination in the process of reflecting analogically on the Gospel texts that mediate him to us. The heart of my presentation will address the question, “Who do you say that I am?” This will involve briefly sketching a Christology for the moral life and then drawing out some of its implications for the life of discipleship.  
II. Revising the Catholic Moral Tradition


Traditionally, the Catholic moral tradition has not made Jesus the fundamental basis of the moral life. The origins of Roman Catholic moral theology as a distinct discipline go hand in hand with the Council of Trent’s decrees regarding the sacrament of penance. As a result, the emphasis was primarily oriented towards assisting priests in hearing confessions.  For this purpose, handbooks for confessors, or moral manuals, were written in order to train priests in this pastoral role. By and large, they confined moral thinking to determining where sin starts and stops and to educating consciences to resolve conflicts of obligation according to the objective principles of natural law. The challenge to the moral life put forth by the manuals was less about one’s commitment to a personal God and to the imitation of Christ and more about a Stoic correctness to discovering the appropriate principle or law for each situation and assessing its binding force in the circumstances.
 

Safe and sound as these manuals were, Jesus is missing. For example, Noldin-Schmitt, a standard Latin manual used in seminaries at the time of the Second Vatican Council, has no listing for “Jesus,” “Christ,” or “discipleship” in its table of contents or index.
 The same is true for the influential English moral compendium of Ford and Kelly, who reiterate the goal of moral theology to be the forming of confessors to determine the limits of sin and to educate consciences in the sacrament of penance.


Meanwhile, on the other side of the Reformation divide, Protestant theology did not make moral theology a separate discipline preoccupied with what is forbidden or how far we could go with what is allowed. Reflection on the moral life was part of theology proper and so was well integrated with the great mysteries of faith. Jesus, and the Scriptures that reveal him to us, remained a significant moral authority.  The Reformers saw the moral life as a call to live in God’s new world where sin had been defeated by the cross and a new creation had begun at Easter.


For example, according to James Gustafson’s typologies of Christ and the moral life, Jesus is for Luther the “Justifier,” and for Calvin he is the “Teacher.” For Luther, Jesus is God’s gift of grace setting us free. While the teaching of Jesus gives guidance to a new life of faith, and his own life serves as an example of what that life looks like, Luther finds what God has done in Jesus to be disposing us to live with confidence in God’s goodness. Then we can be free from sin and the enticements of the devil and be free for meeting the needs of the neighbor in whatever way is required without having to justify ourselves or fret scrupulously about whether we are doing the right thing.
  For Calvin, Jesus is our best interpreter of God’s law. We need to pay attention to the teaching of Jesus so that we can have a clear interpretation of what God requires of us.


But the Roman Catholics did not totally lose Jesus from sight.  While he may not have figured as prominently in the moral life as he did for the Reformers, Jesus still played a significant role in our devotional life, such as reverencing the infant Jesus of Christmas and adoring the suffering Jesus of the Stations of the Cross. The development of virtue and growth in faith were more the preserve of spirituality. What passed as moral theology, one might insist, was not really theology at all. In fact, it is hard to distinguish the work done by these manuals of moral theology from a moral philosophy that concentrated on actions governed by the principles of natural law.


While not abandoning natural law or the preparation of seminarians for their ministry as confessors in the sacrament of penance, Vatican II endorsed and encouraged efforts to enlarge the scope of moral theology beyond its one-sided preoccupation with sin governed by natural law. Moral theology needed to be transformed from a discipline for confessors to one of a critical understanding of faith for Christian living. In its Decree on Priestly Formation, the council called for a more theological approach to moral theology by encouraging the renewal of all theological disciplines to have a more lively contact with the mystery of Christ and the history of salvation.


Such a shift was already occurring prior to the council. It is perhaps most popularly recognized in the work of Bernard Haring. His The Law of Christ 
 proposed a covenantal morality that reconstructed moral theology from the perspective of one’s spiritual response to the call of God in Christ and through the Spirit in the Church. For Haring, religion and morality, or spirituality and the moral life, were inseparably intertwined.


My approach here is more in the spirit of Bernard Haring than of the classic moral manuals of Noldin-Schmitt or Ford and Kelly. I am not going to appeal to human nature and what can be agreed upon universally about being moral. I am going to appeal to the particularity of Jesus of Nazareth and what an encounter with him in the Gospels demands of us about being moral. 


Why is this particularity important to the community of the GTU, where religion meets the world? In this time of globalization and inter-religious dialogue, I believe that Christian ethics must resist the temptation to have to speak a universal language, or to make everyone just like us. I believe that Christian ethics, or moral theology, should not be divorced from the theological convictions upon which it relies for its intelligibility. I believe that we make a contribution to religion meeting the world when we can describe our life in the particular language of our theological convictions. I believe that, as Christians, we have a particular vocation. Whereas we might expect a typical Catholic approach to the moral life to strive for the universal, I am going to honor our particular vocation to follow Jesus. I believe that being conformed to the image of Christ revealed in the Gospels, and kept alive in the community formed by them, is the best way to live. We call it the life of discipleship. We turn to Jesus to discover who we are called to be, what constitutes good character, what counts as virtuous behavior, and what the good human life looks like. The final justification for acting the way we do, or the bottom line of appeal in a moral argument, is that our experience of God in Jesus demands it.

I know that this approach has the potential to create dissonance within the Christian community. We do not all read Jesus in the same way. There are different ways of appropriating his message and imitating his life. After all, don’t we have diverse religious communities, like cloistered Carthusians and socially active Franciscans? And, don’t we have our diverse ecclesial traditions, Catholics and Lutherans, Episcopalians, Baptists, and Methodists?  Clearly, Jesus wears many faces and he plays in ten thousand places. Meeting Jesus in the Gospels opens us to variations on the theme of living under the reign of God. Each of us participates in a community that is forever trying to discover what appropriate imitation of Jesus means.   The hermeneutical challenge of a right reading of the texts will never go away.

In my vision of the moral life, God is the ultimate object of our loyalty. God revealed in Jesus is our polestar, our fixed point of reference for what is valuable.  In other words, ethics is theocentric. Jesus is the key to understanding what the imitation of God looks like. Consider, for example, the position of the Golden Rule in the Gospel of Matthew’s rendition of the Sermon on the Mount. While this Rule may be shared by other great religions, in the Christian tradition it bears a theocentric quality. In the Gospel of Matthew we read, “Therefore, in everything do to others as you would have them do to you” (Matt 7:12).  The “therefore” connects what we should do to what God is already doing. Therefore, we need to learn how to take after God. God’s doing good for us is the model for our doing good to others.
 This makes God’s character—how God behaves towards us—the primary analogate governing our moral life. Christian morality distinguishes itself from any other by discerning the kind of life that best fits what we believe about God revealed in Jesus. Following Jesus, or the life of discipleship, calls us, then, to act towards others as God has acted towards us.

That Jesus ought to be the guiding pattern for our lives is set forth in John 13:34, perhaps our most succinct statement of New Testament ethics: “Love one another as I have loved you.” The moral reflection I am offering you is a meditation on the “as.” In the moral imagination, “as” links our questions of moral character and action to the paradigmatic life of Christ.
 If we are to be disciples today and live faithful to Jesus, then our actions ought to resemble, rhyme with, or harmonize with the pattern we find in his story. The challenge before us now is both to be faithful to Jesus back then, as mediated by the Gospels, and to be creative in our response to the challenges of life today.

The way I want to meet this challenge rests on two presuppositions. The first is a fundamental axiom of virtue ethics going all the way back to Aristotle
 and captured creatively by Yogi Berra in his saying, “You can see a lot by observing.”  Yogi’s aphorism enshrines the conviction that we learn how to live the good life by observing someone who is good at it. Just as Tiger Woods is good at golf, so we believe that Jesus is good at imitating God in the way he lived the moral life. Since Jesus is for us the fullest expression of what it means to be human, we turn to him as the paradigm of the moral life. Jesus is the norm of Christian morality, the ultimate basis for determining the good life, or the life of virtue. Christians claim to know something about what God wants a good human life to look like, and something about how we must live in order to achieve it. So the Christian moral imperative is not simply, “Be good” or “Be human.”  The Christian imperative is “Be good, or be human in the way Jesus was.” Or, in the Pauline idiom, “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus” (Phil 2:5).

The second presupposition is hermeneutical: how do we cross over from the life of Jesus to our own? The process is called analogical reflection.
  Because we do not live when Jesus did and because he did not face the very challenges that we do, we should not try to copy the external aspects of his life point for point. Imitation is not mimicry. Jesus is our paradigm for the moral life.  He is not a blueprint. Following Jesus today, then, is the matter of striving to make his wisdom, his spirit, and his dispositions towards life shape our own. Each of our lives is a variation on his. Our own variation is faithful when we can spot the rhyme between the Gospel’s witness to Jesus and the moral demands of the moment. Faithful attention to what we have received from the Gospels and creative openness to what is at hand is the moral performance of analogical reflection.
 

Since the imagination plays such a critical role in connecting us to the normative pattern of Jesus’ life, I want to say a little more about the nature and function of the imagination. If we associate the imagination solely with the playground of artists and geeks, or anyone who likes to make things up, or if we understand it as our private mental entertainment center, then we miss the significance of the imagination in moral inquiry. Cognitive science is teaching us how much the imagination plays a role in moral reasoning.
 The standard account of decision making tries to figure out what to do on the basis of abstract principles. It ignores the imaginative dimension of how we reason by way of analogy from metaphors to action. But as philosopher Iris Murdoch reminded us, seeing is prior to choosing.
 And, according to the responsibility ethics of H. Richard Niebuhr, we respond to what we see.
 The way we perceive a particular situation, identify its morally relevant features, and reason about it depend a great deal on the metaphors housed in the imagination that make up our frame of reference. Reading the Gospels can fill the imagination with a new way of seeing life that will give rise to living in a different way.

We live by metaphors.
 That is to say, we do not see raw reality. We see one thing as if it were another. Most of what we see does not lie in front of our eyes as naked reality. But, as the Chinese proverb reminds us, it lies behind our eyes in the images that fill the imagination.  Metaphorical frames shape our moral experience. They do not immediately tell us what we ought to do in a situation, but they do enlarge or shut down our capacity to see what is there. We interpret our experiences and endow them with meaning by seeing them “as” something we know. Despite the fact that the same reality presents itself to us, the significance we give it depends, in part, on the metaphorical frame through which we see it.


Take immigration, for example. We can see the immigrant as alien or as neighbor. We move from the metaphor “alien” to the action of building walls as deflector shields not by a simple trail of deduction, but by way of analogy to our paradigm of a Star Wars cosmic battle. But if we draw upon a different story, the Gospel, as our frame of reference, then we can use a different paradigm, such as The Good Samaritan, to serve as our primary analogate. Offering hospitality out of compassion harmonizes with seeing the immigrant as neighbor.


When we try to discern the harmony between our paradigm and our action, we cannot “prove” to others that our moral judgments are right with the clear crispness of the syllogistic click.  What we can do is explain how we see the matter. To the extent that we hold metaphors in common, we have a greater chance of seeing things the same way and reaching conclusions that may not be identical but at least harmonize. But to the extent that we live by different metaphors, we inhabit different frames of reference, prioritize values differently, and so easily talk past each other and never come to moral agreement, no matter how abundant the evidence.


Even when it comes to knowing Jesus, we are bound by metaphors that are notoriously ambiguous. We find this already happening as far back as the Gospel of Mark when Jesus put the question to Peter: “Who do people say that I am?” “And they answered him, ‘John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets.’ He asked them, ‘But who do you say that I am?’ Peter answered him, ‘You are the Messiah.’” (Mark 8:27-29)  But the pomp and power of the triumphant warrior king that Peter saw in the Messiah is not what Jesus saw. 

The New Testament is a kaleidoscope of metaphors of Jesus. The Christian tradition sees in them multiple meanings of Jesus. The Johannine author, for example, gives us Bread of Life (John 6:35), the light of the world (John 8:12), the good Shepherd (John 10: 11), the (sheep)gate (Jn. 10: 7 and 9), the resurrection and the life (John 11:25), the way, the truth, and the life (Jn. 14:6), the true vine (John 15: 1), and friend (John 15:15). In the theological tradition, we recognize Jesus as priest, prophet, and king. Today we might want to use other metaphors: “Jesus the Liberator” from Jon Sobrino
 and Leonardo Boff,
 “Jesus our Redeemer” from Gerald O’Collins,
 or “Jesus the Son of God on a divine mission” from Pope Benedict XVI.
 


In the process of becoming disciples, our metaphorical frames ought to come from our beliefs about what God is doing for us as revealed in the parables, sayings, and actions of Jesus. When we say that we interpret our lives in “the light of Christ,” then, we are referring to using images from the words, deeds and stories of Jesus and about Jesus as our reference point, or prime analogate, for informing our response. The challenge is to live out our faith by finding the analogy in our life that will harmonize with the normative pattern of Jesus’ life. We are to be both faithful and creative at the same time. Without Jesus as the reference point for interpreting our experiences, we would have no basis for a Christian identity and for calling our actions “Christian.” 

The imagination’s capacity to spot such analogies comes from grounding ourselves in Jesus’ way of life through spiritual practices, such as study, prayer, spiritual and corporal works of mercy, and through actions toward justice, peace, and the care of creation.  As William Spohn reminds us, “The practices of spirituality sharpen the Christian’s capacities to discern what is appropriate. They ground the person in a way of life by shaping perception and moral dispositions. At the same time, the doctrines of the faith and its moral principles also set parameters for analogical imagination.”
 

The more well-versed we become in the metaphors of Christian faith, the greater are our chances of experiencing life awash in religious and moral significance. As we deepen our familiarity with Jesus through our spiritual practices, and as we let that same mind be in us that was in Christ Jesus (Phil 2:5), we can become more skilled at discerning who God is calling us to be and how God is calling us to live in accordance with the Gospels. Analogical reflection nourished by spiritual practices makes the moral life inextricably tied to the spiritual life. Without spirituality, the moral life is blind and rootless.


In brief, then, the presuppositions supporting my moral reflection are first to rest moral claims on the character of Jesus. Second, we must engage the imagination by using analogical reflection to cross over from then to now.

III. Who Do You Say That I Am?


So, how do we answer the question Jesus put to Peter and now puts to us, “Who do you say that I am?”  I contend that this is the fundamental question for the Christian moral life. As I offer my answer to this question, you may want to think of your own.

In trying to answer it, we are embarking on the theological effort of Christology. That means we are trying to understand who Jesus was, what Jesus meant to the early Church, and what Jesus means to us. My Christology for the moral life begins with the affirmation that Jesus is God-with-a-face. That is to say, in Jesus we know what we know about God, and we know what it means to be human. As God, Jesus shows the fullest expression of God’s self-giving love reaching out to us.  As one of us, he is the fullest human expression of responding to God’s self-giving love. This fundamental conviction about him means that we can look to Jesus to know what God is doing in the world; namely, loving us.  And we can look to Jesus to know what it means to be human; namely, to live faithful to God by giving freely in love what we have received freely from love.

Free and faithful is what characterizes Jesus as a moral model for me. When I look at him in the Gospels, I see a man free enough to say what he believed and courageous enough to take the consequences; a man faithful to his mission of proclaiming the reign of divine love, yet often frustrated at its reception. I see a man who amazed crowds with his miracles and prophetic words and action, but couldn’t hold on to one of his own. I see a man who insisted on service as the mode of leadership, yet two of his own special companions argued over who would be the greater. I see a man whose whole disposition was toward mercy, forgiveness, and nonviolence, yet who died by capital punishment. I see a man who had a special feeling for those who hurt, yet aloneness weighed heavily upon him when he was deserted by his own at a time of great agony. When the showdown came, he paid the price for his years of freedom and faithfulness.


Jesus’ story tells me that to be human is to live with others and to learn how to love and to be loved, how to be one’s own person and still be of service to others. To live morally is to take responsibility for living and not to hitch your soul to another’s star.  Jesus showed that it is human not to know everything, but to discover, to live with surprise, and to find our dignity by taking our life into our hands. I don’t believe Jesus walked through Galilee with his life tucked in his hip pocket. If so, it would have been no harder for him to figure out what to do next than it is for us to find out how to make brownies by looking in the Joy of Cooking. A Jesus for whom doubt, frustration, or ambiguity was as absent as litter in Disneyland is someone who might spark our curiosity, but not someone close enough to us to want to follow him. Jesus would not be much of a moral model if he did not have to search and find, either because he knew beforehand what tomorrow would bring, or because he was being dragged through life like a puppet on a string. Was he only faking his feelings when he cried out from the cross?  I don’t think so.

I don’t think Jesus’ decisions came easily to him, even though he shared such a unique relationship with the Father. Jesus had to search life out and decide over and over again in favor of God’s rule of self-donating love. He had to spend time in prayer, reflect, struggle with ambiguity and temptation, and take risks. Part of being human is to make decisions on the basis of the best evidence we can gather at the moment, and then to commit ourselves on the basis of a calculated risk. Jesus had to make up his mind about what in particular his Father was calling him to do. For example, when people wanted to make him king, he had to decide whether it was a political messiah that he was being called to be. He had to decide when it was prudent to take himself out of the public scene and quilt himself in quiet to pray; and he had to decide when it was time to walk into Jerusalem, dangerous though that may be.


Free and faithful is what makes the difference in the way we interpret Jesus’ death. Would it make a difference to you if Jesus had died of a heart attack while walking the streets of Galilee?  I hope it would.  It certainly would have made a great deal of difference to the early Church who gave us the Gospels. Remember, the Gospels were written backwards from the vantage point of the cross and resurrection. If the ending of his story had been different, the evangelists would have had a very different story to tell, and our faith would be different as a result. After all, the way a story ends helps us understand the meaning of the whole. The crucifixion makes clear that his life of faithfulness was a free choice; his execution was not something that just happened to him. It was the consequence of who he was—a sign of contradiction to those who resented him and wanted him killed. The freedom of wanting to do what we do is the freedom that enables us to take our life into our own hands and to stand with our decisions. Such freedom is not the prerogative of only great people; it is for all of us.

Jesus died as he lived, trusting that life was not a bad joke and believing in himself because he trusted that the Father believed in him. That is to say, he modeled what it means to live by grace. He took a risk on a life lived out of the conviction that God loved him, and he took a risk in dying with no proof that resurrection would come. He addressed his cry of abandonment to a God whom he believed counted him dear and would be near enough to hear him. He committed his spirit into the hands of the God of surprises in whom he trusted would bring a radiant future. We celebrate his surprise today in the mystery we call Easter.

So there you have it, a brief Christology for the moral life. It is my way of responding to the question, “Who do you say that I am?” Grounded in this Christology, I want to engage the process of analogical reflection to sketch a portrait of a disciple who is trying to live in harmony with Jesus.

IV. Portrait of a Disciple


To live the Christian life is not the matter of imitating a good man, but it is a matter of living out of grace, or the divine love within us, with the freedom and faithfulness that characterized Jesus’ way of living out of that love within him. The imitation of Christ for us is not a matter of simply falling in line and marching to the cadence of his commandments. Nor is it repeating any of the externals of his life. That would be mere mimicry. Mimicry forgets that the strategies and responses of Jesus were based on the developmental influences of his own life and the resources he had available to address conflicts he faced as a Jewish man in first-century Palestine. For example, just because Jesus died at the hands of the political and religious leaders of his day does not mean that we ought to be martyred in similar fashion. That Jesus drove the money changers out of the temple does not mean that the Church ought not to be involved in fundraising. Jesus is our paradigm, not the blueprint to copy point for point. To do so would take mimicry for imitation, and that would be the death of any creative response to new issues and a new era. Authentic imitation is to take seriously what he took seriously—namely, that he was loved by God and was called to live freely and faithfully out of that love by giving himself to those most in need of liberation.  So the moral question put to us by the question Jesus put to Peter is not “What would Jesus do?” but “How can I be as faithful to God in my life as Jesus was in his?”


Imaginatively engaging a collage of Gospel stories gives us a picture of what the spirit of Jesus is like and who we might become in imitation of his freedom and his faithfulness. Jesus lived with his heart set on one thing—the reign of God’s love. The secret of his being able to witness to that love was that he accepted himself being accepted by God. This, I believe, is the significance of his baptism in the Jordan when the voice spoke a blessing from the rip in the heavens: “You are my own dear Son. I am pleased with you” (Mt 3:17). The rest of the Gospel demonstrates the practical effect of holding fast to these words of worth received out of the waters of baptism. He drew from the treasure of this blessing in order to bless in return.

 John Shea tells a Sufi story that gets to the heart of Jesus’ identity and capacity to love. As the story goes, Jesus was on the road with his disciples when some people began to throw stones at him and to curse him. Jesus blessed them. His disciples were dumbfounded.  “Why do you bless those who curse you?” they demanded to know. Jesus said, “I can only give what I have in my purse.”
 


Shea goes on to comment that because Jesus was secure in his being blessed by God, he knew where his treasure lay. When we are not so sure of being loved, a rock is always close at hand. When we start to throw rocks of curse or condemnation, it is because we can’t find our purse of blessings. But to live as a disciple is to give only what is in our purse. It is to let go of attachments and illusions to greatness that enslave us, such as the prideful desire for recognition to secure our worth, or the crippling fear of rejection for not being worthy of love, or a slavish conformity to go along with what everyone else seems to be doing or thinking.  

To be a disciple demands the freedom to let go of surrogate loves, or whatever occupies us, so that we have room for divine love. Perhaps the most challenging of Gospel stories calling to the radical renunciation of discipleship is the story of the rich young man (Mt 19: 16-30). The young man asks Jesus what he must do to share in everlasting life. Jesus tells him to keep the commandments. The young man says he has kept them all his life. But being a law-abiding citizen does not make for discipleship. Jesus invites the young man to give up his surrogate loves—all those things he relied upon for status, security, worth, and well-being—and to follow Jesus. The young man went away sad for he relied on much.


What is it about the rich young man that makes it impossible for him to share fully in divine love? We get a hint from a Peanuts cartoon that finds Linus sharing his hopes with Charlie Brown. Linus says, “So I’ve decided to be a very rich and famous person who doesn’t really care about money, and who is very humble but who still makes a lot of money and is very famous, but is very humble and rich and famous.”  Charlie looks at him in amazement and says, “Good luck.” Charlie has it exactly right:  “Good luck” if you try to live with a heart set on more than one thing. What makes being a disciple difficult for the rich young man is that he wants to hang onto his homemade securities as the source of his worth and loveableness. Jesus invites him to let go so that his heart can be filled with divine love. Jesus invites us to do likewise. 



Jesus’ singular work was to do what he experienced God calling him to do—set people free and invite them into communion with God and with one another. His miracles, for example, are works of liberation that enabled the people who were healed to go back into society and enjoy companionship and other life-giving relationships. His parables are judgments on the use of power to exclude people from an inclusive community. Jesus was free enough in himself so that he could be inclusive of a great variety of people despite the features that marginalized them as outcasts. If we are to be disciples in the spirit of Jesus, then we must do likewise—be free enough in ourselves to nurture moral sensitivities that have a special concern for those who are hurt or lost, that make room for the stranger and those on the margins of society, that are disposed towards mercy and forgiveness, that seek the nonviolent resolution of conflict, and that challenge any striving for superiority over another. 

While Jesus did not leave a detailed program of action that we are to follow as disciples, he did leave a vision, or metaphorical frame—the reign of God. He saw the reign of divine love as embracing all humanity and honoring the basic equality of each person without the limitations of nationality, race, gender, or religion. For example, Jesus did not exclude sinners from his company, as did the Pharisees. Even prostitutes and tax collectors were welcome at his table. Salvation did not mean condemning sinners from afar, but going forth to meet them and offer them a way out of their sin by building new relationships. Nor did Jesus exclude the crippled, the infirm, the possessed, or the unclean, as did the Essenes.  Nor did he exclude the poor and needy as did the Sadducees. Jesus did not fear approaching these people because it was his sharing with them in divine love that motivated him to touch and heal them. While the society of his time regarded women and children as defenseless property, Jesus did not exclude women from his company of intimate friends, nor did he bar children from his presence. Rather, he championed them as witnesses to our ultimate dependence on God’s love. From Jesus we learn that the criterion for discipleship is to be able to make room in one’s heart for everyone, and especially to be ready to stand on the side of those who are weakened by oppression of any sort.


One of my favorite stories about expanding our circle of inclusive love is the story of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10: 25-37). I read it as embodying two non-negotiable virtues of being a disciple—to be attentive and hospitable. 


In Arthur Miller’s play, Death of a Salesman, Willy Loman’s wife, Linda, aware of Willy’s eroding self-confidence, pleads the case of her desperate husband with their son, Biff, who has lost all respect for his father. Linda says, “Biff, I don’t say he’s a great man. Willy Loman never made a lot of money. His name was never in the paper. He’s not the finest character that ever lived. But he’s a human being, and a terrible thing is happening to him. So attention must be paid. He’s not to be allowed to fall into his grave like an old dog. Attention, attention must be finally paid to such a person.”
 She knows that anyone who goes unnoticed not only feels invisible but actually falls out of the picture.


We all need attention. It is very basic to human well-being. We see this need for attention acted out very early in life, and it never goes away. We see it on the living room floor when, as children playing, we are constantly checking about for our parent’s attention, “Mommy, watch me.” This is the cry of the heart, “Do you love me?” Paying attention bestows the blessing of being recognized as someone worthy of love. Paying attention with sensitivity and responsiveness is not as easy as it seems. It is a real asceticism. Perhaps that is why the Buddha said, “Don’t just do something, stand there.” 


When we stand there attentively we can make a conscious, deliberate effort to let what is before us make its impact on us. Attentiveness reorients our way of seeing, thinking, judging, and acting. That is what happened to the Good Samaritan. Because of his attentiveness, the Samaritan sees through social divisions to a relationship of solidarity. The sight of the man beaten and lying abandoned in the ditch shocks his imagination with a fresh image of what being neighbor means. His attentiveness expands his vision of inclusive love.

Attentiveness opens the way to hospitality. When the Samaritan looks in the ditch, he is moved by what he sees. Out of the depths of his feeling comes the hospitable action to see through the social divisions between Jews and Samaritans, to lift his neighbor out of the ditch, and to bring him to a place of healing. His work of mercy establishes a bond with the victim but not a dependency that leaves no room for others to share in this work of mercy. Hospitality is like that. It does not absorb all gifts into oneself in order to exalt one’s own greatness. It leaves room for the gifts of others. Then the parable ends with that haunting moral imperative, “Go and do likewise.”

Jesus also modeled what expanding our circle of inclusive love would look like in the way he interpreted the meaning and use of power. Consider these stories. The first is the conflict between Jesus and his disciples who return to him after meeting a man casting our demons in Jesus’ name (Lk 9:49-50). The disciples want to stop him. Why? He is not one of them. Jesus, however, does not want to stop him. Jesus has a different vision of who is “with them.” His priority is that people be free and brought under the reign of love. “Whoever is not against us is for us,” says Jesus. He expands his disciples’ vision of who is with them. He tells them, in effect, unless people exhibit hostility towards you, assume they are your ally. It is not your role to exclude; people will exclude themselves by their attitude and behavior.


This story shows how much the desire to be great, to be in control with power over others can influence how we evaluate all the events of our life. In this instance the disciples are so self-absorbed in their desire for greatness that they hoard what is most important—the power to set people free. Their consciousness is so competitive that they are threatened by someone poaching on their territory. The fact that a man now lives free of demons is insignificant to them. What matters is that they did not work the wonder. They hold the power as the official demon caster-outers, and they are fixed on guarding their turf. This stranger threatens to steal their importance. The disciples want to use their power to control the good and to make themselves great. The power in Jesus directed by divine love does not want to usurp the good, but the arrogant power in the disciples that wants to remain superior does.

My second story shows more of the same. When we strive for greatness, then we weigh everything in terms of whether it promotes or diminishes us. Remember, in his purse Jesus carries only blessings. His whole disposition is to bless and not to curse, to forgive and not to seek revenge, to liberate and not to oppress. Jesus deliberately espouses a lifestyle of service and inclusiveness. But his disciples still want to exercise their power to control and exclude, as in this story (Lk 9:51-56). Jesus commits himself to go to Jerusalem, the place of his suffering, and sends his disciples ahead to prepare people to welcome him and to preach the news of the reign of God. But a Samaritan village refuses to offer hospitality. Its refusal triggers a plan for retaliation in James and John. They react to rejection with rejection on steroids: “Do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?” Jesus rebukes their passion for revenge and their scorched-earth policy. Jesus says, in effect, “Let’s find a more welcoming village.” The disciples want to use their power to get revenge; Jesus uses his to find another opportunity.
  


The challenge of becoming a disciple is to appropriate service as true greatness, as in my third story. It is perhaps the most memorable scene in all the Gospels that illustrates the character of discipleship and what being faithful to the reign of God demands. It is the foot-washing scene at the Last Supper (Jn 13:1-17). Sandra Schneider’s interpretation is especially insightful in giving us a portrait of a disciple.
 In this scene, when Peter sees Jesus, the master, acting like a servant, he knows something new is afoot. This is not the picture Peter has in his imagination of the structure of relationships in the community. Peter realizes that, if he were to comply with the washing, he would be accepting a radical change in the way he ought to relate to others. The action of Jesus is challenging in a radical way the structure that makes some superior while others remain inferior. Such a conversion is more than Peter is willing to undergo. When Jesus deliberately reverses social positions by becoming the servant, he witnesses to a new order of relationships in the community and to a style of being a disciple wherein the desire to dominate has no place. Peter caves. He finally allows himself to be washed. In doing so, he accepts the call for him as a disciple to go and do likewise. 


Finally there is the cross and resurrection. The cross stands as the icon of Christianity not because it is a symbol of self-sacrifice, but because it is the summary of the freedom and faithfulness that marked Jesus’ life. Up to the cross, Jesus emptied himself for the sake of others.  On the cross he is most empty of what he could do for himself. The resurrection affirms that the way of Jesus is a truthful expression of living under the reign of God. Where Jesus has gone, we are bound to follow if we catch his spirit. If we are to be disciples in his spirit, then we must be free enough to nurture in ourselves moral sensitivities that have a special concern for those who are hurt or lost, that make room for the stranger and the outcast, that are disposed to act toward others with mercy and forgiveness, and that are inclusive of all. Because of the resurrection we can take the risk to be free and faithful as Jesus was. 
Conclusion


In conclusion, if you are anything like me, the call to be free and faithful in the way Jesus was seems so far out of reach. The words of Mother Emmanuel, head of the Carmelite monastery in Mark Salzman’s novel, Lying Awake, could be words addressed to us: “No matter how many times we hear what it costs to follow Christ, we’re still shocked when the bill comes, and we wonder all over again if we can pay it.”
 This seemingly unattainable life of a disciple only reminds us that we are all works in progress. We are always letting go and learning to love with a more inclusive love.


 For sure, we cannot become disciples on our own. It requires a commitment of faith on our part for sure. But it also requires strong bonds of solidarity with others who also share in the vision and mission of Jesus. Social scientists tell us that the metaphors we live by are largely caught by participating in the rituals and symbols of communities that live by them.
 So, to remain committed to discipleship, we need not only the scriptural texts that reveal Jesus to us, but we also need one another.  We need to participate in the life of a community that remembers him in its tradition of reflecting on his meaning and that celebrates him in its rituals and in its ways of living in imitation of him.

We need to live with people who can demonstrate that violence is not inevitable, that living in harmony with the earth is possible, that selfishness can be overcome by generosity, and that care and kindness are ways to call people to life. The imitation of Christ is a cooperative adventure. We need people who are so crazy about us that their love frees us to be our best selves, and to take risks on our own giftedness and on that of others. This is what the Church ought to be—a community of prophets and cheerleaders informed by the life of Christ.  


 The call to discipleship invites us to open ourselves to divine love and to live as friends. Each of us will live as a disciple in a way that corresponds to our capacities and to our openness to the Holy Spirit. Jesus has shown us the way by being free and faithful to God. The details are now left to us. We must figure out from his example and our capacity how we can become a sign and instrument of inclusive love. In the end, we have to think analogically how to love as we have been loved. In so loving we witness to the vision of Jesus that all peoples will be brought under the inclusive reign of God. 
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