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An Invitation 

 
 

FROM THE BEGINNING, Christianity was known as ‘The Way’ and for 
good reason.  Jesus, the founder, summoned people to follow him and 
to share his vocation. Before long, this initial invitation found expression 
through an increasingly sophisticated set of beliefs which fostered the 
view that following the Christian Way was principally a matter of assent 
– of affirming a particular understanding of Jesus, God, humanity and the 
universe as a whole.   
 
In my experience, many people find these credal accretions render Jesus 
less not more accessible.  They obscure him from those seeking to 
encounter Jesus, as much as it is possible, for the first time, 
unencumbered by centuries of theological embellishment. 
 
These addresses are an invitation to rediscover something of that initial 
impetus of Jesus through exploring the characteristics of his faith which, 
as you will see, are almost entirely practical.  Through doing so, I hope 
you will come to recognise that his Way has lost none of its profundity, 
authority and relevance. 
 
Ian Wallis, Vicar 
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One 
_______ 

Embodying Forgiveness 

 
 
HOW SHALL WE describe the Christian Way?  We are, each of us, apprentices of a master 
craftsman.  A pattern of life entrusted to us through baptism. Like any apprentice, we need a 
mentor; and it is to Jesus of Nazareth we look for guidance and enlightenment if we wish to 
become accomplished in our craft, namely the Artistry of Faith – the acquisition and 
embodiment of those basic skills and essential competences which enable us to share in his faith 
and to minister in his name. 
 
As you would expect, the artistry of faith finds its definitive exposition in Jesus himself, the 
artisan whose craft extended beyond making objects out of wood to fashioning the beauty of 
God from the raw material of our humanity:  reclaiming lives abandoned to unworthy pursuits 
or to premature degeneration, revitalizing despairing spirits dampened by oppressive climates, 
reforming the fragments of a broken past into an emerging integrity, redeeming seemingly 
unredeemable experiences of suffering or despair, building inclusive communities capable of 
embracing diversity, transforming corrupt regimes and structures in the name justice, truth and 
peace, restoring a playful innocence where ambivalence or jaundiced cynicism once reigned. 
 
This is our craft – fashioning the beauty of God within the raw material of our humanity.  And 
the artistry of faith, those basic skills and essential competences, is so fundamental as to be 
readily accessible to all apprentices, yet sufficiently comprehensive to enable each of us to 
practise the art wherever we may find ourselves and in whoever’s company.  So let us attend to 
the master and learn from his ways. 
 
We begin with the Art of Forgiveness and with a Synagogue service in Nazareth, where Jesus is 
reading from the scroll of the prophet Isaiah from the Hebrew Scriptures: 
 

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 release to the captives 
and recovery of sight to the blind, 
to let the oppressed go free, 
to proclaim the year of the Lord's favour.  (Luke 4.18-19) 

 
Luke records that, having read these portions from chapters 61 and 58, Jesus rolled up the 
scroll as was common practice and returned in to the attendant; but, it seems, he did not 
thereby surrender the vision it articulated.  A radical vision no less revolutionary than the one 
that spawned the Jewish nation from a disparate collection of slaves and nomads under the 
inspired leadership of Moses centuries earlier. 
 
Isaiah gives expression to a hope of liberation from exile, from the barren experiences 
characterizing existence where God is known by absence and where substitutes for divine 
blessing fail to sustain or inspire.  The background to this vision is what we may refer to as the 
Dispensation of Forgiveness, the Jubilee, described in Leviticus (chapter 25) and Deuteronomy 
(chapter 15). 
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Every seventh or fiftieth year (both figures are mentioned), God’s people were expected to 
cancel outstanding debts, liberate slaves, reduce profits, return land to its ancestral owners and 
be generous to those in need.  What was the purpose of this thoroughgoing programme?  To 
remind God’s people that they were bound in covenantal relationship with the God of 
Forgiveness, who liberated them from thraldom in Egypt and led them into the spacious land of 
opportunity and blessing.  And as God’s forgiven people it was incumbent upon them to 
practice forgiveness - to mirror God’s generosity and so to be a source of blessing to others. 
 
Whether this Dispensation of Forgiveness was ever observed by ancient Israel remains a matter 
of debate, but it certainly shaped a hope that one day God’s liberating, gracious and restorative 
presence would break through the firmament of heaven and rain down upon his people. 
 
And after reading from Isaiah, Jesus declared, ‘Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your 
hearing’ (Luke 4.21).  It is no surprise, therefore, to find the Gospels packed with testimonies 
to his capacity to liberate from a broad spectrum of servitudes: 
 

• the debilitating, excluding and stigmatising effects of disease overwhelmed; 

• destructive, dehumanising and addictive patterns of behaviour broken; 

• children told they are teachers; 

• women offered back their dignity; 

• the uneducated impassioned for learning; 

• the hungry invited to feast; 

• lonely people given an opportunity to belong; 

• sinners extended the privileges of sainthood; 

• those fearful of living or dying granted peace; 

• the unredeemed time of ordinary people saturated with significance; 

• people weighed down with the worries of life inspired with joyful abandon; 

• guilt-ridden offenders disturbed from their self-preoccupations; 

• victims of broken relationships empowered with reconciling overtures; 

• politicians challenged with the truth and justice they were authorized to uphold; 

• religious gate-keepers of God’s kingdom reminded of their responsibilities; 

• complacent Jews called to account; 

• trusting Gentiles granted the desires of their hearts. 

 
Many of those who encountered Jesus experienced forgiveness as a liberating reality drawing 
them out of their exile of unbelief or oppression or disease or isolation or meaninglessness or 
prejudice or poverty or fearfulness or boredom or worry or shame or brokenness or greed or 
exploitation or self-aggrandizement or success or intellectual arrogance or wealth or religiosity, 
or self-centredness, into a creative space where they found the freedom to be – to take 
responsibility for their existence and to make determinative choices. 
 
It is true that when Jesus went up to Jerusalem to cries of ‘Hosanna, Liberate now!’, he did not 
overthrow the rule of Rome, but throughout his ministry and beyond he repeatedly led people 
out of slavery into a spacious place where God could be encountered as the source of 
wholeness, integrity and authentic life.  And surely this is the gospel – the good news – 
entrusted to us.  The experience of forgiveness - a mediation of divine generosity with 
transforming effect. 



4 

And one of the most striking and controversial aspects of Jesus’ practice of forgiveness was its 
profound gratuitousness.  From what we can gather, Jesus recognized that forgiveness must be 
just that – a gift given in the name of the giving God, freely offered and without condition 
(although given for a reason and not without hope of response).  Not a reward for repentance 
nor an inducement with penitential strings attached; but an unmerited and sometimes unsought 
communication of creative energy and divine attention. 
 
At a time when many faithful Jews were protecting their inheritance through amplifying the 
distinction between the upright and worthy, on the one hand, and the wayward and 
undeserving, on the other, Jesus adopted an altogether different strategy.  He recognized that 
grace is the catalyst for change - where there is no forgiveness, genuine repentance remains 
elusive and unattainable.  It is forgiveness alone that is able to create opportunity for genuine 
choice to be exercised and life-changing decisions made. 
 
No doubt, many of those among whom Jesus practised the art of forgiveness chose not to 
share his faith nor to pattern their lives on his, declining his invitation to discover a truer self 
within God’s economy of blessing.  Few, it seems, were numbered along with Bartimaeus who, 
once freed from the stigma and curse of blindness, chose to follow Jesus on the way (Mark 
10.46-52).  By far the majority were like the nine lepers who, restored to health and to the 
communities from which they had been excluded, felt no need to acknowledge the one who 
returned them to the land of the living (Luke 17.11-19).  Although such ambivalence and 
outright rejection must have grieved Jesus, it did not cause him to change track but only to 
intensify his impetus to liberate in God’s name – an impetus that ultimately led him to make the 
ultimate sacrifice on a cross at Golgotha. 
 
In brief, this is the art of forgiveness entrusted to us – so much bigger than its liturgical context 
within our worship (although forgiveness must be no less transforming here), so much more 
revolutionary than what is offered in response to repentance.  Like baptism, forgiveness can 
only come to us as pure gift.  For in this radical quality of giftedness resides both release from 
those cycles of behaviour and distortions of perception that diminish us and momentum to 
grow into the full stature of our God-given humanity embodied in the life of Jesus himself.   
 
Ultimately, the Christian Way begins with the recognition that life is a gift and one that is 
continually offered to us through each act of kindness, of for-giveness, extended our way.  How 
we respond to such offerings determines the course our lives will follow, for destinations 
emerge from the journeys we undertake. 
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Two 
_______ 

Inhabiting (the) Prayer 
 
 

Our Father, who is in heaven, 
let your name be made holy, 
let your kingdom come, 
let your will be done, 
as in heaven so also on earth. 
Give us this day the bread of Life. 
And release us from our debts, 
as we also have released our debtors.   
And let our faith not be tested beyond endurance, 
but deliver us from Evil, 
for the kingdom and the power and the glory 
are yours, now and forever.  Amen. 

 
FUNDAMENTALLY, there is only one Christian prayer, known to us as the Lord’s Prayer.  It is 
fundamental because it contains all that is essential in life.  It embraces our needs and hopes, it 
communicates our longings and convictions, it roots us in the family of God and invites us to 
embrace a radical way of living imbued with beauty, integrity and fruitfulness.  The Lord’s Prayer 
is as close as we come to a common currency – a universal language capable of uniting 
humanity at a profound level.  It contains a grammar of life, defining the contours of our most 
vital relationships. 
 
From what we can gather, this prayer has been at the heart of Christian worship from the 
beginning and continues to be so to this day.  Strange as it may seem, however, the Lord’s 
Prayer is not specifically Christian in content.  It contains no reference to Jesus or to the 
Trinity.  It is not a prayer we pray to Christ, the eternal Son of God, nor through the mediation 
of his atoning death; rather, it is a prayer Jesus invites us to pray with him.  The Lord’s Prayer is 
the prayer of Jesus himself. 
 
It follows from this that when the disciples asked Jesus to teach them to pray and he offered 
the Lord’s Prayer (Luke 11.1-4), he was doing much more than giving them a new formulation.  
He was inviting them to inhabit his way of life: to share his relationship with God, to experience 
the world through his eyes, to engage with his vision of the kingdom and to work towards its 
fulfilment.  This is where the transforming capacity of the Lord’s Prayer resides: in the gift of a 
new identity bestowed upon those who make this prayer their own and, through doing so, 
come to indwell the faith of its author. 
 
For these two reasons, then, the Lord’s Prayer is fundamental for all Christian apprentices: (i) it 
gathers up in a few memorable phrases all that is essential to living with integrity in God’s 
creation; (ii) it is the prayer of Jesus himself and of those who find a common humanity in him.  
 
What kind of identity does Lord’s Prayer bestow upon us?  At least four characteristics are 
noteworthy.  Firstly, the Lord’s Prayer encourages us to relate to Jesus as a brother, perhaps an 
elder brother.  The ‘our’ in ‘Our Father’ and the usage throughout the prayer of the first 
person plural - ‘Give us this day the bread of Life.  And release us from our debts, as we also 
have released our debtors.  And let our faith not be tested beyond endurance, but deliver us 
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from Evil’ – draws us into companionship with him.  Just as the first community of persons who 
gathered around Jesus were influenced not only by what he did and said, but also by the 
profundity of his friendship and by his desire for them to embrace his orientation in life, so we 
can recognise here a paradigm to be emulated. 
 

The Lord’s Prayer encourages us to travel with Jesus in the sense of allowing his prayerfulness 
to permeate our prayerfulness, his ministry to inform our ministry, his sacrifice to inspire and 
give significance to the offering of our lives.  All this roots us in those models of discipleship 
expounded in the Gospels and throughout the New Testament.  It requires us to recognize 
that Jesus did not conceive of his vocation in exclusive terms, but rather sought to embody a 
practice of faith that others could share, at least to a point, through serving an apprenticeship in 
his company.  And one of the enduring qualities of the Lord’s Prayer is its pedagogical function - 
its character-forming, horizon-setting, relationship-building and life-orienting effects upon those 
who allow it to shape their human being in conformity to Christ.  The Lord’s Prayer, then, 
draws us into companionship with Jesus himself. 
 

Secondly, the Lord’s Prayer encourages us to relate to God as Father.  One of the insights 
communicated by the gospel evangelists through presenting Jesus’ baptism by John as the launch 
pad for what follows is that ministry flows out of identity - who we are determines what we are 
capable of.  As the heavenly voice celebrates so memorably, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with 
you I am well pleased’ (Mark 1.11), the assurance of sonship and the demonstration of divine 
pleasure cultivates in Jesus a quality of life that finds its source in God alone.  Like any Jew, Jesus 
knew himself to be a child of the covenant, chosen by God, born into the community of faith; 
for him, however, this was no accident of birth but an opportunity to experience the blessings 
of God personally and to extend those blessings to others in God’s name. 
 

To pray the Lord’s Prayer with Jesus, therefore, is to be drawn into covenant with the God 
whose fatherly goodness is the source and sustenance of life itself and whose pleasure is the 
delight of those who discover their true identity in relation to him as they seek to trust in his 
providence and to go with the grain of his loving purposes.  The Lord’s Prayer bestows upon us 
the dignity of being children of God and teaches us to call God ‘Father’. 
 
We should note, however, this does not necessarily imply Jesus envisaged God to be a bodily 
person inhabiting a spatial heaven, but it does confirm that he related to God personally.  This 
insight is fundamental, defining the nature and orientation of all prayer rooted in Jesus’ 
experience of God.  It confirms that God cannot be known in an abstract or theoretical way – 
God isn’t something to be investigated and proved.  Nor is God some sort of anonymous 
source of energy to be discovered and harnessed.  Rather, God is a personal God who can only 
be encountered personally – through the dynamics, commitments and risks associated with 
relating to other persons. 
 
So Jesus related to God personally, but more than that he related to God as a son relates to his 
father.  Here, we need to pause and acknowledge that our understanding of sonship may be 
rather different from his.  Relationships between men and women, adults and young people, 
wives and husbands, parents and their children, function differently today in the Western world.  
Further, we cannot simply assume that the nature of family and community life are comparable.  
As a result, a note of caution must be sounded when attempting to build bridges from our own 
experience to reach into that of a first century Galilean Jew.  For instance, does Jesus pray ‘Our 
Father’ because he belonged to a male-orientated culture which projected the predominant 
gender onto its images of God or because there is something particular about the way a child 
relates to a father which corresponds to the nature of God and which would be lost had he 
prayed ‘Our Mother’ or ‘Our Parent’ or even ‘Our Father and Mother’?  
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Thirdly, the Lord’s Prayer encourages us to learn what it means to belong to God’s people, 
God’s family.  There is an inescapable communal dimension to this prayer which rescues the 
practice of faith from being a private pursuit and anchors it within a framework of mutuality.  
The centrality of this unconditional commitment to belonging is reflected in the personal 
dynamics at the heart of the Lord’s Prayer where God’s forgiveness of us is linked to our 
forgiveness of others: ‘And release us from our debts, as we also have released our debtors.’ 
 

The point, as a number of Jesus’ parables confirm (eg Matthew 18.23-35; Luke 7.40-43), is not 
that God is no more generous than we are, but that our capacity to receive God’s forgiveness 
for the gift that it is flows from our willingness to allow that forgiveness to permeate our own 
relationships.  This is a contentious area and one that has vexed many.  The key, I think, is to 
differentiate between gifts and rewards, and between giving and offering.  Gifts that have to be 
earned or are given with preconditions cease to be gifts and become the property of the 
recipient in the sense that they have earned the right to receive them - they become rewards.  
But gifts can only be offered, they cannot be forced upon us without becoming something 
wholly other; it is the prerogative of the recipient alone to decide whether or not to receive 
them in the spirit in which they were offered.  And it is here that an important distinction 
emerges: between God’s willingness to forgive and our willingness to receive God’s forgiveness.  
The former is unconditional; the latter is contingent upon our readiness to live as God’s 
forgiven children - liberated to love God and to allow God’s forgiveness to permeate all our 
relationships. 
 
But the Lord’s Prayer draws us into relationship not only through experiencing forgiveness, but 
also through active engagement with its broader agenda.  For instance, to pray for the coming 
of God’s kingdom or for the performance of God’s will implies a process of corporate 
discernment through which the tasks God wishes to undertake in our time that his presence 
may be felt and his purposes furthered are able to emerge.  To pray the Lord’s Prayer, then, 
not only introduces us to Jesus, our brother, to God, our Father, but also to the broader family 
among whom we must find our place and play our part. 
 
This leads us onto the fourth and final characteristic of the new identity we inherit through the 
Lord’s Prayer.  As God’s daughters and sons we are expected to be about our Father’s business 
– for such is the responsibility of those counted among God’s people and called to share in 
Christ’s vocation.  It is a responsibility that comes into focus at the beginning of the prayer: 
‘Our Father, who is in heaven, let your name be made holy, let your kingdom come, let your 
will be done, as in heaven so also on earth.’ 
 
Who is the subject of these petitions?  Who is to bring about the hallowing of God’s name, the 
inaugurating of the kingdom and the fulfilment of God’s will?  The one who prays or the one 
addressed in prayer?  For Jesus, this would have seemed an artificial distinction in that his 
ministry bears witness to a God who invites his children to co-operate with him – an insight 
underpinning Jewish covenantal theology from the outset (‘I will take you as my people, and I 
will be your God.’ Exodus 6.7).  God creates reconciling communities of worth and promise, 
shaped by the discipline of love, within which the blessings of living in God’s economy of 
forgiveness are concentrated and channelled out into God’s world. 
 
In this respect, the Lord’s Prayer is an invitation to wholehearted covenantal living as God 
brings the best out in us and we bring the best out in God (in the sense of making God visible) 
that together we may bring the best out in others.  And it is this reciprocity which is the pulse 
of intercession as human need and aspiration are touched by the life of God encountered 
within the communities he calls into being.  For this reason, the definitive exposition of the 
Lord’s Prayer is Jesus’ ministry itself. 
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In brief, then, this is the new identity we inherit:  learning with Jesus to call God ‘Father’, in the 
company of all God’s people, and allowing God to form in us a quality of life that reflects God’s 
own.  And if we are to become proficient in the art of prayer, then we can ill afford to depart 
far from this pattern.  The Lord’s Prayer is a remarkably simple formulation, but not simplistic; 
comprehensive, but not complex.  It has a homely ‘lived-in’ feel about it, natural and instinctive, 
as befits a family prayer.  It seems little concerned with how or why we are able to relate to 
God personally and intimately, or to know Jesus as a companion and guide, or to belong to a 
community encompassing the world and reaching through the centuries, or to be entrusted 
with furthering God’s causes.  It leaves such mysteries in God’s hands and encourages us to do 
the same, as we attend to the business of becoming the persons who, in God’s eyes, we already 
are. 
 
Let us, then, make the Lord’s Prayer our own: let it inform and orientate our worship, let it 
resonate through our lives and ministry, let it inspire our preaching and teaching, let it bring 
integrity to our church communities, let it draw us into God’s world, and let it be a source of 
joy. 
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Three 
_______ 

Embracing Wisdom 

 
 
THEOLOGY as a discipline is not a Christian innovation.  We know that there were Jewish 
theologians in first century Palestine, principally exegetes of Torah (Genesis – Deuteronomy).  
And although the body of rabbinic interpretative literature we possess comes from the second 
century and beyond (eg Mishnah, Talmud and Midrash), in Jesus’ time there were already 
schools of thought (eg Hillel and Shammai), principles of interpretation and academies of 
learning (eg Beth Midrash).  There were also authoritative interpreters (eg Gamaliel) 
acknowledged for their expertise in applying Torah to all aspects of life, enabling Jews to live 
faithfully within the covenant. 
 
Interestingly, although the Hebrew Scriptures were clearly foundational for Jesus (cf Matthew 
5.21-48) and whilst he could hold his own in disputation with other religious authorities over 
matters of interpretation (eg Mark 2.23-28; 7.1-23), judging from the composition of the 
Gospels Jesus was celebrated and sought out principally for his wisdom.  Evidently, it was the 
testimony of many that to be in his company was to be in the company of wisdom personified 
and to be nurtured in wisdom’s ways, in truth, to be enlightened. 
 
The way of wisdom speaks of a particular approach to theology and it is one Jesus shared not 
only with the sages of his own faith tradition (eg Ecclesiastes, Proverbs, Sirach, Wisdom), but 
also of other religious traditions and philosophical outlooks.  Unlike much theological discourse, 
wisdom is not a derivative pursuit where one needs to establish principles or construct 
arguments or apply rules before conclusions can be drawn; wisdom is like discovering treasure 
– it possesses an inherent persuasiveness and, once uncovered, becomes a singular 
preoccupation.  Significantly, Jesus tells us as much: 
 

The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which someone found and hid; then in 
his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.  Again, the kingdom of heaven is like 
a merchant in search of fine pearls; on finding one pearl of great value, he went and sold all that 
he had and bought it. (Matthew 13.44-46) 

 
What kind of theology does Jesus’ wisdom offer us?  The first thing to say is that it isn’t 
systematic or scholastic.  He neither uses technical nomenclature and concepts nor draws on 
recognised authorities.  He makes no attempt to provide a consistent and all-encompassing 
framework of belief, although Jesus’ wisdom embraces the essential and generative ingredients 
of a faith capable of equipping us to live wholeheartedly in God’s world.  In this respect, 
wisdom has the potential to be universal because it relates to all of life and draws on all of life 
to make its point.  Perhaps, we could say that wisdom makes visible the unseen truths 
underpinning and informing life. 
 
Jesus preferred to communicate wisdom using one of two forms of speech, the aphorism or the 
parable.  The first is a memorable saying bringing clarity, perspective and judgement to the 
business of living with integrity in a fleeting world, infused with eternity.  For instance: 
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Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  
No one can serve two masters. 
Today’s trouble is enough for today. 
Do not judge, so that you may not be judged. 
You will know them by their fruits. 
Prophets are not without honour, except in their hometown. 
Love your neighbour as yourself. 
The eye is the lamp of the body. 
What profit is there in gaining the whole world and forfeiting one’s life? 
Ask, and it will be given you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened. 

 
The second form of speech is a narrative invitation to inhabit a situation in life that initially 
seems comfortable and familiar, but once within we are surprised by its strangeness – how it 
overflows with new challenges, insights and opportunities.  Again, let us attend: 
 

A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who 
stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead.  Now by chance a priest was 
going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side.  So likewise a 
Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side.  But a Samaritan 
while travelling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity.  He went to him 
and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them.  Then he put him on his own 
animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him.  The next day he took out two denarii, gave 
them to the innkeeper, and said, 'Take care of him; and when I come back, I will repay you 
whatever more you spend’. (Luke 10.30-35) 

 
So who is my neighbour?  And what does neighbourliness require of me?  And where can I find 
the motivation and means to be neighbourly?  At one level, of course, these may appear secular 
questions, but they are in their very secularity questions about human identity and about the 
resources accessible to us when we begin to explore who we are, why we are here, where we 
belong and what is the purpose of it all.  Then their theological and spiritual quality emerges, 
even though God is never mentioned in as many words. 
 
One of the remarkable qualities of Jesus’ wisdom is its credibility – its power to command 
attention and to convict those whom he encountered, even on an occasional basis: 
 

Now when Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were astounded at his teaching, for 
he taught them as one having authority, and not as their scribes.’ (Matthew 7.28-29) 

 
Wisdom is like that – it needs no propping up or recourse to plausibility structures; it 
possesses its own authority because it communicates truth – the uncovering of what is.  And 
truth, as Jesus reminds us, is its own advocate: ‘wisdom is vindicated by all her children’ (Luke 
7.35). 
 
How urgent is the need for Jesus’ apprentices of today to value wisdom and to discover how to 
embody and communicate wisdom without disguising it in theological techno-speak which 
makes it all but inaccessible and leaves many people, initiated and uninitiated alike, with the 
strong suspicion that we have found nothing in our faith of universal significance or appeal.  For, 
if we had, we would be able to let its truthfulness out.  We must find ways of becoming wise 
stewards and practitioners of sacred wisdom. 
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Another vital characteristic of Jesus’ theology of wisdom is its profound this-worldliness, giving 
expression to a trusting faith in a Creator who creates good things and whose creation is 
impregnated with divine life, even though it may not always be apparent: 
 

Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what 
you will wear.  Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing?  Look at the birds of 
the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds 
them.  Are you not of more value than they?  And can any of you by worrying add a single hour 
to your span of life?  And why do you worry about clothing?  Consider the lilies of the field, how 
they grow; they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed 
like one of these.  But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow 
is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you - you of little faith? (Matthew 6.25-30) 

 
We can describe this as a natural theology of sorts and one that bears witness to discovering 
God through reflecting on creation and our place within it.  In Jesus’ experience, such an 
undertaking opens us up to the otherness of being where we are able to encounter the One 
who made us thus.  For this reason, Jesus not only draws on creation to make God visible, but 
uses people and their preoccupations: 
 

A sower went out to sow . . . . . 
There was a man who had two sons . . . . . 
Whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child . . . . .. 
For truly I tell you, if you have faith the size of a mustard seed . . . . . 
It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle . . . . . 
Truly I tell you, wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will 
be told in remembrance of her. 

 
This kind of wisdom is the fruit of discerning reflection not only on the natural order, but also 
on the challenge of living authentically, meaningfully and sympathetically within an ambiguous 
world characterized by community and enmity, beauty and pollution, vitality and decay, health 
and disease, justice and oppression, responsibility and recklessness, generosity and greed, 
stability and entropy, joy and sorrow, opportunity and constraint. 
 
How refreshing and reassuring this is!  That our new identity as God’s children enables us to 
find God not by becoming less than human or indeed by claiming to be more than human.  It 
becomes accessible not through abstract thinking that dislocates us from the grist of existence 
or through withdrawing from the world of secular pursuit and discourse into a sanitized 
enclave.  Quite the contrary, the wisdom of Jesus plunges us into an all-encompassing vocation 
to explore what it means to be an human being along with other human beings in a universe 
beyond our creating.  And it is here, in this common quest, that Jesus’ Artistry of Faith proves 
its worth. 
 
For this reason, it is vital that we do not allow our churches to become arks of salvation for 
those seeking to escape from the evils of the present age.  Rather, let us cultivate oases of 
creativity and fruitfulness where all people can find refreshment through delighting in wisdom’s 
ways and become rooted in those sapient resources enabling us to body forth Christ’s wisdom 
into the world.  And let us not so preoccupy congregations with churchy affairs that they have 
little time to find God in the Cathedral of Life or to engage with the challenges and 
opportunities that await them there. 
 
But what about evil and sin, salvation and eternity – what does wisdom have to say here?  Let 
me offer a number of observations.  Interestingly, when many Jews had all but given up on this 
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life, Jesus announced, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand’ (Mark 1.15), 
seeding the present with salvific potential.  And it appears that wisdom’s role within this 
perception is discerning where and how and among whom.   

 
With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable will we use for it?  It is like a 
mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth;  yet 
when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth large 
branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade. (Mark 4.30-32) 
 
Then Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, and proclaiming 
the good news of the kingdom, and curing every disease and every sickness.  When he saw the 
crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep 
without a shepherd.  Then he said to his disciples, ‘The harvest is plentiful, but the labourers are 
few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out labourers into his harvest.’ (Matthew 9.35-
38) 

 
Equally, as Jesus’ ministry was an embodiment of that wisdom characterising kingdom living, he 
also recognised himself to be engaged in a struggle against evil that ultimately would only be 
decided by decisive divine intervention: ‘Truly I tell you, there are some standing here who will 
not taste death until they see that the kingdom of God has come with power’ (Mark 9.1).  
There is a tension here that, overlooked, misinterprets Jesus’ vision and vocation, between his 
very positive, life-affirming outlook on this world as a place where the blessings associated with 
God’s presence can be experienced and his keen awareness that the fulfilment of God’s saving 
purposes entailed the overcoming of those forces of domination and oppression that infect 
human existence at every level and hold us in thraldom: 
 

But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out the demons, then the kingdom of God has come to 
you … And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen long 
years, be set free from this bondage on the sabbath day? (Luke 11.20; 13.16). 

 
Further, Jesus could be blistering in his criticism of religious leaders who, knowingly or 
otherwise, alienated people from their heavenly Father: 
 

But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you lock people out of the kingdom of 
heaven. For you do not go in yourselves, and when others are going in, you stop them.  (Matthew 
23.13) 

 
And those who demonstrated a desire to follow him were confronted with the 
uncompromising demands of that vocation: 
 

If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow 
me …  Let the dead bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God 
…No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.  (Mark 
8.34; Luke 9.60, 62) 

 
Yet, for all that, he adopted a more generous and forgiving attitude towards ‘sinners’ – a 
category that in all probability included those who deliberately contravened God’s 
commandments and exploited their compatriots.  It seems that Jesus went out his way to seek 
their company, earning a reputation for doing so, in order to extend to them the blessings of 
heaven (cf Matthew 11.19; 21.28-32; Mark 2.15-17; Luke 7.31-50; 15.1-32; 18.9-14; 19.1-10).  
Wisely, he recognised that grace is the catalyst for change, including repentance, rather than its 
reward. 
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Jesus spoke up and said to him, ‘Simon, I have something to say to you.’ ‘Teacher,’ he replied, 
‘Speak.’  ‘A certain creditor had two debtors; one owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty.  
When they could not pay, he cancelled the debts for both of them.  Now which of them will love 
him more?’  Simon answered, ‘I suppose the one for whom he cancelled the greater debt.’ And 
Jesus said to him, ‘You have judged rightly.’  Then turning toward the woman, he said to Simon, 
‘Do you see this woman? I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has 
bathed my feet with her tears and dried them with her hair.  You gave me no kiss, but from the 
time I came in she has not stopped kissing my feet.  You did not anoint my head with oil, but she 
has anointed my feet with ointment.  Therefore, I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been 
forgiven; hence she has shown great love.’ (Luke 7.40-47) 

 
Finally, it is St Paul who reminds us that Jesus’ most definitive exposition of wisdom was in the 
offering of his life to restore a broken humanity into fellowship with its Maker: 
 

For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are 
being saved it is the power of God … Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we 
proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who 
are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God (1 
Corinthians 1.18, 22-24). 

 
Wisdom may not be the most intellectually satisfying approach to doing theology; certainly, it 
leaves many questions unanswered (although, perhaps, this too is wisdom!), but it was Jesus’ 
preferred approach and those of us who seek to share his faith need also become proficient in 
the art – to practise wisdom, to preach and teach wisdom, to identify and celebrate wisdom 
wherever it is to be found, and to build communities rooted in wisdom’s ways. 
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Four 
_______ 

Living Hospitably 

 
 
ONE OF the functions of a religion is to facilitate access to sacred things: the sacred within 
ourselves, the sacred within the world around us and the sacred beyond all creating.  Such a 
task is not without risk and for this reason has tended to be mediated by particular rituals 
performed by priestly representatives and by particular observances undertaken by those 
whom they represent. 
 
Jewish religion in Jesus’ day was no exception (nor is contemporary Christianity), spawning a 
number of strategies for maintaining covenant with God.  For instance, the Temple was still 
standing with its clergy administering the sacrificial cult to atone for sin, to perform rites of 
passage and to pay Yahweh his dues (Yahweh is the Jewish name for God).  Local synagogues 
celebrated a form of covenantal fidelity based upon prayer and study of the Scriptures.  The 
Pharisees practised a more rigorous regime through extending the teaching of Torah to 
embrace all aspects of life and through limiting social intercourse to those who did likewise.  
The Dead Sea community was committed to sanctification through separation and, again, strict 
observance of the Law.  There were also various reform and resistance movements with 
programmes for gathering a faithful remnant or for re-establishing a geographical and political 
kingdom. 
 
Characterizing many of these movements was a sense of urgency and imminent danger.  This 
resulted in an understandable preoccupation with what can be described as ‘the mechanics of 
access’: dealing with sin, maintaining purity, becoming acceptable, demonstrating repentance, 
overcoming evil.  All this, as well-meaning as it no doubt was, had the effect of confirming many 
Jews in what must have seemed an hopeless predicament as they struggled to maintain faith 
whilst living in God’s perceived absence and in the shadow of impending judgement.  To be 
reminded constantly of one’s sinfulness, unworthiness, impurity and culpability does little to 
facilitate change or make salvation accessible; it simply reinforces the enormity of the task 
whilst confirming impotence and estrangement. 
 
It is from this climate that Jesus emerges, offering a radically different approach to divine 
presence.  As we have seen, many of those who encountered Jesus experienced forgiveness as 
a liberating reality, drawing them out of their exile of unbelief, oppression, disease, isolation, 
meaninglessness, prejudice, poverty, fearfulness, boredom, worry, shame, brokenness, greed, 
exploitation, self-aggrandizement, success, intellectual arrogance, wealth, religiosity, self-
centredness, in truth from whatever kept God distant and remote, into an estate of freedom 
and self-determination.  Those who inhabited the Lord’s Prayer discovered a new identity as 
God’s children within a community of privilege and responsibility.  And those who had ears to 
hear acquired a wisdom capable of transporting them into a universe where the ways of 
Yahweh are woven within the fabric of our world and common humanity. 
 
Yet if there is one way in which Jesus attempted to communicate this return of joyous living 
associated with God’s presence it was through extending hospitality in Yahweh’s name. 
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As Jesus sat at dinner in Levi’s house, many tax collectors and sinners were also sitting with Jesus 
and his disciples - for there were many who followed him.  When the scribes of the Pharisees saw 
that he was eating with sinners and tax collectors, they said to his disciples, ‘Why does he eat 
with tax collectors and sinners?’  When Jesus heard this, he said to them, ‘Those who are well 
have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come to call not the righteous but 
sinners.’ (Mark 2.15-17) 

 

The Gospels record many occasions when Jesus shared a meal not only with friends and 
disciples, but also with vast crowds, debating-partners, opponents and, surprisingly, with those 
considered bad company.  We need to remember that for a Jew food belonged to the currency 
of grace, constituting a tangible expression of divine generosity and covenantal faithfulness.  
God created the world to yield an abundant supply (Genesis 1.28–31; 2.15–17) and 
miraculously provided sustenance for Israel in the wilderness (Exodus 16), before leading them 
into a bountiful land of ‘milk and honey’ (Exodus 3.8).  For this reason, what was eaten, how it 
was consumed and with whom were significant issues and, by Jesus’ time, had become a means 
of establishing group identity and religious exclusiveness (e.g. Pharisees, members of the 
Qumran community; cf. Mark 2.15-17; 7.1-8).  Hence, the Pharisees’ question, ‘Why does Jesus 
eat with tax collectors and sinners?’ - the clear implication being that they would not! 
 

By contrast, Jesus earns a reputation for extending hospitality in Yahweh’s name to all and 
sundry, whatever their spiritual condition or material need.  So much of his sense of God’s 
presence, of the contours and content of Kingdom living, could be communicated through the 
simple yet profound act of eating together: welcome and acceptance, forgiveness and 
reconciliation, joy and celebration, sustenance and satisfaction, giving and receiving, generosity 
and thanksgiving, trust and companionship, sharing and consideration, equality and justice, 
belonging and mutual obligation.  Within the context of Jesus’ ministry, meals became treasuries 
of divine blessing where God was encountered through the sacraments of food and friendship. 
 

Now John’s disciples and the Pharisees were fasting; and people came and said to him, ‘Why do 
John’s disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?’  Jesus said 
to them, ‘The wedding guests cannot fast while the bridegroom is with them, can they? As long as 
they have the bridegroom with them, they cannot fast.  The days will come when the bridegroom 
is taken away from them, and then they will fast on that day.’  (Mark 2.18-20) 

 

In the light of what has been said above, the reason for Jesus’ abstinence from fasting becomes 
clear.  Fasting is about mourning and remorse – about grieving God’s remoteness and 
demonstrating a longing for Yahweh’s return (cf Deuteronomy 26.14; 2 Samuel 3.35; Ester 4.3; 
Ezra 10.6; Nehemiah 1.4). Such convictions could not be further from Jesus’ mission: God’s 
forgiveness reaching out to humanity with transforming effect, releasing captives, enabling 
Yahweh’s children to discover their true identity through becoming a people of the Prayer 
whose lives are guided by wisdom’s ways. 
 

Back in the sixth century BC, out of the experience of exile in Babylon, Isaiah’s faith shapes an 
image of salvation that would carry the hopes of many Jews and, in due course, Christians.  It is 
of Yahweh’s banquet of blessing characterized by reconciliation and communion, by abundance 
and joy, by restoring the dignity of God’s people: 
 

On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-
aged wines, of rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear.  And he will destroy 
on this mountain the shroud that is cast over all peoples, the sheet that is spread over all nations; 
he will swallow up death forever. Then the Lord God will wipe away the tears from all faces, and 
the disgrace of his people he will take away from all the earth, for the Lord has spoken. (Isaiah 
25.6–8) 
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Jesus believed himself to be anointed to host such banquets in Yahweh’s name and what more 
apt commentary on his ministry could we find than the one supplied by the prophet’s words. 
 
The evangelists inform us that at the last meal Jesus hosted before his death, he gathered 
together his closest companions and entrusted to them his ministry of divine hospitality.  He 
took bread and wine, the stuff of subsistence and celebration which had been so central to their 
common life, and blessed them in Yahweh’s holy name before declaring, ‘This is me’, ‘This is my 
life, my vocation, my faith’.  Then he offered them these extraordinary ordinary things with 
these words, ‘Do this in remembrance of me’ (Luke 22.19; 1 Corinthians 11.24-25).  Do what?  
What is to be the substance of remembrance?  Continue the ministry that is now both yours 
and mine encapsulated in the practice of extending hospitality in Yahweh’s name to all God’s 
people. 
 
‘Do this in remembrance of me.’  We are the beneficiaries of this inheritance.  We are to 
celebrate the difference sharing the faith of Jesus makes to life and we are to embody the 
blessings associated with living life as a gift from God.  And we are charged to do this not 
primarily for our own sake, but for the sake of the exiles: those unable to sing the Lord’s song 
within the constraints of their particular circumstances, who lack the will or the means or the 
desire and who need to be invited and shown how: those whose living is without joy and who 
greet each day with a heavy heart and a troubled soul; those who have become preoccupied 
with the busyness of existence or infatuated with the lure of acquisition and appearance; those 
spirited sojourners who are hungry for God, although they know God by another name. 
 
‘Do this in remembrance of me.’  I often wonder how faithful to our master’s command we 
have been through the centuries.  It is so easy and for all the best intentions to turn Jesus’ 
open-table of hospitality into a membership meal for the initiated and we can discern such 
protectionism setting in from the earliest stages.  For instance, the following directions are 
supplied in the Didache, one of our most ancient Eucharistic orders coming from the end of the 
first century: 
 

Let no one eat or drink of your thanksgiving [meal] save those who have been baptised in the 
name of the Lord, since the Lord has said concerning this, ‘Do not give what is holy to dogs’. 
(Didache 9.5) 

 
This protectionist tendency is part of a greater one, namely, to privatise Jesus’ faith: to restrict 
it to certain aspects of life, to communicate it in technical language which is a closed book to 
the majority, to refocus it away from the present into the future, to starve it of joy by 
becoming overly preoccupied with the debilitating effects of sin rather than the transforming 
potential of grace. 
 
So let us find joy through sharing in the Life of God and let us become proficient in the art of 
hospitality and of being generous in the name of the generous God. 
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Five 
_______ 

Loving Creatively 

 
 
ON ONE OCCASION, Jesus was asked which he considered to be the greatest 
commandment.  His answer was unequivocal:  ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is 
one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your mind, and with all your strength.’ (Mark 12.29-31)  Not surprisingly, he begins with the 
Shema, the foundation of every faithful Jew’s response to God.  The Shema was recited twice 
each day, worn upon a Jew’s forehead in a phylactery and inscribed upon the door posts of the 
home (cf. Deuteronomy 6.4-9). 
 
Jesus goes on to link love of God with love of neighbour, ‘You shall love your neighbour as 
yourself’, quoting from Leviticus (19.18) and reflecting a juxtaposition found in Jewish literature 
at the turn of the eras (eg ‘Love the Lord and your neighbour’; Testament of Issachar 5.2).  
Elsewhere, he extends the reach of neighbourly love to embrace, it seems, all humanity 
epitomized in one’s oppressors: ‘Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you’, as 
Matthew has it or, according Luke, ‘Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you’ 
(Matthew 5.44/Luke 6.27).  Here, Jesus may well have been breaking new ground. 
 
The crux, however, is not whether Jesus was the first person, Jew or otherwise, to articulate 
this ethical ideal, but his capacity to pursue it.  That is, how was Jesus able to love not only 
those who loved him, but also the unloved, the unlovely and even the unlovable?  What 
resourced him for such an embodiment of love and how can his followers become similarly 
resourced? 
 
Our starting point is Jesus’ formation as a person.  From what we can gather, he belonged to a 
family and community where he was cherished, cared for and sustained.  He inherited the 
Jewish faith-tradition which introduced him to the blessings of life, taught him to pray, and 
inducted him in the privileges and responsibilities of being a member of God’s covenant people.  
Through exposure to the Scriptures and corporate worship he will have been shaped by God’s 
promises, become familiar with the story of salvation and, no doubt, learned to long for its 
fulfilment.  All this is routine and will have characterized the upbringing of many Galilean Jews at 
that time; but what is remarkable is the way in which, through growing up in this climate, Jesus 
encountered the living God personally and experientially, coming to embody God’s love 
wholeheartedly and sacrificially. 
 
In this respect, it is striking how Jesus’ relationship with God is remembered and communicated 
in the Gospels.  At certain key points, what is implicit throughout comes to the fore.  The 
heavenly affirmation of baptism, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased’ 
(Mark 1.11), or transfiguration, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to him!’ (Mark 9.7).  The 
autobiographical parable of the wicked tenants in which Jesus identifies himself with the 
‘beloved son’, commissioned to be about his father’s business (Mark 12.1-12).  Gethsemane 
where Jesus struggles with the vocation entrusted to him by his heavenly Father, ‘Abba, Father, 
for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you 
want’ (Mark 14.36).  The agony of Golgotha where he finds himself exiled from the God whose 
loving embrace had sustained him to that point, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ 
(Mark 15.34). 
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These traditions (and there are others) bear witness to Jesus as a person who knew himself to 
be loved of God; but more than that, someone whose entire ministry flows out of that love and 
is an expression of it.  Jesus’ capacity to love, therefore, tells us as much about his pedigree as it 
does about personality – an insight that John the evangelist celebrates throughout his Gospel as 
the following verses attest: ‘As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love.  
If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father's 
commandments and abide in his love’ (John 15.9–10). 
 
And it is out of this experience of abiding in God’s love that Jesus finds the motivation and the 
will to love in God’s name.  The point here is not that Jesus was the only Jew who ever really 
loved God; on the contrary, this was a vocation he shared with every Jew and many faithfully 
sought to fulfil it.  But Jesus is remembered as someone who found a new impetus to love 
which extended beyond the social and religious conventions of his day, even though it was 
these very traditions which initially shaped his beliefs and devotions.  Consider the following 
passage: 
 

Again Jesus entered the synagogue, and a man was there who had a withered hand.  The 
Pharisees watched him to see whether he would cure him on the Sabbath, so that they might 
accuse him.  And he said to the man who had the withered hand, ‘Come forward.’  Then he said 
to them, ‘Is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the Sabbath, to save life or to kill?’ But they 
were silent.  He looked around at them with anger; he was grieved at their hardness of heart and 
said to the man, ‘Stretch out your hand.’ He stretched it out, and his hand was restored.  (Mark 
3.1–5) 

 
Strange as it may seem to us, the laws governing Sabbath day observance were a commentary 
on what it means to love God; they were formulated to help and not to hinder by providing a 
framework for the faithful to practise their faith – and we all need that.  But the danger with 
any system is that it has the opposite effect to what is intended: it becomes an end itself self, 
rather than a means to an end; it no longer communicates, but replaces communication; hence, 
Jesus’ rejoinder, ‘The Sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the Sabbath’ 
(Mark 2.27). 
 
There is, I suspect, nothing inherently wrong with the laws of Sabbath day observance so long 
as their purpose is rightly understood and their execution performed within that same spirit.  
But, equally, loving in God’s name can never be limited to such frameworks or formulations.  
For this reason, we see Jesus repeatedly exercising freedom to improvise – to demonstrate his 
love of God by allowing that love to shape an appropriate response within him and in relation 
to the needs of the moment, even when that response extends beyond the limits of convention. 
 
This is one of Jesus’ most defining characteristics.  He belonged to a community of faith and was 
formed by sharing in its life.  Through doing so, he encountered the one whom he described as 
his Father – a relationship which not only breathed life into his own observance but also 
inspired a faith-filled playfulness through which he explored the limits of God’s love of him by 
loving others to the limits.  In this way, Jesus comes to embody a quality of love that bears 
witness to what it means to be formed in God’s image – in effect, to be loved into being – not 
only by loving God through loving those who loved him, but especially through loving the 
unlovely, the unloved and the unlovable.  This is surely how he is able to touch lepers, to eat 
with sinners, to mix with the mediocre, to exalt the weak, to challenge the mighty, even to 
extend compassion to those outside the covenant and, ultimately, to risk life and limb for love’s 
sake.  Paradoxically, Jesus’ experience of God’s love becomes most apparent in his love of 
others, especially, those whom it is inconceivable to love –‘Father, forgive them; for they do 
not know what they are doing’ (Luke 23.34). 
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It is impossible to legislate for this kind of behaviour.  No religious tradition (Christianity 
included), of itself, can generate this level of response; at best, it can point us in the right 
direction.   But by being formed within a community that is rooted in God’s love and seeks to 
make it manifest, we may encounter God personally as a dynamic and transforming presence 
whose unconditional love for us frees us to love others unconditionally.  For this reason, the 
ultimate law of love within Christianity is the person of Jesus himself and the insight he offers us 
is not, ‘Make me into a new code of conduct’, but ‘Come and share my faith and, through doing 
so, discover for yourself the God who loves us into being and who enables us to embody that 
same quality of love.’ 
 
This is perhaps the hardest of all the skills of our apprenticeship to acquire, the art of loving.  A 
love that isn’t prescriptive or constraining, but is nonetheless informed by good practice and 
shaped by the disciplines of discipleship.  A love that is neither sentimental nor fleeting, but 
remains dynamic and vulnerable. 
 
To become competent in the art of loving is, I suspect, a little like gaining proficiency in a 
language.  At the outset, there is a vocabulary of behaviours to master, there is a grammar of 
relationships to learn, there is sensitivity to others to acquire.  All this we inherit and take on 
trust.  And through practice, these basic components gradually lose their strangeness and 
awkwardness, becoming ‘second nature’ as they draw us into communion with God who is love 
and who engenders such love in us as we participate in the divine nature through loving 
creatively and wholeheartedly family, friend and stranger, loveable, pitiful and despicable alike.  
 
This is the embodiment of love Jesus invites us to emulate.  A fusion of form and spirit, of 
discipline and ecstasy, which is captured in what initially appears a contradiction in terms, a 
commandment to love (cf Mark 12.28-31; John 13.34; 15.12), but on further reflection reminds us 
that whilst affectional ‘feelings-driven’ love lacks backbone, rational ‘will-full’ love lacks passion, 
and each needs the other to flourish. 
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Six 
_______ 

Pursuing Vocation 

 
 
A SINGLE BIBLICAL reference informs us that Jesus was a carpenter (Mark 6.3; cf Matthew 
13.55), although the Greek word, as with its Aramaic equivalent, when understood within a 
first-century Palestinian context, communicated a broader range of meaning than the English 
would suggest.  A tektõn (naggãrã) was a worker in hard materials, principally wood, metal and 
stone, embracing building and construction as well as the manufacture of furniture and tools.  
Indeed, Justin Martyr, writing in the middle of the second century, describes Jesus as a maker of 
‘ploughs and yokes’ (Dialogue with Trypho 88).  
 
And whilst we possess fanciful stories of Jesus’ childhood in which, on one occasion, he 
remedies an error in his father’s joinery by miraculously extending a length of wood (Infancy 
Gospel of Thomas 13), there is every reason to believe that he served an apprenticeship, 
probably under the tutelage of his father as was the custom, in order to acquire the 
wherewithal to practice a trade and, through doing so, to support his family.   
 
Jesus, then, was an artisan and, as such, belonged to a guild of crafts-persons able to earn a 
living through skilful dexterity.  They were an integral and valued part not only of the 
communities to which they belonged, but also the Jewish way of life as celebrated in the book 
of Ecclesiasticus (2nd century BCE): 
 

All these rely on their hands, and all are skilful in their own work.  Without them no city can be 
inhabited, and wherever they live, they will not go hungry … they maintain the fabric of the 
world, and their concern is for the exercise of their trade. (Sirach 38. 31 & 34) 

 
Yet Jesus ben Sirach prefaces this affirmation with a more sober assessment: 
 

The wisdom of the scribe depends on the opportunity of leisure; only the one who has little 
business can become wise.  How can one become wise who handles the plough and who glories 
in the shaft of a goad, who drives oxen and is occupied with their work, and whose talk is about 
bulls? (Sirach 38. 24-25) 

 
How significant it is, then, as the stock of images and storylines within his parables attests, that 
Jesus gained a reputation for a wisdom acquired not through detachment and study but through 
active, yet reflective, participation in the common stuff and routines of existence within which 
he discerned the extraordinary, ordinariness of God’s Life – woven within the fabric of the 
created order and human experience.  
 
Given we possess so few reliable details of Jesus’ earlier life, we are well advised to consider 
carefully the significance of those preserved – presumably, they were thought to illuminate in 
some way the ministry on which he would embark or the nature of his relationship with God 
and role within the fulfilment of God’s creative and salvific purposes. 
 
What, then, are we to make of Jesus the carpenter?  For one thing, it locates him among those 
whom we might anachronistically refer to as the proletariat – the peasant and artisan 
communities populating the villages of much of first-century Galilee, where Jewish faith 
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struggled to find expression among the constraints of survival within a ‘promised land’ starved 
of blessing, governed by Roman overlords (not King David’s heir) and vulnerable to the 
confluence of culture, language and ideology concentrated in cities such as Sepphoris, scarcely 
four miles from Nazareth, and diffused throughout the region via trade and commerce. 
 
And it seems that whatever else we make of Jesus’ preferred self-designation, ‘son of man’, it 
demonstrates a commitment to his roots and solidarity with his own.  ‘Human one’, a more 
adequate rendering of the original, if an epithet at all, is hardly self-aggrandising.  In truth, it 
sounds more like a non-title, a refusal to be stereotyped by the pervading profiles of gurus or 
messiahs filling the popular imagination of the time.  By referring to himself in these terms (and 
it is rarely used of him by others; cf Acts 7.56), Jesus places himself firmly within the stock of 
variegated, unremarkable humanity seeking to eke out an existence in difficult circumstances 
over which it had little control. 
 
But more than that, carpenters were not simply skilled workers proficient in the use of various 
tools and techniques; they were purveyors of a craft by which, to borrow the words of the 
sage, the ‘fabric of the world is maintained’ (cf Sirach 38). Such artisans may well have 
constituted a socio-economic class in their own right and the faithful Jews among them will 
almost certainly have understood themselves to be custodians and practitioners of a godly 
vocation – as Yahweh’s co-workers.  Every house grounded on sure foundations, every 
vineyard built to process the fruit of a generous earth, every sheepfold constructed to protect 
the flock, every well sunk to irrigate the crops, every yoke fashioned to lighten the toil of 
labour, a manifestation of sacred taxonomy and covenantal faithfulness in the realisation, 
however partially, of God’s will on earth. 
 
And how was Noah able to build a lifeboat or a Hebrew mother fashion a rescue vessel for her 
new-born son?  How were Ezra and Nehemiah, and Solomon before them, able to construct a 
temple, adorn it with beauty, equip it for service and protect it from threat?  And how would 
swords by beaten into ploughshares and spears into pruning hooks?  Isaiah the prophet, striving 
to capture a vision for what it would be like to live within the dispensation of God’s gracious 
rule, speaks of a renewed earth with Yahweh reigning from Jerusalem from whence blessing 
would flow bringing justice, peace and wholesome living: 
 

For I am about to create new heavens and a new earth … for I am about to create Jerusalem as 
a joy, and its people as a delight … No more shall there be in it an infant that lives but a few 
days, or an old person who does not live out a lifetime … They shall build houses and inhabit 
them; they shall plant vineyards and eat their fruit.  (Isaiah 65. 17-21) 

 
This was the climate of Jesus’ upbringing and supplied the interpretative framework for the 
practice of his trade within a faith tradition that was essentially pragmatic in expression and 
yielded a hope that envisaged the fulfilment of Yahweh’s promise to Abraham and his offspring 
in terms of transforming the present order to conform to God’s creative purposes, rather than 
of being rescued from it, as the stuff of Adam and adamah, of humanity and the earthen clays 
from which it emerged, make manifest the glory of God. 
 
In the light of this, we should perhaps envisage the ministry Jesus embarks upon through the 
waters of baptism not so much as a change in vocation as an exchange in the giftings and tools 
by which he invested his energies in putting faith to work in the workshop of God’s world – as 
hands ‘skilled at the plane and the lathe’ (J Struther) became proficient in the sacred art of 
forgiveness and healing, animated by a profound sense of belonging to God and being 
empowered to be about his heavenly Father’s business, informed by a holy wisdom capable of 
discerning the grain of God’s will and intentions embedded within the substance and routines of 
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existence, celebrated around an open table of sustenance, celebration and hospitality, and 
incarnated within a radical and energising embodiment of loving that finds its ultimate 
expression upon a cross that once he might have fashioned out of wood and now bears the 
weight of his life – etching his name across the expanse of human history. 
 
Let us make no mistake, Jesus wasn’t a self-styled philosopher of the good life – a DIY 
practitioner of the virtues to rival the Stoics and Epicureans of his day.  Nor was he a religious 
fanatic in pursuit of utopia or a jobbing activist spoiling for revolution.  Rather, he was 
passionately convinced that his life was intimately related to the God of Life and that living was 
an invitation, an opportunity, a vocation to inhabit that divine life as wholeheartedly and 
uncompromisingly as he was able.  Equally, he recognised from the outset that this wasn’t a 
vocation exclusive to him, but one to be extended to all God’s children.  For this reason, he 
trained apprentices to share in this vision and way of life so that they could minister alongside 
him and extend to others the blessings of heaven upon earth. 
 
In one sense, it is an unremarkable agenda, but there lies his genius: to locate the essence of 
faithful living within a generative core of insights, practices and disciplines readily transferable 
and capable of giving rise to seemingly limitless improvisation - creating, to change metaphor, an 
anatomy of faith able to be animated by God’s Spirit and to mediate divine presence.  Jesus, of 
course, practised this anatomy within a Jewish matrix, but he discovered to his amazement that 
it wasn’t the prerogative of any group or individual, but the inheritance of all – ‘I tell you, not 
even in Israel have I found such faith’ (Luke 7.9). 
 
When his Jewish contemporaries placed their trust in the temple and its cult (Sadducees) or 
the torah and its guidance (Pharisees) or separation and ritual purity (Essenes) or insurgence 
and revolution (Zealots) or in baptism and repentance (John), Jesus discovered that it is 
through wholehearted engagement in what it is to be human and to bear the image of our 
Maker in this time, place and circumstance that the blessings of God become tangible and real.  
It is through practising the Artistry of Faith – embodying forgiveness, inhabiting (the) Prayer, 
embracing wisdom, living hospitably, loving creatively, pursuing vocation - that God is 
encountered in and through human experience. 
 
There is, I suspect, more than a whiff of those Christian misrepresentations of Jewish faith as a 
religion of self-attainment to all this – but only superficially.  For Jesus, to be human is not to 
define oneself in opposition to or in abstraction from God; it begins, rather, with recognition of 
our creatureliness and total dependence upon our Maker, who gives and sustains existence and 
calls us into communion that we might fully and authentically grow into the persons God longs 
for us to be and, by so doing, come to reflect the life of the One who made us so. 
 
It is true that vain carpenters may boast of their accomplishments, but true exponents of the 
craft readily acknowledge that they are but practitioners of skills beyond their imagination 
applied with tools beyond their invention to harness those innate properties of a raw material 
that no human hand could ever manufacture.  And yet without their craftsmanship such 
potential would remain hidden and unharnessed. 
 
Is it so different, I wonder, with us? So full of natural goodness and creative potential, yet 
struggling to emerge, disfigured and held in check by millennia of bad choices and their enduring 
consequences – desperately in need of resurrection, of the touch of the Maker, to come to life.  
This was Jesus’ preoccupation – fashioning the beauty of God within the raw material of our 
humanity.  Son of Man and Son of God who embodied the conviction that without God our 
hands are empty and life is vain, yet without us God’s hands are tied and unable to fulfil his 
loving purposes in us and among us and through us. 
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And, in a paradoxical way, it is only as we relate to Jesus as a fellow human being, the master 
craftsman who calls us into his company to serve our apprenticeships in the Artistry of Faith, 
that we not only discover the truth about ourselves but encounter his glory also.  This is what 
is entrusted to us and this is the challenge he invites us to embrace as he beckons us with those 
compelling words that remain undiminished by the passage of time.  Few of his disciples 
appreciated this with greater clarity than Albert Schweitzer, musician, philosopher, theologian 
and medical practitioner, who left behind the status and security of an highly successful 
professional career in Strasbourg to follow his Master into French Equatorial Africa to tend to 
God’s needy ones and to establish a mission hospital for their treatment and care.  The noble 
Doctor concludes his great work on the life of Jesus in the following manner: 
 

He comes to us as One unknown, without a name, as of old, by the lake-side, He came to those 
[men] who knew Him not.  He speaks to us the same word: ‘Follow thou me!’ and sets us to the 
tasks which He has to fulfil for our time.  He commands.  And to those who obey Him, whether 
they be wise or simple, He will reveal Himself in the toils, the conflicts, the sufferings which they 
shall pass through in His fellowship, and, as an ineffable mystery, they shall learn in their own 
experience Who He is.  (The Quest of the Historical Jesus; London: A. & C. Black, 1954, p 401) 


