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In May of 2010, The New Yorker published 
ñWhat Did Jesus Do?ò a longform piece on the 
historical Jesus by Adam Gopnik.  In 
preparation for his piece Gopnik had clearly 
familiarized himself with the scholarly 
repertoire, had clearly given the matter some 
thought, and had clearly read the Gospel of 
Markðfrom which we are hearing this fallð
with a keen writerôs eye.  Of Jesus in the 
Gospel of Mark, Gopnik writes:  
 
[In Mark] the human traits of Jesus are 
evident: intelligence, short temper, and an 
ironic, dueling wit.  What seems new about 
Jesus is not his piety or divine detachment 
but the humanity of his irritability and 
impatience.  Heôs no Buddha.  He gets 
annoyed at the stupidity of his followers.  
Heôs verbally spry and even a little shifty.  
He likes defiant, enigmatic paradoxes and 
pregnant parables that never quite closeé.  
[He] has a brash, sidewise indifference to 
conventional ideas of goodness.  His pet 
style blends the epigrammatic with the 
enigmaticé  [And] there is something 
neither quite Greek nor quite Jewish about 
Jesusô moral teachingsé a wild gaietyé 
that still leaps off the pageé [that] makes 
Jesusô morality fresh and strange even 
now. 

 
Though most of us would not initially think of 
Jesus as ñshort temperedò or ñirritable,ò even a 
cursory read through the Gospel of Mark 
suggests that Gopnik is on to something.  Jesus 
is verbally shifty; sometimes he is short-
tempered; he does have an ñironic, dueling 

wit.ò  Consider, for example, the exchange 
between Jesus and the Syrophoencian woman 
in Mark 7:24ï30é 
 

A woman whose little daughter had an 
unclean spirité heard about [Jesus], andé 
came and bowed down at his feet. Now the 
woman was a Gentile, of Syrophoenician 
origin. She begged him to cast the demon 
out of her daughter. 

 
So far, so good; this story could be one of any 
number of healing stories in the gospels.  But 
thené 
 
[Jesus] said to her, ñLet the children be fed 
first, for it is not fair to take the childrenôs 
food and throw it to the dogs.ò 

 
Jesus called the woman a dog!  The gospel tells 
us that Jesus had gone into a house and that he 
wanted to ñescape notice;ò we can assume that 
he was probably tired and wanted time to 
himself and didnôt want to be interrupted.  But 
to call the woman a dog?!  
 
While we might be offended, it appears that the 
woman was not.  She did not get up and leave 
in a huff; nor did she get defensive and say 
something nasty back at Jesus.  I wonder if, 
given her response, the woman saw in Jesus 
something similar to what Gopnik sees: that 
this very human Jesus liked a ñdueling wit,ò 
that he appreciated verbal spryness and 
shiftiness, that he was a bit brash and not 
contained by conventional ideas of goodness.  
Perhaps she sawðlike Gopnik sees with his 
keen writerôs eyeðthese very human traits in 
Jesus, andðnot to be deterredðplayed it right 
back at him:  
 

ñSir, even the dogs under the table eat the 
childrenôs crumbs.ò 
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Short Temper, and an Ironic, 
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Jesus in Mark is different than the Jesus in Matthew, where 
Jesus is more pastoral: ñCome to me, all who are weary and 
carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you restò (Matt 11:28).  
Jesus in Mark is different than the Jesus in Luke, where Jesus 
stands in the tradition of the prophets: ñThe Spirit of the Lord is 
upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the 
pooré andé to proclaim the year of the Lordôs favorò (Luke 
4:18ï19).  And Markôs Jesus is different than the Jesus in John, 
in which Jesus is clearly divine and knows it: ñNow the ruler of 
this world will be driven out.  And I, when I am lifted up from 
the earth, will draw all people to myselfò (John 12:31ï32).   
 
This Jesus in Mark who this fall knocks on our heartsô door is 
not convenient.  He is sometimes a pain in the backside, and he 
comes to us with all the challenges and realities of adult 
relationship.  And this Jesus accepts usðas he did the 
Syrophoencian womanðwhen we are not ñconvenient,ò when 
we might be a pain in the backside, and as we come with all the 
challenges and realities of adult relationship.  Furtherðas he 
seemed to do with the Syrophoenician womanðJesus enjoys 
relationship with us.  A relationship in which he can be himself 
and we can be ourselves, and in which itôs OK to be irritable 
and impatient, or short-tempered, or brash, or defiant.  A 
relationship in which we can feel free to play it right back at 
him.  Markôs gift to us is to remind that itôs OK to be 
completely ourselves with Jesus.  Jesus can not only take it; 
Jesus relishes it.  
 
I invite us, as we continue to hear from Mark this fall, to be 
open to meeting this very human Jesus.  Why not sometime 
soonðperhaps even this weekðgo and ask him for that healing 
that you may be looking for?  As he was for the Syrophoenician 
woman, Jesus is there in the ñhouse.ò  Sure, he may be trying to 
escape notice; sure, it may seem as though he is wanting some 
time to himself.  But, go, take all of who you are and go to meet 
himðall parts of you, even what might feel unseemly or 
unconventional.  Because this very human Jesus in Mark brings 
all of him to meet us.  And the relationship that we can have 
with this Jesus, in which our full humanity engages his full 
humanity, has the power to cast out ñdemonsò and is profoundly 
healing. 
 

See you Sunday,  
 
 

 

Fr. Miller 

òReligion: The New òRó Word 

ñReligion is the audacious attempt to 
conceive of the entire universe as 
being humanly significant.ò 
 ðPeter Berger, The Sacred Canopy 
 
Several years ago, I viewed a 
wonderful documentary film about the 
people and the religion of Tibet called 
ñVajra Sky over Tibet.ò  It focused on 
the religion of Tibetan Buddhism and 
the systematic destruction of the 
Tibetan peopleôs language, religion, 
and culture since Chinaôs illegal 
annexation and occupation of that country in 1950.  About one-
hour into the film, however, I noticed that John Bush, the 
movieôs writer, narrator, and director, was carefully avoiding 
the use of the word ñreligionò in referring to Tibetan Bud-
dhismða religious tradition so obviously ñreligiousò that some 
reputable scholars in the field have even called it the ñRoman 
Catholicismò of Buddhism.  Instead of labeling these ancient 
and obvious beliefs, rituals, and devotional practices a 
ñreligion,ò the filmmaker kept referring to Tibetan Buddhism as 
a ñwisdom tradition.ò  By the end of this two-hour movie, Iôm 
sorry to report, the director had not used the term ñreligionò 
even once to describe this ancient faith. 
 
Clouds of incense; sanctuaries filled with chanting monks in 
ritual headdress; walls covered from top to bottom with icons 
or, as they are called in Tibet, tankas of protector-deities; 
throngs of pilgrims prostrating themselves and lighting candles 
before gilded images of the Buddha, their hands clasped in 
prayer or fingering their ñmala beadsòðTibetan ñrosariesòð to 
the rhythmic repetition of sacred mantras; spinning prayer 
wheels; flapping prayer flags: all of which I personally 
witnessed during my own 2007 trip to Tibet and its famed 
Jokhang Temple in Lhasa.  And yet, none of these devotional 
practices would provoke our thoroughly postmodern writer and 
director to abandon caution by using the ñRò wordð
ñreligionòðto describe any of it.  In a very odd and ironic sort 
of way, this western convert to Tibetan Buddhism was as 
consistently ña-theisticò in his language as the Chinese 
government in its domestic policy.  I wonôt presume to speak 
for His Holiness the XIV Dalai Lamaðanymore than I would 
presume to speak for the bishop of Rome, His Holiness Pope 
Francisðbut all this semantic nonsense made me wonder if the 
Dalai Lama might not be just a little annoyed at hearing his 
great religious tradition blandly and continually referred to as a 
mere ñwisdom traditionò! 
 
Well, after that movie, my annoyance quickly turned into more 
sober reflection as I began to realize that this episode of 
postmodern silliness is by no means restricted to discourse 
about Tibetan Buddhism.  We in the so-called blue states orðas 
we are often described in clergy circles, the ñgraveyard of the 
churchesòðare also often very reticent to speak about 
ñreligionò and religious believing.  While some of this reticence 
may have to do with our justified horror over the uses of 
religion in both the domestic and international arena these 
daysðespecially in the propensity by religious fanatics here 
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and abroad to use religion to promote the very secular myth of 
redemptive violenceðI wonder if we do not suffer from old-
fashioned embarrassment and fear to witness, as people of faith, 
to ñthe truth that is in us,ò in the words of Saint Paul.  I wonder 
if we are not just as cowed by our own doubts, as influenced by 
the disbelieving majority, and as fearful of making the 
existential commitment of our whole being to the truth as we 
have come to know it.  There is, after all, a profound difference 
between mere wisdom of any sort and the canopy of meaning, 
the existential summons to commitment, and the radical 
transformation of our own personhoodðindeed, of the whole of 
reality itselfðfostered by a religion and the experience of 
human believing.  According to Father Thomas Keating, the 
founder of the modern Centering Prayer movement, ñthe 
spiritual journey is not a magic carpet ride into bliss. It is a 
battering from without and a boring from within.ò  It demands 
nothing less than the surrender of oneôs whole being to the call 
of a God who is Absolute Love, Beauty, and Truth. 
 
Most of usðand I include myself in this unhappy companyð
spend much of our lives running just as fast as we can from the 
steadfast love and compassion of God.  Many of us, in ways 
both large and small, constantly close our inner ear to the 
summons of that biblical ñstill small voiceò within us, beckon-
ing us to real love, to real transcendence, to real commitment, 
and to real meaning.  We prefer the restlessness and vague 
desire of our little lives of quiet desperation to Godôs uncondi-
tional offer of safe harbor in the encompassing reality of the 
ñMore,ò that ñHorizon of Gracious and Loving Mysteryò in 
whose presence we ñlive and move and have our being.ò (BCP)  
Like the rich young man of the Gospels, we fear taking the 
radical risk of faith understood, not as the intellectual assent to a 
set of dogmas, but as the openness of an enlightened mind, a 
loving heart and a determined will to the risks of the spiritual 
journey and the promises of a compassionate God.  We settle 
for the constricting and familiar anguish of the ñfalse self,ò with 
its doomed programs for emotional happiness, to the wider and 
riskier adventure of the ñtrue self,ò rooted and centered in the 
indwelling God who, as the great German mystic Meister 
Eckhart reminds us ñis always at home even when we have 
sometimes gone out for a walk.ò  Father Keating reminds us in 
another of his writings that ñthe spiritual journey requires only 
one tiny step: out of ourselves and into the encompassing reality 
and mystery of God.  And yet, of all the steps, on all of the 
dusty roads of our journey through this passing life, it is the 
most difficult step of all.ò 
 
In the Gospel according to John, Jesus tells his disciples that 
unless they eat his flesh and drink his blood they will not have 
eternal life.  This is a step too far for most of the crowd, and 
they abandon Jesus.  He then turns to the Twelve and confronts 
them with his great, existential question to every Christian: ñDo 
you also wish to go away?ò  And Simon Peter, the always 
impulsive spokesman for the group, responds with words that I 
have continually found myself repeating during my own 
moments of doubt and anxiety and confusion over Jesusô ñhard 
sayingsò; words that have kept me loyal and faithful and 
committed in my own halting way through all of the changes 
and chances of this passing life: ñLord, to whom can we go?  
You have the words of eternal life; and we have believed, and 
have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God.ò 
 
Indeed, ñto whom can we goò in this violent and distracted 
world?  Whom shall we imitate?  Who has the power and the 

 

 

authority and the wisdom to save us from all of those false 
choices and those sources of false transcendence that have 
plunged us into the mess of our world and of our personal lives?  
Whose words and example can empower us to ñrepent,ò that is, 
ñto change the direction in which we are looking for happi-
nessò?  For a Christian, is it not Jesus the Christ?  And for 
others throughout the world, like those Tibetan Buddhistsð
whose prayers just as certainly reach the Throne of Grace as our 
prayers doðis it not the great prophets and teachers and avatars 
of the worldôs great religions?  Yes, there it is again: ñreligion,ò 
the ñRò word, from the Latin ñre-ligareò: ñto restore a fractured 
realityò; ñto bind together.ò 
 
So, we inhabitants of the postmodern eraðand a religiously 
plural one in a globalized world for a certaintyðneed not fear 
to proclaim boldly that we, together with all believers all over 
the world in every language, culture, race, and region, follow a 
religion and worship a God who always waits like a beggar of 
love at the door of our hearts, never presuming to push that door 
open.  We are keeping our hearts openðoften despite all 
pressures to the contraryðto a God who is always greater than 
anything we may say about God in any religion, language, 
culture, orðif we mustðñwisdom tradition.ò  We have made 
Pascalôs great ñwager,ò staking our whole lives on the reality of 
ñall that is, seen and unseenò in the words of the Nicene Creed.  
We have the audacity to hope that this great and Holy Mystery, 
this Hidden Ground of Love, has not ñleft us as orphansò to find 
our own way through the corrupted currents of this world.  For 
our Trinitarian religion of the Incarnation scandalously asserts 
that when we do ñthe will of the Fatherò and ñabideò in Jesus 
Christ through the unmerited grace of his ñflesh and blood,ò 
ñthe bread which came down from heaven,ò we live in the Spirit 
of God, and Godôs Holy Spirit lives and prays in us.  You see, 
the world, Godôs world, is a wedding after all, and each of the 
worldôs great religions embodies a unique Divine self-
disclosure and an individual invitation to experience Godôs 
spousal, covenantal love at Godôs nuptial banquet!  In Christ, 
the vital connection between God and humankind has been re-
established, and we are bound together in communion with God 
and with one another again.  This isðand yes, Iôll boldly say 
itðtrue religion!  ñLord, to whom can we go?  You have the 
words of eternal life; and we have believed, and have come to 
know, that you are the Holy One of God.ò 
 

ð The Rev. James La Macchia 


