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FRIENDS AND BROTHERS WHO LOVE THE QUESTIONS AND THE ONE WHO ASKS THEM

We have to keep looking for the spiritual questions if we want spiritual answers.
—HENRI NOUWEN
Be patient with regard to all that in your heart is still unresolved and try to love the questions themselves like closed parts and books written in an extremely foreign language. Do not seek for the moment of the answer because you would not be able to live through it. Live the questions now. Perhaps you will live thereafter and gradually without realizing it, one day, live your way into the answer.
—RAINER MARIA RILKE
God, my God, with You it is always the same thing! Always the same question that nobody knows how to answer! While I am asking questions that You do not answer, You ask me a question that is so simple that I cannot answer it. I do not even understand the question.
—THOMAS MERTON
There have been times when, after long on my knees in a cold chancel, a stone has rolled from my mind, and I have looked in and seen the old questions lie folded and in a place by themselves, like the piled grave clothes of love’s risen body.
—R. S. THOMAS
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FOREWORD
BY RICHARD ROHR
In the realm of soul and spirit, there are not really answers as much as there are answering persons. The important thing is not to settle the dust and respond to the ego’s need for closure and satisfaction, but in fact to lead one into a vital relationship. The ego so demands immediate satisfaction that it will almost always settle for satisfying falsehood rather than remain on the search for often unsatisfying truth. Jesus keeps us on the necessary search.
I am told, for example, that Jesus only directly answers 3 of the 183 questions that he himself is asked in the four Gospels! (I will let you find them.) This is totally surprising to people who have grown up assuming that the very job description of religion is to give people answers and to resolve people’s dilemmas. Apparently this is not Jesus’ understanding of the function of religion because he operates very differently. Jesus either keeps silent, as with Pilate (John 19:9), returns with another question, as with the coin of Caesar (Matthew 22:19), or gives an illustration, as with the Good Samaritan story (Luke 10:30 ff).
At other times he puts the question back inside the frame of reference of the inquirer, as if to make them critique it. He does so with the rich young man: “You know the commandments” (Mark 10:19). Sometimes he can only weep, sigh, or lament because of the seeming ill-will or hostility represented in the question, as when the Pharisees ask for a sign from him (Mark 8:12). Here he outrightly refuses to respond. He has painfully learned, no doubt, that any attempt to interact with an entrenched position of resentment or ego-fortified suspicion will normally only be used to dig the trench deeper and further fortify the argument. Many times silence, quiet prayer, and genuine love for the opponent are the only answers, even though you will be judged harshly in the moment and by any observers. It must have taken immense humility and groundedness on his part.
If we can understand this basic dynamic, perhaps we can see what Jesus is doing in asking his own questions instead. As John Dear brilliantly illustrates in this book, Jesus’ questions are to reposition you, make you own your unconscious biases, break you out of your dualistic mind, challenge your image of God or the world, or present new creative possibilities. He himself does not usually wait for or expect specific answers. He hopes to call forth an answering person. He wants to be in relationship with a person, with the idea as it informs the person, and with the process of transformation itself. Thus his questions are worth examining because they, along with the parables, reveal his basic style of encounter with the soul, or what we would call today his style of “evangelization.” One wonders why no one has written such a book as this before!
In general, we can see that Jesus’ style is almost exactly the opposite of modern televangelism or even the mainline church approach of “Dear Abby” bits of inspiring advice and workable solutions for daily living. Jesus is too much the Jewish prophet to merely stabilize the status quo with platitudes or euphemisms. He much more destabilizes the false assumptions on which the entire question or one’s world view is built. As Joseph Campbell said, speaking of the universal messages of myth, “In thinking, the majority is always wrong.” Jesus knows that his hearers will soon return to the dominant consciousness, totally unprepared to deal with their own inner conflicts or the critique of others. The unspoken assumptions are embedded in every aspect of the culture, and the message will quickly evaporate as impossible or irrelevant. This is the normal pattern, in my experience. The shelf life of a sermon is about twenty minutes.
C. S. Lewis addresses this very issue in his essay on Christian Apologetics in God in the Dock. He says, “We can make people attend to the Christian point of view for half an hour or so, but the moment they have gone away from our lecture or laid down our article, they are plunged back into a world where the opposite position is taken for granted. As long as that situation exists, widespread success is simply impossible.” This is the final anemia of any religion based primarily on sermons rather than relationships or lifestyle.
Instead, Jesus asks questions, good questions, unnerving questions, realigning questions, transforming questions. He leads us into liminal and therefore transformative space, much more than taking us into any moral high ground of immediate certitude or ego superiority. He subverts up front the cultural or theological assumptions that we are eventually going to have to face anyway. He leaves us betwixt and between, where God and grace can get at us, and where we are not at all in control. It probably does not work for a large majority of people, at least in my experience. They merely ignore you or fight you. Maybe this is why we have paid so little attention to Jesus’ questions and emphasized instead his seeming answers. They give us more of a feeling of success and closure. We made of Jesus a systematic theologian, who walked around teaching dogmas, instead of a peripatetic and engaging transformer of the soul. Easy answers instead of hard questions allow us to try to change others instead of allowing God to change us. At least, I know that is true in my life.
Jesus always reminds us that “God alone is good” (Mark 10:18) and we had best not try to concoct our own goodness by providing ourselves with pat or immediate answers about great and intentionally unanswerable questions. Thus he merely lists the memorized commandments to a young inquiring man, while cleverly and compassionately slipping in “Do not defraud” second to last. He does not really answer the self-reassuring question “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” but instead quietly reveals the likely sin of this rich young man. Jesus knows how he got rich, and that is why he dares to tell him that he must give it all away. This would-be “thirteenth disciple” cannot bear the ego humiliation of this revelation. “His face fell and he went away” (Mark 10:22). He wanted to think of himself as good instead of rejoicing in the goodness of God. That is the problem with any religion based primarily on morality and satisfying answers instead of on questions. As a result, the young man missed the primary call, the moment of sheer relationship, the ultimate questioning of the soul—when “Jesus looked steadily at him and loved him.” Nowhere else is there such a line in the whole New Testament.
The rich young man wanted satisfying answers instead of an answering person, and as a result he got neither. He wanted his question answered to reassure himself that he was in the in-crowd of the saved. Jesus told him personally—on the spot—that he was, but he did not have the freedom to hear any questions but his own.
RICHARD ROHR, O.F.M.
CENTER FOR ACTION AND CONTEMPLATION
ALBUQUERQUE, NEW MEXICO
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INTRODUCTION
A few years ago I participated in a weekend retreat in the Nevada desert led by a friend of mine who is a Scripture scholar. As we discussed the Gospel of Mark and prepared to hold a peace vigil at the nuclear weapons test site, my friend said in passing that Jesus was, in the original Latin, “the great Inter-rogator,” “the One who asks questions.”
I was stunned. What an amazing way to look at Jesus! I always thought that Jesus was the one with all the answers. But my friend held the opposite view. Jesus was the one with all the questions.
Someday, I said to myself, I must write down those questions of Jesus and begin the process of finding the answers. I thought if I could learn to listen to the questions themselves, I might better understand the One who asks them.
Years went by. I moved to Derry, Northern Ireland, for a sabbatical year of prayer and reflection. One rainy day, I started writing my list of every question Jesus asked in the Gospels (except for the questions he asked within his parable stories).
The list went on and on. In the end, I found 307 questions.
I sat in my room and looked at the list. It was overwhelming. So many probing, difficult, unanswerable questions! Jesus is like a Zen master, offering unanswerable koans that can point us to the truth of reality. He is like Socrates, teaching the crowds by asking questions. He is like the prophets who rail against the ruling authorities with questions begging for justice, conversion, and peace.
Two thousand years after Jesus first appeared, these questions still hang in the air, awaiting our answers. Most of his questions were never answered. Indeed, most of them have been deliberately ignored.
I started to ponder the questions that touched me the most. One question that haunts me to this day comes at the end of John’s Gospel. Jesus has been arrested and is being interrogated, when his best friend, Peter, publicly denies knowing him three times. Having predicted that Peter would deny him, Jesus turns and glances at Peter, as a cock crows in the distance. The next day, Jesus is tortured and executed. Three days later, he rises from the dead and appears to his friends along the Sea of Galilee. In a gesture of ultimate kindness and forgiveness, he builds a campfire and makes breakfast for them. After they eat, Jesus turns to Peter and asks him point-blank, “Do you love me?” Then, he asks Peter again, “Do you love me?” Finally, he asks a third time, “Do you truly love me?” In asking his question three times, Jesus mirrors Peter’s three denials with three opportunities for Peter to restore their friendship.
But what a touching, heartbreaking question! Spiritual writer Henri Nouwen once said that this may be the most significant question of all time. God is crying out to each one of us, “Do you love me?” Jesus still waits for our answer.
For years I have sat with that question. As I imagine the sad, gentle, risen Jesus looking at me with love, asking that intimate question, my stubborn heart cracks open a little more to the love of God. That question, like all of Jesus’ questions, has the power to melt our hearts and turn us back to our loving God.
The Gospels are filled with stories, actions, parables, miracles, commandments, declarations, imperatives, and incidents from the dramatic life of Jesus. But they also are filled with questions. Jesus has a question for everyone he meets, for every occasion, for every experience, for every potential disciple. From his first encounter with his future disciples to his last words before his ascension, Jesus looks at his friends and invites them deeper into the mystery of God by means of a probing question.
The disciples, scribes, Pharisees, Sadducees, political leaders, and crowds have many declarations for Jesus. They think they know all the answers. Jesus, on the other hand, asks questions in a spirit of love and truth. Like any great rabbi, he teaches his disciples using the technique of the question as a way to break open their stony hearts and their narrow minds to the meaning of life and the mystery of God.
Jesus’ persistent questioning shows how compassionate he is. He does not hit us over the head with answers that we cannot comprehend. Rather, he gently invites us to discover for ourselves the truth about God and himself. His questions reveal his great love for the human race.
The most frequently asked question in all four Gospels is perhaps the most beautiful: “What do you want me to do for you?” With this question, we discover not so much a God who demands to be waited on, but a God who is eager to serve.
These tumultuous days of war and violence invite us to take another look at the questions of Jesus for clues about what we should do.
This book offers the questions of Jesus, each followed by a brief reflection about its context, its meaning for Jesus, and its meaning for us today. The text groups the questions under general themes. For your own further study and reflection, the appendix lists the questions according to the gospel in which they appear. After all, my reflections are mere starting points. The key in every instance is to hear what Jesus is asking, to feel the love with which he asks his question, to sit with his question and let it penetrate our hearts and minds. My hope is that you will let these great questions sink in, touch your heart, and lead you closer to God.
In A Letter to a Young Poet, Rainer Maria Rilke advises that the best way to deal with life’s difficult questions is to sit with them for years and years. “Try to love the questions themselves,” he writes. “Live the questions now.” Someday, some way, without our knowing it, we may “live our way into the answer.”
Sitting with the questions of Jesus may lead us to a renewed interest in the Scriptures and the story of Jesus. But even more, it may open up a new way to pray and reflect on the meaning of our lives, our world, and our God. Letting his questions touch us may lead us deeper into his heart and life, into the mystery of our own lives, and into the mystery of God.
May these reflections on the Great Questions help us on our journey to the Great Answer.
JOHN DEAR

ONE
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INVITATION
What are you looking for?
(JOHN 1:38)
What are you looking for?”
The first question Jesus asks does not address our sins, failures, or infidelity. It is not accusatory or hostile. Rather, it is a question rooted in compassion and love, calling upon our deepest desires, the best within us. It is a question full of hope.
“What are you looking for?”
John’s Gospel begins when John the Baptist tells two of his disciples that Jesus is the Messiah. “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world,” he says, pointing to Jesus. The two disciples immediately begin following Jesus. When he notices these two followers, Jesus turns around, looks them in the eye and asks, “What are you looking for?” He does not reject them. From the start, he is interested in them. He draws them out. He gets them to articulate their hopes and dreams. He is willing to listen to them. He shows them loving kindness.
Those first disciples are caught off guard by Jesus’ disarming question. So they ask him a question. “Where are you staying?” Always inviting, Jesus welcomes them into his life. “Come and see,” he says to them.
What is it we are looking for in our lives? A good place to begin our daily meditation is to sit in silent peace with the holy desires within us, and to imagine Jesus looking at us with loving kindness and asking, “What are you looking for?”
What would we say to Jesus? As we look at him, as we feel his sincerity and love, and as we notice his lack of judgment or anger, we can let those deep desires surface and be spoken. Seeing the love in his eyes, we know that he will not laugh at or reject us. We know that the best within us comes from God, that God has given us everything that is holy within us, and that he will affirm whatever holy desires we seek.
What is it we want? What do we truly desire? Life is short and precious. What are we most looking for in the remaining years we have left? If we can sit with his question for days and weeks, we will discover, perhaps to our astonishment, that we are not looking for money, power, fame, or control. We are really looking for love, goodness, truth, peace, happiness, justice, mercy, and joy. We are looking for meaning. We are looking for God. We are looking for Jesus.
St. Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, knew, even in the sixteenth century, the importance of holy desires. He taught that every time we pray we should ask God to give us “what it is we are looking for.” The Buddhist monks of Tibet also recognize the spiritual wisdom of knowing what it is we seek. For thousands of years, their dharma was based on the understanding that the spiritual life begins by naming what we truly want.
Our deepest desires hold great power. If we can name them, unleash their goodness, and channel those desires toward God, then our lives will be transformed. We will begin a journey toward God, into the mystery and peace of God, and become servants and friends of God.
If we listen to Jesus’ question, name the pure, selfless, loving desires that lie buried in our hearts, and tell Jesus what we are looking for, he will listen and beckon us into a whole new life where those holy desires will be realized. If we dare say that we are looking for him, that we want to be with him, that we want to follow him, we can trust that he will invite us to join him on his journey and lead us to where he lives.
Why are you looking for me?
(LUKE 2:49)
According to Luke’s Gospel, when Jesus is twelve years old, he goes with his parents on the annual pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Afterward, he stays behind without his parents knowing it. When they realize he is not in their caravan, they return to Jerusalem in a panic, searching everywhere for their boy.
After three days, they find Jesus in the Temple, where he sits “in the midst of the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions.” Already at his young age, Jesus behaves like a rabbi, listening and asking questions. “All who heard him were astounded at his understanding and his answers,” Luke reports.
“Son, why have you done this to us?” his mother asks. “Your father and I have been looking for you with great anxiety.” The poor parents are worried, stressed out, and angry. They probably feared that something terrible had happened to Jesus, perhaps that he had been kidnapped or killed. But they do not respond with corporal punishment, verbal abuse, or humiliation. Rather, Jesus’ mother asks a simple yet serious question.
But Jesus has just spent three days arguing the fine points of the Scriptures with the highest religious leaders in the holiest place on earth. Although he is just twelve, he has already become a spellbinding teacher, an extraordinary rabbi who listens, asks questions, and gives remarkable answers. So Jesus in return asks his parents a pointed question: “Why are you looking for me?”
Luke records that his parents do not understand what Jesus is saying, but that he returns home with them.
It’s a good question. If we sit with it, we may hear Jesus’ desire to know what motivates us—and we may find ourselves, likewise, unable to answer.
Over a billion people claim to be followers of Jesus. More books have been written about Jesus than any other person in history, and more books have appeared about Jesus in the past thirty years than ever before in history. In recent years, portraits of his face have appeared on the cover of nearly every major U.S. magazine.
Why are we looking for Jesus? Each one of us has a different answer. We look for Jesus because he is the most authentic person who ever lived. We look for Jesus because we feel his compassion for us. We look for Jesus because in his humility, suffering, forgiveness, and death, we see pure selfless love. We look for Jesus because deep down we believe he is alive, that the resurrection is true, and that he will help us through our personal brokenness and global catastrophes. We look for Jesus because we hunger and thirst for God and we believe that he embodies God.
In the end, we may say simply, “Jesus, we are looking for you because we love you, we need you, and we want to be with you.”
What do you want me to do for you?
(MATTHEW 20:32; MARK 10:36 AND 10:51; LUKE 18:41)
The most frequently asked of Jesus’ questions is also the most beautiful: “What do you want me to do for you?”
In Matthew’s account (20:32), the mother of James and John approaches Jesus and bows down in homage before him. “What do you wish?” Jesus asks her. In Mark’s version (10:35), James and John themselves approach Jesus and say boldly, “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you.” Their selfishness does not faze Jesus. “What do you want me to do for you?” he asks them. In both cases, James and John want to sit by his side in heaven. They want to be in control, to dominate, to be God. But Jesus says that position is “not mine to give.”
But Mark’s Jesus keeps asking the question. In the next scene, Jesus hears a blind beggar named Bartimaeus call out to him, “Jesus, Son of David, have pity on me.” Against the disciples’ protests, Jesus calls him over. Immediately, the beggar throws aside his cloak— which would have held not only all the money he had collected but constituted his sole possession. He jumps up and runs to meet Jesus. Seeing this, Jesus places himself completely at the disposal of the poor man. “What do you want me to do for you?” he asks. “I want to see,” Bartimaeus says. “Go your way; your faith has saved you,” Jesus answers. His sight is restored, and Bartimaeus begins to follow Jesus “on the way.” Luke tells almost the same story (18:41).
In both Mark and Luke, Jesus’ question to the blind beggar occurs soon after Jesus is challenged by a rich official who wants to enter eternal life as his rightful inheritance. When Jesus invites him to sell what he has, give the money to the poor, and follow him, the rich man turns away sad. Mark even records that Jesus “looked on him and loved him” as he invited him on the discipleship journey.
But it is the blind beggar who wins Jesus over and gets what he wants. The blind beggar shows us our proper disposition before Christ and his question. We too are poor, blind beggars. We too need to come before God in our brokenness, helplessness, blindness, and poverty. We too need to call out to Christ to take pity on us. If we dare renounce our egos and selfishness and beg for God’s help, we too will hear God ask, “What do you want me to do for you?”
The question is beautiful because it not only shows God’s desire to help us, but it reveals the very nature of God. In Jesus, we have a God who is humble, loving, and generous, a God who longs to serve humanity, especially in its brokenness, poverty, and blindness. Jesus said he came “not to be served but to serve.” With this question, we see once more how serious he is.
Like all the questions of Jesus, this one requires reflection, not a hasty response. Do we want to sit beside God in heaven in powerful domination over others, like the selfish male disciples did? Do we want eternal life as if it is our rightful inheritance, as if we deserve it, as if we are the great, worthy elite? Or do we recognize our poverty, brokenness, helplessness, and blindness—our need for God, our need for vision—and want simply to see again, to see God face-to-face?
If we come before God as the broken beggars we are, we can trust that Christ will restore our vision, and, like Bartimaeus, we will see God.

TWO
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IDENTITY
Who do people say that I am?
(MARK 8:27; LUKE 9:18; MATTHEW 16:13)
After some quiet prayer in a secluded spot, Jesus turns to his friends and asks them what people are saying about him. He has been denounced by the religious authorities as possessed, by his family as crazy, by demoniacs as a torturer, and by the crowds as a blasphemer. But he wants to know if his followers have any clue who he is.
“Who do people say that I am?” Mark records the question. “Who do the crowds say that I am?” we read in Luke’s version. “Who do people say that the Son of Humanity is?” Matthew’s account says.
Jesus tries to share his identity with everyone, but he learns early on that he cannot come out and tell people who he is. People cannot handle it. They simply cannot accept it. In many ways, neither can we. Yet, Jesus wants to know what others are saying about him to see if they have understood who he is.
The people of Jesus’ time were never able to grasp who Jesus was during his lifetime. They could not comprehend his heavenly origin, and, in the end, they brutally executed him as a fraud, a charlatan, a blasphemer.
But Jesus’ question is asked from a heart of love, a heart that loves everyone. Even as the people respond to his healing miracles and preaching ministry with hostility and resentment, Jesus feels only compassion for them. He continues to reach out and speak the truth to them. He never stops inviting them into the grace and light of God’s reign. He is interested in their lives—in helping them, in saving them.
“Some say you are John the Baptist,” the disciples answer. “Others says Elijah. Still others say you are one of the prophets.” The disciples have clearly been listening to the crowds and are impressed by some of the rumors. But they themselves do not point out that the crowds are wrong. Their answers belie their own uncertainty. They do not know who Jesus is either.
Jesus’ question reveals a deep self-awareness, a searching spirit, someone used to reflecting on the meaning of his life and his own identity. Jesus surely must have put the question to himself first: “Who am I? Why am I here? What am I to do? What is God’s will for me?” These are questions that Jesus would have spent time with, probably after his baptism, when he first heard the voice of God call him “my Beloved.” He would have pondered these questions also during his forty-day fast in the desert.
At some point, Jesus decides on an answer. He accepts and realizes that he is, indeed, God’s beloved. He understands that his special identity means that he will have to treat everyone else as his own beloved. His personal identity is rooted in his intimate relationship with his beloved God, but he knows that means he has to treat the whole human race as his beloved.
Throughout his brief public life, Jesus explores his identity. In John’s Gospel, he announces who he is, not as God’s Beloved, as the Son of God, or as the Son of Humanity, but, in more poetic imagery, as the Light of the World, the Bread of Life, the Resurrection and the Life, the Way, the Truth, and the Life, the True Vine, the Good Shepherd, and the Gate. Such beautiful images could only emerge from deep self-reflection. Jesus must have constantly asked himself, “Who am I for others? What do they say about me?”
Jesus’ search for self-understanding can inspire our own. “Who are we? What do others say about us? How does God identify me?” The more we ponder our identity and the purpose of our lives, the greater the inner peace and self-confidence we will know, and the greater the compassion and love we will be able to offer to others. Similar self-reflection will lead us to discover that we, too, are God’s beloved, called to share that belovedness with every other human being and to help everyone else discover their own true identities as God’s beloved sons and daughters.
But who do you say that I am?
(MARK 8:29; LUKE 9:20; MATTHEW 16:15)
Some say this question is the question of the whole gospel. After asking his friends who others say he is, Jesus asks them point-blank, “But who do you say that I am?” He asks this question with love, respect, and hope. The disciples have witnessed his miraculous healings, his liberating exorcisms, his dynamic preaching, and his warm presence. They know he is out-of-the-ordinary. At one point, they see him calm a violent storm at sea and literally silence the wind. But they do not know who he is. “Who is this that even wind and sea obey?” they ask each other in wonder and disbelief.
But now Jesus wants to know what they think. He wants to hear them name him, identify him, choose him. He puts them on the spot. “Who do you say that I am?”
At some point along our faith journey, Jesus turns to each one of us, as well, and asks us this same question. “Who do you say that I am?”
Each one of us needs to spend time with this question. We can imagine the gentle eyes of Jesus looking at us, smiling with his usual loving kindness, and hoping for our faith and loving affirmation. He knows who he is because he heard God call him “my Beloved.” And he knows who we are, that God calls each one of us God’s own beloved sons and daughters. But he knows too that we do not yet understand any of this, so he tries to draw us out, to lead us to the truth, to help us figure it out.
The identity of Jesus then is at the heart of his story and our lives. When Peter speaks up and says, “You are the Christ, the Son of God,” Jesus tells him not to tell this to anyone. Why not? Because Peter, like all the disciples and all devout Jews, expects the Messiah to be a military leader who will seize control of Jerusalem, overthrow the Roman Empire, and restore Israel to sovereign power. Their Messiah will be part Che Guevara, part George Washington, indeed part Napoleon.
But Jesus knows who he is, and he is first and foremost not a violent Messiah. Rather, he is nonviolent. He is the embodiment of nonviolence, the incarnation of the God of love and compassion. Jesus will save humanity not through military might but through peaceful, loving means. He tells Peter that, contrary to an all-powerful, imperial, war-making Messiah, he will suffer. Soon, he will be betrayed, arrested, tortured, and brutally executed. He is the Suffering Servant described by the prophet Isaiah (in Isaiah 53). He will save humanity through his suffering and forgiving love on the cross. He will redeem the whole human race. He is the ransom paid to rescue us.
Peter will have none of it. “God forbid such a thing will happen to you,” he says.
“Get behind me, Satan,” Jesus answers. “You are thinking as men do, not as God does.”
Like all of us, Peter cannot grasp the nonviolence of God, the way God thinks and acts. Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, but he is not a military, imperial leader. He cannot hurt or kill anyone. It is impossible for him! His innocent suffering will melt every human heart and win over the entire human race to himself, to the truth, to God’s reign of nonviolence, to God.
In each Gospel, Jesus proceeds immediately to explain the cross to Peter and his friends. The cross is connected to our answer.
“Who do you say that I am?” Jesus asks us today. Do we answer like Peter, with rote affirmation, declaring that Jesus is the Son of God, yet missing the nonviolence that is at the core of his messiahship and is the key to our own discipleship? Dare we, instead, affirm his path of suffering love, his way of creative nonviolence, his willingness to risk martyrdom on the cross, as the way of God’s redemption for us all, and so name Jesus as the God of love, the God of compassion, the God of nonviolence?
We need to look long and hard into the story of Jesus to begin to comprehend who he really is. Only then can we let our answer transform our lives and lead us in his footsteps toward that same paschal mystery: the cross and the resurrection.
Why do you ask me about what is good?
(MATTHEW 19:17)
Matthew’s Gospel records the encounter between Jesus and a wealthy young man who asks Jesus, “What good must I do to gain eternal life?”
A good question, right? No. In every way, this is the wrong question to ask Jesus. The center of attention is not on Jesus’ saving help, but on the wealthy young man’s own initiative. According to the question, the wealthy young man thinks that he is in charge of eternal life, that eternal life is his rightful inheritance (just as his money and possessions are), that eternal life is something he deserves, that salvation is something he can earn. He does not understand that eternal life is a gift from God, that the proper attitude toward Jesus should be one of asking for help, as well as loving worship.
The Gospel invites us not to question Jesus about what we must do, but instead to beg Jesus and the Creator to have mercy on us and welcome us into the fullness of life here and now and later on in heaven.
Like every great teacher, from Socrates to Buddha, Jesus responds to the question by asking a question: “Why do you ask me about what is good?”
Jesus tries to draw out the wealthy young man, to help him recognize who Jesus really is. In a nonthreatening way, Jesus pushes him to go deeper: “Why are you turning to me? Why are you asking me? Do you think I might have an answer?”
And Jesus pushes us. He searches for our faith. Perhaps he wants to know if we trust him and need him, or if, because of our possessions, we have no need of God, since all our needs (supposedly, apparently) are met.
Jesus’ question reveals a stunning modesty and humility. Here he is, the Son of God, the incarnation of the Creator, the embodiment of Goodness, and few if any recognize his true identity. Even today, we fail time and again to recognize who he is. Yet instead of lashing out at us, as we might do, Jesus simply raises questions. “Why do you ask me about what is good? Why do you call upon me? Do you think that I can tell you what is good? If I tell you, does that mean you will start to do the good?”
This exchange invites us to reflect upon our relationship with Christ. Why do we call upon Jesus and ask him about what is good? What do we expect of Jesus? Do we know that he really does have the answers, that he is full of goodness, that he is the ultimate judge of good and evil? More than that, do we understand our need for Christ, our total dependence on God, our total powerlessness and helplessness without God?
Jesus calls into question our understanding of life, the reality of death, our false reliance on money, our true dependence on God, and our need for salvation. At some level, Jesus wants to know if we really believe in him, if we are really going to listen to him tell us what is good—and if we are going to do the good.
This famous encounter contrasts with Jesus’ meeting with the blind beggar, identified in Mark’s Gospel as Bartimaeus. Bartimaeus has nothing, unlike the wealthy young man, and so he calls out, “Son of David, have pity on me.” When Jesus responds, Bartimaeus throws aside his cloak and all the money he has begged, asks Jesus for vision, receives his sight, and then follows Jesus “on the way” to the cross.
In contrast, the wealthy young man is unable to surrender completely to Jesus. He does not realize his need for God. Rather, he clings to his possessions and his own feeble control of salvation.
“There is only One who is good,” Jesus tells the wealthy young man. “If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments.” When the young man asks which ones, Jesus lists several of them, but adds a new one: “Do not defraud.” When the young man presses for more, Jesus answers, “If you wish to be perfect, go, sell what you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then, come, follow me.” At this clear invitation to discipleship and eternal life, the young man turns away, rejects Jesus, and walks away sad, we are told, “because he had many possessions.”
Why do we ask Jesus about what is good? Do we want to hear Jesus tell us what is good and what is evil, and call us to renounce evil and do only good? If that is what we are looking for from Jesus, then we must be willing to change our lives, sell our possessions, give to the poor, and follow Jesus “on the way” to the cross.
Like the blind beggar, we need to call out to Jesus to take pity on us in our blindness and poverty. We need to ask for vision and respond to the gift of healing by following Jesus wherever he goes, come what may. Only then will we do what is good.
Why do you call me good?
(MARK 10:18; LUKE 18:19)
Most of us play little mind games to keep God under control. We try to trick ourselves into thinking that we can manage God, that we can keep God in a box, that we can keep God at bay. We pretend that we are doing God’s will, that we are God’s servants, that we worship God. We address God with glowing words, but within our own hearts, we are set on our own agenda. We spend our lives manipulating God and deceiving ourselves by thinking that, in fact, we have God right where we want him.
The shocking news of the gospel is that God cannot be tamed. God is not some pet that we can pat on the head periodically through the day, saying, “Isn’t he nice?” Rather, God is out of our control. God is wild. God is way beyond us.
In Mark’s and Luke’s accounts, the rich young man addresses Jesus as “Good Teacher” and asks what he must do to inherit eternal life. In response, Jesus asks, “Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone.”
Is the rich young man trying to flatter Jesus? Does he really believe Jesus is good? Or is he trying to manipulate and control Jesus, like the rest of us?
Jesus’ pointed answer to his own question not only indicts humanity’s efforts to control God but actually describes the nature of God. We are evil, the Gospel implies. We do not do the good. God alone is good and does the good. God is goodness itself.
“Are you calling me God?” Jesus, in effect, asks the rich young man. “If so, then do you really want to question me? Shouldn’t you stop trying to manipulate me and, instead, beg me to heal you and help you?”
Jesus is rarely called “good” by anyone. Rather, he is called all sorts of names, from troublemaking revolutionary to Satan himself. In the end, people denounce him as evil and execute him. The soldiers mock him. Pilate sarcastically calls him King of the Jews. Even as he dies in agony, the passersby on their way to the Temple for the holy days taunt him, saying, “If you are the son of God, come down from that cross.”
Jesus sees right through our flattery. He looks into our hearts and knows our ulterior motives. He knows we do not really believe in him. He knows we do not want to do God’s will. He realizes that we are determined to pursue our own selfish agendas.
But Jesus has compassion on us. His heart is “gentle and humble,” and his questions spring from that depth of compassion. He looks for our faith, our love, our adoration, our sincere worship. He wants us to call him not only Good Teacher, Master, and Rabbi, but Lord, Savior of the World, Son of Humanity, Son of God. If we name him honestly as the Son of God, then he knows we will fall prostrate before him, beg for his saving help, worship him, thank him, and adore him for all eternity.
The Gospel invites us to reexamine our approach to the spiritual life. Instead of controlling and manipulating God, as if that were ever possible, the Gospel teaches us to let go of every effort to control God and to approach God humbly, sincerely, lovingly, for help. The Gospel questions our entire approach to Jesus.
What do we call Jesus? How do we name him? Why do we call him good? What are the ulterior motives behind our relationship to Christ? Once we figure out an honest, humble way to address him, he will answer us, help us, save us—and we will never be the same.
Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?
(LUKE 2:49)
When Jesus is discovered in the Jerusalem Temple after his parents search three days for him, he is surprised by their anxiety and worry. He has been debating with the rabbis, scribes, Pharisees, teachers of the law, and religious authorities. He feels at home in the Temple and speaks with an authority and wisdom that no one has ever seen. Indeed, he is not just their equal, but, at twelve years of age, he is already their superior.
Like every devout Jew, Jesus honors the Temple as the holiest site in all of Judaism. The faithful worship God there. Every Jew is required by Mosaic law to make an annual pilgrimage to the Temple at Passover, to change their idolatrous Roman money into Temple money, to purchase expensive doves or pigeons, to offer sacrifice and thus fulfill their religious obligations to God.
But Jesus sees beyond the law, the rules, the religious authorities, the annual pilgrimage, the banking system, the purchase of birds, the economic injustice, and the religious hypocrisy. He realizes that the Temple is indeed the house of God, a place of contemplative prayer. But he sees firsthand how it has become “a den of thieves,” as he will later call it.
There in the Temple, for the first time, at the tender age of twelve, Jesus shatters centuries of religious misunderstanding and idolatry by calling the divine Creator of the universe Abba, or Daddy. He breaks through the cultural misconceptions of God and names God by the most honored and intimate relationship upheld in his culture, the relationship between a child and a father.
Mary and Joseph are doubly confused when Jesus asks, “Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” They do not understand their son’s resistance to being with them, and they do not understand his insistence on being in the Temple. Calling the Temple “my Father’s house” not only puts down Joseph and his Nazareth home with Mary, it also raises dangerous, perhaps blasphemous connotations. Joseph and Mary are probably shocked and appalled, but we are told simply that Jesus returns home with them to Nazareth and “was obedient to them,” and that “his mother kept all these things in her heart, and Jesus advanced in wisdom and age and favor before God and people.”
Years later, according to the same Gospel, Jesus one day announces that he is undertaking another pilgrimage to Jerusalem, more like a political campaign or a nonviolent crusade. When he finally arrives, this time at the age of thirty-three, he walks right into the Temple for the first time since he was twelve and declares, “My house shall be called a house of prayer, but you have turned it into a den of thieves.” Then, in an act of peaceful, nonviolent civil disobedience, he turns over the tables of the money changers, leads the cattle outdoors, and stops people from buying and selling. This dramatic public action, like Gandhi’s salt march or the sit-ins of the Civil Rights movement, leads almost immediately to his arrest, imprisonment, trial, condemnation, torture, and execution as a political revolutionary.
The seriousness of Jesus’ questions can never be underestimated. One could say that Jesus gave his life for this early question. He would make God’s house, his Father’s house, a house of prayer, instead of the den of thieves it had become, and he would risk his life for that action. He would oppose religious collaboration with the Roman Empire, as well as the economic oppression of the poor, who were required to buy birds in order for their religious pilgrimage and public worship to be considered legitimate. Jesus would have none of it. He was determined to be in his Father’s house, to make it a house of prayer, to do his Father’s will, and to be faithful to his identity as the beloved son of God.
Jesus was serious about his intimate, loving relationship with God and accepted the consequences of his obedience to God his Father. He tried for three days to teach the religious authorities who God is, what worship of God is, and what the Temple should be like. Apparently, he got nowhere. When his parents arrived, he went home peacefully. We could conclude that he never really tried to teach the religious authorities again. Instead, he turned his attention to the poor and oppressed and gathered disciples and apostles from them.
If we dare embrace our loving God with the same steadfast, faithful, intimate love that Jesus did, we would find ourselves more and more turning back to God, living life in the presence of God, loving others equally as God’s children, reconciling with all human beings as God’s own children, transforming all places of worship and the entire planet from a den of thieves into a house of contemplative prayer. We would long to return one day to our true spiritual home, the house of Jesus’ Father, which is our Father’s house too. We would question our own relationship with God and discover what it means to be God’s sons and daughters, and brothers and sisters of one another.
The spiritual life begins as we let go of our earthly attachments, turn to our loving God, and find our home in God. Once we discover our true home in the house of God, we begin to live as Jesus did, loving and serving everyone, leading others to God’s house, and looking forward to one day returning home.
Woman, how does your concern affect me?
(JOHN 2:4)
The first miracle Jesus performs is not the healing of a leper, the recovery of sight to the blind, or the raising of the dead to life. Rather, Jesus turns water into wine at a wedding banquet so that the party can go on for days.
The details of the event shed light on not only Jesus’ power but also his personality and his lavish efforts to celebrate life. We are told that there is a wedding in Cana in Galilee, that the mother of Jesus is there, and that “Jesus and his disciples were also invited to the wedding.” The next thing we know, they run out of wine. I think that means Jesus and his disciples make a spectacle of themselves. They drink all the wine! That may be partly why Mary approaches Jesus to report, “They have no wine.” She also knows he can do something about it.
“Woman, how does your concern affect me?” he asks. In other words, “What do you want me to do about it? What can I do?” This is a reasonable question. What does his mother expect of him? Why should he be bothered with a minor social crisis?
“My hour has not yet come,” Jesus tells his mother. In fact, throughout John’s Gospel, “the hour” approaches gradually until at last it arrives, and Jesus is betrayed, arrested, and executed. But here, at the wedding, the story is just beginning. There is no hint of such a disastrous outcome. We do not know what that hour might bring.
Jesus calls his mother “Woman,” the normal, polite form of address for his time. His question is also a common Hebrew expression, literally meaning, “What is this to me and to you?” But his question does seem cold. He is not eager to help. He does not want to make a spectacle of himself.
His mother knows, however, that Jesus is all heart. He will always help. She does not want the host to be mortified or the wedding party ruined. “Do whatever he tells you,” she tells the servers. Jesus then obeys his mother and so instructs the servers to fill six empty stone water jars, usually used for Jewish ceremonial washings. Each jar can hold twenty to thirty gallons of water. He then tells the servers to draw out some wine and take it to the headwaiter. In the process, the water turns into the finest wine. With this, we are told, he “revealed his glory and his disciples began to believe in him.”
Jesus creates not only the best wine but an enormous amount: 180 gallons! Although there may be a mere fifty people at the party, Jesus wants everyone to drink and celebrate. With one gesture, he wipes away the entire Jewish purification ritual. He abolishes the Jewish ceremonial washings by using those water jars for a party, foreshadowing the abundance of wine at the messianic banquet. He wants everyone to enjoy the fullness of life here and now. Jesus repeatedly describes heaven as a wedding banquet, a party that never ends, with enough wine for everyone. As his first public act, Jesus gets the party off to a great start.
“Woman, how does your concern affect me?” Notice, however, the question is never answered by Mary or Jesus. Rather, we are left to ponder the question and the outcome. Whenever we ask Jesus for help, even if only for more wine, he may question us, but he will never deny us. There will be wine enough for everyone in Jesus’ reign. He is determined that everyone have life and “life to the full,” that there be no more violence, no more suffering, no more death, only celebration, peace, and joy.
Mary knows this. We must know it, too, if we are to get on with the party, making sure that everyone has life to the full.
Who is my mother? Who are my brothers and sisters?
(MATTHEW 12:48; MARK 3:33)
Early in the Gospel of Mark, after he heals a man with a withered hand in the synagogue and starts calling disciples to himself, Jesus returns home to Nazareth, where enormous crowds gather to hear him. “When his relatives heard about this, they set out to seize him,” Mark records, “for they said, ‘He is out of his mind’ ” (3:21). Jesus’ mother, as well as his brothers and sisters, think he is crazy. They come to take him away. They probably are not so much concerned about him as embarrassed by his actions and claims.
We hold Mary and Joseph in such admiration that we rarely talk about the struggles this family goes through as Jesus begins his public works. In the end, his mother stands by her son as he is crucified, thus becoming the model disciple. But, according to Mark, the early days of Jesus’ public ministry are hard on the family. They do not want him making a scene and, in fact, they think he is “out of his mind.”
Matthew records that Jesus’ family members show up while he is speaking to the crowds. “They wanted to speak to him,” so someone tells him, “Your mother and your brothers and sisters are standing outside, asking to speak with you.” But instead of welcoming them, Jesus asks his question. Perhaps he is hurt by their earlier efforts to “seize him.” He must feel deeply wounded knowing that his mother, brothers, and sisters think he is out of his mind.
After asking his question, Jesus turns to the confused crowd and gives the astonishing, shocking, liberating answer. “Here are my mother and brothers and sisters. Whoever does the will of my heavenly Father is my brother and sister and mother” (Matthew 12:49). Luke’s version omits the question but offers a similar reply: “My mother and my brothers and sisters are those who hear the word of God and act on it” (8:21).
As Jesus begins to understand his mission to heal the broken, reconcile everyone, and save humanity, his heart widens to embrace the whole human race. Jesus loves everyone. He has compassion on everyone. He wants all of us to do God’s will, to share that ever-widening compassion, to hear the word of God and act on it. He wants us to live as sisters and brothers, children of his loving Father.
If we do God’s will, if we join Jesus on his mission of compassion, we become Jesus’ own family. We become his faithful, trusting, loving relatives. We become his mother and brothers and sisters. We are that close to him, that intimate. It is an enormous responsibility, a tremendous calling, a great blessing. We are empowered not only to do God’s will, to act on God’s word, but to be Jesus’ own intimate family. This vocation can transform the world, but, perhaps even more profoundly, it can lead us to spend eternity with our beloved brother.
What is your opinion about the Messiah? Whose son is he?

(MATTHEW 22:42)
Jesus is surrounded by the corrupt Pharisees, the vicious religious authorities who challenge him and seek to execute him. They have interrogated him and have done everything they can to destroy him except hand him over to die. But now the moment has come for Jesus to put a question to them. “What is your opinion about the Messiah? Whose son is he?”
The question can be taken in several different directions. “What do you think in general about the Messiah? What kind of person will the Messiah be? What will the Messiah do?”
The question can also lead us back to Jesus. Who do we think Jesus is? Whose son is he? Is he the child of Mary and Joseph, an heir of David, or the living God?
The Pharisees have an answer. “The Messiah is David’s son.” This is Jesus’ cue. “How, then, does David, inspired by the spirit, call him ‘lord’? If David calls him ‘lord,’ how can he be his son?”
With that, the Pharisees are reduced to silence. “No
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