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The Teachings of Jesus


1

Jesus as a Recognition Event
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If you are searching,

You must not stop until you find.

When you find, however,

You will become troubled.

Your confusion will give way to wonder.

In wonder you will reign over all things.

Your sovereignty will be your rest.1

THE WORDS ABOVE are from the Gospel of Thomas, recovered in 1945 amid the Nag Hammadi scrolls in the Egyptian desert and now largely accepted as an authentic teaching of Jesus. The quotation in this version is probably longer than you’re familiar with from the Bible; the other gospels stop with “seek and you shall find.” But here Jesus lays out several additional steps to tell us what the search is really like. Seeking leads to finding, yes, but the result of that finding is often to plunge you into confusion and disorientation as the new information rattles the cage of your old paradigm. Only gradually, as you can make room for what this gospel calls “wonder,” does a new universe begin to knit itself together around you, and you come to rest on a new foundation. Until the next go-round, that is.

Thomas’s words are timely because in this book we’ll be embarking on an exploration of some rich spiritual territory, which may be very challenging precisely because it’s so near at hand. We will be attempting a new take on Jesus, a new look at him as a master in an ancient spiritual tradition which I’ll call wisdom. This is difficult precisely because most of us think we know something about this Jesus already. We don’t all agree on what we know, of course. But if you’ve grown up Christian, you at least know the general gist of the story—that he was the only Son of God, that he came to this world on a mission of teaching and healing, that he was crucified, died for our sins, rose again, ascended into heaven, and now asks us to believe. Believe what? Well, believe all the things I’ve just said.

Perhaps the most deadening aspect of our Christianity as we’re used to it—aside from the fact that it really is a kind of cultural backdrop, the filter through which we look at everything else—is that we live it with twenty-twenty hindsight. We know the story. We know how the plot comes out. We know who the winners are, what the winning team is all about. We celebrate this story again and again, in our grand festivals at Christmas and Easter, and in smaller segments throughout the year. If you go to the Catholic or Episcopal Church, every Sunday you’ll recite the story in the form of the Nicene Creed: “We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen. We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God; begotten, not made, one in being with the Father, through whom all things were made,” and so on. Christians have been doing this since the fourth century. It’s the primary way that we approach our teacher, through what we believe about him. And if you’re of the fundamentalist or evangelical persuasion, you’ll know that the whole story is there in scripture. The Bible contains the complete and divinely authorized biography of Jesus and furnishes the complete guide to what you should do to become his disciple. Everything needed for your personal salvation is right there.

But what I’m about to suggest as the starting point for our exploration is that all this knowing about Jesus actually gets in the way. Living our Christianity with twenty-twenty hindsight lands us in trouble in at least two ways. First of all, it lulls us into a false sense of security: that we’re the winning team, that as Christians we’d recognize and know Jesus when he showed up. But even more problematically, this twenty-twenty hindsight takes away from us the key tool that we need to find and live the path today, to connect with this person that we seem to know so much about. This tool is our own power of inner recognition, and I will have much to say about it shortly.

But of course we may be in a window of opportunity just here. We’re living in an era in which the Christian monolith is breaking down. Some would say it’s broken down already. Mainstream Christianity is steadily losing ground (and membership). Across the board—between denominations and within them as well—forward movement seems to have slowed to a halt in the violent polarization between left wing and right wing, between liberal and fundamentalist takes on reality. You see Christian communities tearing themselves to pieces over issues such as the blessing of homosexual unions, or women’s ordination, or abortion rights, while the gospel call to tend the poor and speak truth to power goes increasingly unheeded. There’s so much anguish and struggle within an institution which even fifty years ago was virtually (or virtuously) synonymous with the decent and proper conduct of society. And at the same time there’s a lot of new information out there—even gospels we didn’t really know about before, like the Gospel of Thomas, discovered among the so-called gnostic gospels, the cache of ancient Christian texts found at Nag Hammadi in 1945. And there’s a lot of speculation and revisioning emerging from these recent discoveries, some parts of it very solid and others downright flaky.

In other words, we’re living in an era right now which some would call a major paradigm shift, where there’s an opportunity as perhaps there hasn’t been before to really open up the core questions again and ask, “What is it that we mean by ‘Christianity’? What is this filter that we’re looking through? Who is this Master that we profess and confess in our life as we call ourselves Christian?”

The angle of approach I will be using throughout this book is to see Jesus first and foremost as a wisdom teacher, a person who (for the moment setting aside the whole issue of his divine parentage) clearly emerges out of and works within an ancient tradition called “wisdom,” sometimes known as sophia perennis, which is in fact at the headwaters of all the great religious traditions of the world today. It’s concerned with the transformation of the whole human being. Transformation from what to what? Well, for a starter, from our animal instincts and egocentricity into love and compassion; from a judgmental and dualistic worldview into a nondual acceptingness. This was the message that Jesus, apparently out of nowhere, came preaching and teaching, a message that was radical in its own time and remains equally radical today. I’m mindful here of one of my favorite quotes, attributed to the British writer G. K. Chesterton, who reportedly said, “Christianity isn’t a failure; it just hasn’t been tried yet.” In this great cultural monolith that we call Christianity, which has guided the course of Western history for more than two thousand years, have we really yet unlocked the power to deeply understand and follow this Jesus along the radical path he is calling us to?

I realize that we’ll be traversing some volatile territory here. Some of material I’ll be presenting will challenge your assumptions, even your most cherished assumptions. It’s a new way of putting the pieces together. As we embark together on this journey into the unknown, it is important for you to trust your guide. So I want to begin by saying a little bit about who I am and how I’ve come to where I am on this path.

The official version is that I am an Episcopal priest, a writer, and a retreat leader. I am also a woman, and that means that some of my recent history in the church has been filled with struggle and contentiousness. I wasn’t in the very first group of women ordained in the Episcopal Church (which happened unofficially in 1974 and officially in 1977), but I am almost certainly among the first few hundred, since my ordination in 1979 came only two years after the church had committed itself to this path. In some other denominations it’s still unthinkable. So I’ve come through a time of turmoil and testing the waters, as my Church moved through a great consciousness shift. I’m a contemplative, by which I mean, in the Christian tradition, that my spiritual practice is grounded in a regular practice of meditation, silent prayer, and quiet scriptural reading. I’ve worked closely with Father Thomas Keating at St. Benedict’s Monastery in Colorado on the practice of Centering Prayer. It’s been my meditation practice for more than two decades, and it’s through this, and that other ancient monastic discipline called lectio divina (sacred reading) that I’ve come to most of what I know from the inside about our Christian walk and tradition.

Since the mid-1980s I’ve also been a serious student of the worldwide wisdom tradition. I’ve participated in the Gurdjieff work, in Sufism (the mystical arm of Islam), and a bit in Vedanta and Kabbalah studies, and I’m one of the core faculty members in a wonderful new organization called the Spiritual Paths Institute in Santa Barbara, California, which brings together teachers from all the great faith traditions to share insights and contemplative practice. From this wider immersion I’ve been reaffirmed in my sense that Jesus came first and foremost as a teacher of the path of inner transformation. That doesn’t take away the Jesus you may be more familiar with—the Son of God, the second person of the Trinity—but it does add a renewed emphasis on paying attention to what he actually taught and seeing how we can begin to walk it authentically from the inside. It also suggests that he did not really come out of nowhere, but rather that he belongs to a stream of living wisdom that has been flowing through the human condition for at least five thousand years.

That’s the external story of who I am, the credentials and background that I bring to this undertaking. But the real story is more inward, as such stories always are. I’m first and foremost a seeker, and in my own journey, the most important thing I had to learn was not what to seek, but how to seek. I grew up in eastern Pennsylvania in the 1950s, raised as a Christian Scientist officially, but I was sent to a Quaker school for my early education. Now these two streams of religious experience are pretty much polar opposites. Christian Science is a highly mental religion, teaching and exhorting one to apply the mind around universal metaphysical principles so as to be able to replicate what Jesus did in his healing. And Quakerism, particularly in these deep, silent meetings for worship that were part of my school life from the time I was in kindergarten till the end of fourth grade, was simply an unprogrammed, unmediated experience of being thrown off the diving-board into the direct presence of God. Once a week on Thursday mornings all sixty-five of us students, ages five through twelve, were marched into the cavernous, colonial meeting house next door to the school and simply asked to sit silently in the presence of God. If the spirit moved us, we were permitted to rise and offer a short prayer, Bible verse, or reflection. No one ever gave us instructions on how to do it; it was simply assumed that once you entered the silence, you’d instinctively know what to do next, like a duckling taking to water.

For much of my childhood, then, I grew up with these two very conflicting streams of religious experience which I couldn’t reconcile. One day when I was about twelve years old they got reconciled in a way that was so completely unexpected that I’ve never forgotten it. It was probably the foundational moment of my own religious journey. Next door to us lived Dan and Betsy Hoopes, and their four kids, who were my playmates. The fall of my sixth-grade year, Dan Hoopes’s kidneys began to fail—gradually at first, then with alarming rapidity. He was taken by ambulance to the hospital and moved directly into intensive care. Soon afterward my parents called my brother and me into their bedroom and sadly told us that Dan was dying. As a young Christian Scientist, this created a crisis for me, because I had been working hard with my Christian Science, as best as I could understand it as a child, trying to do the proper “knowing” that Dan’s illness was just simply an unreal claim of mortal mind and that all would be well. But now he was dying anyway, and it all seemed futile. I slipped outside to ponder the situation, taking refuge in the park across the street from my house. It was a snowy evening, late November or early December. I raged at God. “What’s wrong here? Is there something wrong with me or with you? Why isn’t this working? How can this happen?”

All of a sudden I felt myself suffused in golden light, very much like I’d experienced in those Quaker meetings, and I heard a voice distinctly saying, “Shhh. Dan will die . . . and all will be well.” While I certainly couldn’t understand the message itself, I understood that warm, golden light and somehow relaxed and rested. I discovered in that moment that there was something in me that knew. It didn’t know what it knew, exactly, but it knew that it knew. Deeper than all the precepts that had been drilled into me in my childhood religious training, it simply recognized the voice of truth when it heard it and let go into its presence.

Which brings me back to the topic I started with: living our Christianity with twenty-twenty hindsight. The real problem is that when we do that, we get lulled into “ordinary knowledge” (as the contemporary spiritual teacher A. H. Almaas calls it2) and nothing spiritually real can happen there. When we approach the story with the attitude, “I’ve heard that already, I know what that means,” we fall asleep rather than allowing ourselves to be shocked awake. As in the Gospel of Thomas, it’s merely the “seek and you shall find” part without the confusion, wonder, and reorientation—and also, without the “sovereignty.” For all such spiritual sleepwalking bypasses that crucial first step, that moment when the heart has to find its way not through external conditioning but through a raw immediacy of presence. Only there—in “the cave of the heart,” as the mystics are fond of calling it—does a person come in contact with his or her own direct knowingness. And only out of this direct knowingness is sovereignty born, one’s own inner authority.

Let’s take a wild leap, then, and imagine ourselves beside the shores of the Sea of Galilee two thousand years ago, with absolutely no idea of how the story will turn out. A new teacher has appeared on the scene, and no one knows exactly where he came up with what he’s teaching. People say that he used to be a devotee of John the Baptist, but he’s preaching a very different message from John—and certainly from what the rabbis are up to in the synagogues—and people are divided about him. Some say, “This is the most amazing, strange, wild, true stuff I’ve ever heard.” And others say, “But wait a minute! My rabbi says that he’s breaking the law, he’s healing on the Sabbath, he’s disrespecting the law and the prophets. You’d better beware of him. He’s dangerous.” Now say that both of these opinions are jostling in your head as you approach the Sea of Galilee. How do you know, when you stand before this man for the very first time, whether he’s trustworthy or not? Whether you will give your heart to him or keep your distance? He isn’t wearing a crown of gold (or a crown of thorns either). He looks like anybody else, except for the intense light in his eyes beckoning you forward. And as you step into that circle of light, what are you thrust back upon? Your own naked knowingness. You are face to face with the same thing I came face to face with that evening in the park.

“Who do you say I am?” Jesus asks repeatedly throughout the gospels. Which really means, “Who or what in you recognizes me?” It is the crucial question.

One of my own most important mentors along the path is Father Bruno Barnhart, who for many years was prior of the Benedictine Camaldolese Monastery in Big Sur, California. He still lives there as a hermit and a writer and is widely admired for his mystical brilliance. He was the first person who really put the pieces together for me: that the key ingredient I’ve been talking about is really recognition energy. It’s the capacity to ground-truth a spiritual experience in your own being. The gospels are built on it—and so was the early church—as the powerful liberation energy of the Christ event spills over and travels forward, moving from recognition to recognition. In his wonderful book Second Simplicity, Father Bruno explains what he means:

As we accompany Jesus through the gospels we are present at one dramatic meeting after another. “One person after another experiences a mysterious power in Jesus that from this moment changes the course of his or her life. If we are fully present at the moment when we read such a narrative, we ourselves experience the liberating power of this awakening. Examples come quickly to mind: The two disciples in John’s first chapter: “Rabbi, where do you dwell?” “Come and see.” Then quickly in that same Johannine narrative, Peter and Nathaniel experience the awakening of meeting Jesus. In the synoptic gospels we may recall the reaction to Jesus of the blind man alongside the road to Jericho, of the father of the paralytic boy, of the centurion whose servant was sick, of the thief on the cross alongside Jesus, of the centurion present at Jesus’ death. Time after time we feel the break-through of life, the wave-front of wonder.3

“Well, of course,” you may say, “it would be easy to recognize Jesus. He’s the one that rose from the dead.” And you may assume that these early Christian disciples flocked to Jesus because of the resurrection. I once asked a group of people in a church I served, “Would it make any difference for you if the resurrection hadn’t happened, if Jesus hadn’t risen from the dead?” I admit it was a trick question, and I got exactly the response I expected: theological diatribes based on the Nicene Creed. Of course it would make a difference: because the resurrection proves that Jesus is the only Son of God, that there is none other like him, that in and through him God has reconciled heaven and earth and laid the foundations of the New Creation, that this is the pivotal moment in salvation history—on and on like that. But the point being missed—and it’s really a key point—is that for these first disciples, the ones who first listened and said “yes” to Jesus, the outcome was as yet unknown. Both crucifixion and resurrection lay ahead. How would they know that this teacher whose being was pouring into them, sometimes in spite of themselves, in the midst of the crosscurrents in their hearts, would all too soon be crucified, die, and rise again? It all lay up ahead. What caused them to say “yes” to Jesus? It must have been very different from what now, twenty centuries later, is our normal understanding of the situation. We may say “yes” to Jesus because we know now that he is the Son of God, that he died and rose again, and that in union with him we hope to do likewise. They didn’t know this. What said “yes”?

I’d like to explore this question more deeply by looking at one of the most interesting and significant people who said “yes”: the Samaritan woman at the well, whose story we read in the fourth chapter of the Gospel of John. To fill in a bit of the background, Samaria and Judea were adjacent Israelite kingdoms. While Samaritans and Jews were both Semitic people, descendants of the original twelve tribes of Israel, they had been at odds with each other for centuries, and Jews normally didn’t speak to Samaritans. Certainly Jewish men didn’t speak to Samaritan women. So there’s something very striking and odd in the configuration of this story to begin with. At high noon, Jesus draws up to a well in Samaria (in order to travel from Galilee to Jerusalem one has to cross Samaria) and asks a woman drawing water there for a drink of water. Here is the dialogue that ensues, found in John 4:6–15:

Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting by the well. It was about noon. A Samaritan woman came to draw water, and Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.” (His disciples had gone to the city to buy food.) The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” (Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans.) Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.” The woman said to him, “Sir, you have no bucket, and the well is deep. Where do you get that living water? Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, and with his sons and flocks drank from it?” Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.” The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may never be thirsty, or have to keep coming here to draw water.”4

It is an interesting and powerful encounter. When I listen closely, the first thing I hear is a sort of mutual boldness. Clearly Jesus sees something in this woman from the start, for him even to begin to address her. And far from being intimidated, she returns his serves beautifully. When he talks about water she challenges him, but when he ups the ante and moves from literal water (that water down in that well that you haul with a bucket) to living water, she goes right along with him. And when he says, “With the water that I give you, you will never thirst again,” she catches his meaning exactly; she makes the leap right along with him. It’s a fascinating exchange. There is a heart-to-heart connection and a heart-to-heart inner seeing. He sees who she is; she sees who he is. And in the light of that mutual recognition they keep on empowering each other and drawing each other along to a greater self-disclosure, until finally, a few lines later, Jesus says to her, “The hour is coming and is even now here when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth, for that is the kind of worship the Father wants.” The woman replies, “I know that the Messiah, that is the Christ, is coming. When he comes he will tell us everything.” Jesus said, “I, who am talking to you, I am he.”

What an extraordinary moment! It is the first time in this gospel that Jesus reveals his true identity to anyone. Something he sees in her gives him the confidence to be so nakedly vulnerable; and something she sees in him gives her the confidence to follow his lead, to go higher and higher and deeper and deeper in herself, knowing far beyond what she could know from ordinary knowingness, knowing fully in the immediacy of her heart. This quality of awareness is not something that comes from outside the moment. Rather, it grows up in the moment itself through the quality and energy of the heart connection. It is a transfusion from within (“one deep calling to another,” in the words of Psalm 42). It is pristine and clear, and it is the basis of all true belief.

Bruno has some beautiful words to say about the nature of this transfusion a few paragraphs further along in Second Simplicity. He, too, has been reflecting on the mysterious energy of the exchange between Jesus and this unknown woman at the well, and he observes: “This Jesus whom we encounter is a light at the center of the world, a fire at the world’s edge. He moves beneath the images of himself as an alternate center of energy. He awakens that which lies at the core of my own being. The series of Jesus’s healings in the gospels are the story of the gradual raising to life and consciousness, to freedom and fullness, of this nascent person that I am.”5 He then concludes with this remarkable statement: “The knowledge of Jesus Christ is a unitive knowledge; it is the luminosity of my own true and eternal being.”6 In other words, to quote Psalm 36, “in your light we see light.” Jesus Christ standing before the Samaritan woman becomes the mirror in which she sees not only the face of God but her own true face.

In the gospels, all the people who encountered Jesus only by hearsay, by what somebody else believed about him, by what they’d been told, by what they hoped to get out of him: all those people left. They still leave today. The ones that remained—and still remain—are the ones who have met him in the moment: in the instantaneous, mutual recognition of hearts and in the ultimate energy that is always pouring forth from this encounter. It is indeed the wellspring.
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Jesus in Context
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THERE’S A STORY, purportedly true, of a school board in the heart of the Tennessee Bible belt wrestling with whether or not to institute a foreign-language curriculum in its high school. After heated discussion, the debate was finally brought to an end when one board member stood up and said, “No way! If English was good enough for Jesus Christ, it’s good enough for my son.”

We can laugh, of course, but the laughter is a trifle nervous; for most of us, it’s more a matter of degree than kind. The majority of Christians are still decidedly more comfortable reciting the Lord’s Prayer or Twenty-third Psalm in the old King James Version than in the many new translations now available (my well-educated grandmother insisted that prayer sounded holier when spoken in “thees” and “thous”). And one Sunday morning when I offered the Lord’s Prayer in the original Aramaic of Jesus, several members of my congregation were distinctly troubled. “It sounded Islamic,” one woman worried.

Jesus was a Near Eastern event. We need to keep reminding ourselves of this. When the meteor of his being tumbled into time and space it landed in Palestine, not in Elizabethan England. From Palestine, of course, its influence radiated out in all directions. One line came west, carried by the apostle Paul through Turkey and into the Greco-Roman lands. That’s the line we’re most familiar with. But the energy also traveled in directions that we know a lot less about. Another line went southwest to Africa and from there jumped across the Strait of Gibraltar and traveled up the west coast of France to the Celtic strongholds of Brittany and Ireland. Still another line radiated east into Persia, India, and even China. And the energy certainly stayed right there in the Middle East, in lands that are today primarily Islamic: Iraq, Syria, and Turkey. All of these energy streams flowing out from the Jesus event had their unique flavors—and they are very different from the flavor we’re used to in our own stream.

Back even fifty years ago the whole picture seemed a lot simpler. We had the Bible (and for most people this meant the King James Bible); we had tradition; we had our creeds; we had our rules; we had our story line right. What was conveyed through the above channels was orthodox; what was not was heresy. And yes, some Christians did see things from differing viewpoints: there were Catholics and Protestants, and when they tried to converse with each other, this was known as ecumenism. Even today, the great majority of North Americans still experience Christians as coming in only two flavors: Catholic or Protestant. Many of us will have heard of the Greek and Russian Orthodox churches—although that is pretty much the limit of the known Christian universe. But what about the Ethiopian church? The Oriental Orthodox? The Nestorians? The ancient Syriacs? The Malabar Christians? The Chinese Christians of Xian with their distinctly Buddhist-flavored versions of the teachings of Jesus?1 What do we know of all these other Christian streams of influence?

It’s easy to be dismissive, of course—to simply shake our heads and say, “That’s all gnostic.” “Gnostic” is a term we love to hate. We don’t exactly know what it means, but the one thing we do know is that anything labeled “gnostic” is not scriptural and not orthodox; there’s something suspect about it. Later in this chapter I will try to shed some light on the words “gnostic” and “gnosticism.” For now, suffice it to say that when we use these terms so disparagingly, we’re actually exposing our deeply entrenched habit of viewing the Christian world through an exclusively Western filter—and of course, what this really means is that we’re looking at it through a Roman filter. The two chief earmarks of the Roman filter are that it tends to confuse unity with uniformity and it puts a high priority on order and authority. You can see how over the centuries these two tendencies have played out in the Western Church.

Speaking of orthodoxy, a lot of Christians assume that the word orthodox means right belief. It’s all about catechisms and creeds: believing the right things about Jesus, believing the way the church teaches you to believe. And yes, the word does etymologically derive from the Greek ortho (right) and dokeo (to think)—or in other words, it means “right thinking.” But intuitively, I prefer to derive the “dox” part from the word doxa, which means “glory” (as in “Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit,” known as the doxology). Orthodox would then mean “right glory” (or “right praise”), and while this may be linguistically, well, unorthodox, it does come a lot closer to conveying the spiritual ambience of most of non-Roman Christianity (or in other words, the other 270 degrees of the Jesus-event arc). Particularly for the Near Eastern Christians, there was a strong sense that belief was not something that should be pinned down too tightly, like angels dancing on the head of a pin. People come from all different backgrounds and all different levels of spiritual maturity, and belief will fluctuate accordingly. But what should properly hold the body of Christ together is right praise, the ability to transcend all these differing viewpoints and in one voice (though maybe varied harmonies) offer glory and thanksgiving to the Master whose life transforms the human heart. Whatever the literal meaning of the term “orthodox,” this is its authentic spiritual meaning.

In the West, as I said, we early on lost that generosity of spirit. Because of the rigid, control-oriented focus built into our Western filter, we struggle even to comprehend (yet alone accept) the vibrancy, breadth, diversity, and inclusiveness of early Christianity. We’ll need to regain some of that breadth of vision before it’s possible even
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