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Epigraph

. . . . try to love the questions themselves, like locked rooms and like books that are written in a very foreign tongue. Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be given you because you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps you will then gradually, without noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE





Introduction: Twenty-Five Years In

To begin with, a bit about where this book comes from.

When I was in my early twenties, I gave my first sermon. I was hooked. I decided right then and there that I was going to give my life to reclaiming the art of the sermon.

I loved giving sermons.

I still do.

More than ever.

And sermons, I understood at that point, are something you give from the Bible. So I went to seminary, and I studied Greek and Hebrew (the two languages the Bible was originally written in), and I studied history and hermeneutics and exegesis and form and textual criticism—all so I could give better sermons.

Eventually I got a job in a church, and I started giving sermons weekly. And then one day something happened that changed everything.

I had just given a sermon, and I was standing around afterward talking to people when a man named Richard walked up to me and said,

You missed it.

What? I asked him. What did I miss?

He then proceeded to rattle off a seemingly endless list of things that were happening in the story from the Bible that I had just given a sermon about. Background and hints and meaning and innuendo and humor and tension and history. The more he went on, the more I realized how right he was: I had missed it.

And then he said,

You know, Jesus was Jewish.

What? Jesus was Jewish? I said. I imagine you’re laughing at this point because that’s so obvious, and yes, I did know that Jesus was Jewish. But not like Richard knew it. Something about that one obvious line set off an explosion within me.

Richard went on to say that Jesus lived in a first-century Jewish world of politics and economics and common stories and inside jokes, and the more you knew about that world, the more he and his message would come to life. Richard began dropping by my office with photocopied articles by people I’d never heard of explaining mikvahs and taxation rates and ketubahs and who Shammai was and who Hillel was and why that matters. Richard introduced me to friends of his who invited me to eat with them while they would discuss and debate and laugh and riff on the Bible for the sheer joy of it. And they knew their stuff. It was staggering. I could barely keep up. They would point out insightful political commentary or subversive poetry or discrepancies in the text that were actually on purpose because the writer was doing something really clever just below the surface. They’d take a verse or story I’d heard people talk about, and they’d start discussing it and turning it on its head and pointing out all the depth and surprise and power I hadn’t noticed—it was like music they were dancing to.

This is in the Bible? I found myself continually asking. How did I miss this? It was like the Bible went from black and white to color, from two dimensions to three, or nine.

Gradually what I was learning began to make its way into my sermons and, more significantly, into my life.

And once you see, you can’t unsee.

And once you taste, you can’t untaste.

People started coming up to me after my sermons, sometimes visibly upset, asking,

How come I’ve never heard any of this?! This makes so much more sense! This is so much more dangerous and interesting and provocative and timely and progressive and poetic and convicting and funny . . .

Over time I began to realize that what was happening wasn’t just that I was learning new things about the Bible but that I was reading the Bible in a different way. A way that I hadn’t been exposed to. Until now. And now there was no going back.

Which is why I’ve written this book: I want to help you read the Bible in a better way because lots of people don’t know how to read it. And so they either ignore it, or they read it badly and cause all kinds of harm.

Some people see the Bible as an outdated book of primitive, barbaric fairy tales that we have moved beyond. And so they ignore it, missing all of the progressive and enlightened ideas that first entered human history through the writers of the Bible—ideas and ideals we still fall far short of, ideas and ideals that are still way ahead of our present consciousness and practice.

And then there are the folks who talk about how important and central and inspired the Bible is but then butcher it with their stilted literalism and stifling interpretations, assuming that it says one thing and if you just get that one thing, then you’ve read it well.

But you, I want you to read the Bible in a whole new way.
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A few thoughts before we get rolling here.

First, the Bible isn’t a Christian book. I say that because many people have come to understand the Bible as a book for a certain group of people to claim and own and then help them divide themselves from everyone else. But the Bible is a book about what it means to be human. And we are all, before anything else, human.

So if you’re reading this preface wondering if this is another one of those religious books that’s going to try to sign you up and convert you at the end, or it’s going to have all kinds of insider language for those in the know, this isn’t that book. This is a book about a library of books dealing with loss and anger and transcendence and worry and empire and money and fear and stress and joy and doubt and grace and healing, and who doesn’t want to talk about those?

Second, you don’t have to believe in God to read the Bible. In fact, as you’ll see in these passages, the Bible is filled with people wrestling and struggling and doubting and shouting and arguing with this idea that there even is a god, let alone some sort of divine being who is on our side. If you have a hard time swallowing the god talk you’ve heard over the years, great—this book is for you, because these are exactly the kinds of things the writers of the Bible are dealing with in their writings.

Third, this book is all over the place. Seriously, we’re going to jump from topic to topic and story to story and theme to theme, moving from poetry to history to parable to questions and rants. I did this on purpose.

There is an arc, a trajectory to this book. I am trying to take you somewhere specific—but with countless twists and turns. I’ve arranged this book this way because this is how the Bible is. Yes, it does have an intentional arrangement to it, but there are so many moments when you find yourself thinking, Where did that come from? 

I’ve been reading and studying and exploring and rereading and rethinking and giving sermons from the Bible for twenty-five years, and I find it more compelling and mysterious and interesting and dangerous and convicting and helpful and strange and personal and inspiring and divine and enjoyable than ever.

So you can relax—there’s a good chance you’re going to enjoy this.

And you may even find yourself thinking,

How did I miss this? 





Part 1

There’s Something More Going On Here





1

Moses and His Moisture

In the book of Deuteronomy chapter 34, we read that Moses

was a hundred and twenty years old when he died, 

yet his eyes were not weak nor his strength gone.

A fairly straightforward verse, correct? Moses was old . . . and then he died.

What else is there to say? Actually, quite a bit. Read the last half of that sentence again:

yet his eyes were not weak nor his strength gone.

Notice anything unusual? How about that phrase nor his strength gone?

Moses has just died, correct?

Dying, as a general rule, is what happens when your strength has gone. So why does the writer want us to know that Moses died but his strength hadn’t gone?

A bit about the word strength here. The Hebrew scriptures were originally written in Hebrew, and in Hebrew the word translated strength here is the word leho.

Leho literally means moisture or freshness.

He died, but his moisture hadn’t left him?

He passed on but still had his freshness?

One translation reads

nor had his natural force abated

while another reads

he still had his vigor

while the JPS Torah Commentary notes that Ibn Ezra understood the verse to mean that Moses

had not become wrinkled.

(Please tell me you’re smiling by this point.)

Moisture?

Natural force hadn’t abated?

He hadn’t become wrinkled?

What does the writer want us to know about Moses?

This phrase with the word leho here, just to make sure we’re all clear, is a euphemism for sexual potency. That’s what the storyteller here wants us to know about Moses at the time of his death.

That’s right, friends, Moses, the great leader of the Hebrews, the liberator who led his people out of slavery, the hero who defied Pharaoh, the one who climbed Mount Sinai to meet with God, the towering figure of the Hebrew scriptures, when he died,

he could still get it up.

Just so you know.

Which of course raises the question, Why?

Why does the writer want the reader to know this?

To answer that question, you have to go back, much earlier in the history of Moses’s people, to a man named Abraham. Abraham had many sons, and many sons had Father Abraham, and Moses was one of them.

Abraham, we learn in Genesis, the first book of the Bible, left his father’s household and everything familiar and set out on a journey to a new land. People didn’t do that at that time in history because they had a cyclical view of history in which everything that has happened will happen again. They believed that you’re born into a cycle of events and you’ll die somewhere in that same cycle of events as the cycle endlessly repeats itself.

In other words, there’s nothing new.

What happened to your ancestors will eventually happen to you, and then it will happen to your children as your family goes round and round the cycle.

But then Abraham leaves. He steps out of the cycle. He walks into a new future, one that hasn’t happened before. No one had ever done that before because no one had ever conceived of the world and life and the future like that before.

This was a new idea in human history—that you weren’t stuck, that you didn’t have to repeat everything that had already happened.

But we’re just getting started, because to understand the significance of that story about Abraham, you need to back up just a bit more to see that the writers of Genesis told that story about Abraham within a larger story.

There’s actually a progression of violence in the early chapters of Genesis, a progression that starts with a man named Cain killing his brother Abel, and then it continues to escalate as all of humanity spirals downward into greater and greater conflict and destruction. By the end of chapter 11—the chapter before we meet Abraham—people are setting up empires to oppress the masses, entire systems perpetuating injustice.

How much worse can it get?

That’s the question hanging in the air when the storyteller introduces us to this man Abraham who decides to leave and start something new. He’s leaving his home, but he’s also leaving an entire way of life.

The storyteller wants you the reader to know that Abraham has a destiny to fulfill in which he becomes the father of a new kind of people to usher in a new era for humanity—one based in love, not violence. As Abraham is told in chapter 12, all peoples on earth will be blessed through you. 

This was a new idea. They won’t conquer other people but bless them?

How do you form a new kind of people that will take the world in a new direction? 

You have kids.

And how do you have kids?

You have sex.

And sex involves—that’s right—moisture and freshness.

So when the writer tells you that Moses wasn’t wrinkled and his strength hadn’t abated and he still had his force, the writer is telling you that Moses was still able to participate in the creation of this new kind of tribe that would take the world in a new direction, away from all that violence and destruction.

Can the world head in a new direction, or are we trapped, doomed to repeat that same old, tired cycle of conflict?

That’s the question at the heart of this Abraham-and-Moses story.

But we’re just scratching the surface. Because Abraham’s tribe eventually found themselves in slavery in Egypt, owned by the ruler of Egypt, Pharaoh. And that’s where we meet Moses, who rises up in defiance of Pharaoh and eventually leads the Hebrews out of slavery and into the wilderness, reminding them over and over again of their destiny to be a new kind of people for the world.

Why is this a big deal?

Because if you’re a slave, you have one burning question: Will we always be slaves?

Or to put it another way: Will Pharaoh always have the power?

Or to put it another way: Whose side are the gods on—ours or Pharaoh’s?

Or to put it another way: Are the deepest forces of life for us or against us?

Or to put it another way: Are we here to suffer, or are we here to do something else, something bigger and better?

Or to put it another way: Does oppression or liberation have the last word? Does injustice or freedom win in the end?

So when Moses led his people out of Egypt, this wasn’t just the liberation of a specific tribe—it was the answer to a question people have been asking for thousands of years:

Are our lives set in stone and unable to change, or can we be set free from whatever it is that enslaves us?

But it wasn’t just an answer to a question. This story about Moses and the Exodus was also a warning to anyone who has ever bullied another person, anyone who has ever held their boot on the neck of someone they were dominating, anyone who has ever used their power and strength to dehumanize and exploit the weakness of another:

Your days in power are numbered because the deepest forces of the universe are on the side of the oppressed, the underdog, and the powerless.

For this Hebrew tribe, then, passing this liberating and intoxicating idea along to the next generation was really, really important. That’s how you change the world, by entering into your own liberation and then passing that freedom and joy and liberation along to your kids.

And how do you get kids?

You have sex.

And how do you have sex?

Well, as we all know, that involves moisture and freshness.
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You with me here?

Do you see what we just did?

We started with a few obscure English words in the thirty-fourth chapter of the fifth book of the Bible about a man named Moses. But then we dipped just a bit below the surface, and in no time we found a subtle, slightly crude, quite funny, sly, unexpected sexual euphemism that took us earlier in the story that then circled back to another story a bit later, and in no time we were dealing with violence and hope and despair and slavery and oppression and empires and imagination and human consciousness and the birth of new ideas no one had ever had before, and you were reading along thinking about them back then but when we talked about whether or not things can change or are they set in stone and there’s nothing you can do about it, you realized

you’ve had that question before about your own life, right?

So it started with an affirmation of Moses’s organ potency, but a page or two later, we were talking about the despair we all flirt with from time to time, weren’t we?

We started with a line about his life, which led us to a line about their life, which led us to your life and my life, which led us from the past to the present to the future to all of life.

All that, from reading one line in . . .

the Bible.



[image: ]




Why bother with such a strange, old book?

Because it’s a book about them, then, that somehow speaks to you and me, here and now, and it can change the way you think and feel about everything.

But isn’t it actually a library of books written across a number of years by people who didn’t know each other with agendas and opinions and limited perspectives?

Yes, of course it is. And it’s even stranger than that, which we’ll get into.

But doesn’t it promote violence and all sorts of primitive and barbaric behavior that we’ve left behind?

No, and I want you to see where that view comes from and why it’s so misguided.

But you have to admit that there is a lot of violence in the Bible—like the violence you skipped over just now in that retelling of the Exodus story—and a lot of it is done in the name of God or because the person believed God told them to do it.

Absolutely. There are a lot of those stories in the Bible, and we’re going to explore a number of them, because there’s more going on there than most people realize.

But it seems like a lot of the people who talk the most about how important and central and necessary the Bible is seem to skip over and gloss and censor the most dangerous and interesting parts about sex and politics and power and the poor.

Yes, so true! This is a dangerous, subversive, explicit, foul, honest, strange, contradictory, paradoxical, ruthlessly hopeful book that makes a number of rather stunning claims about pretty much everything. (Do you like that phrase ruthlessly hopeful? I’m quite keen on it.)

But isn’t the Bible ultimately about Jesus and how there’s a narrow way and a few people will find it and everyone else is going to burn in hell?

No, it’s not. It’s bigger and more expansive and inclusive and embracing and enlightened than that because the Jesus story is bigger and more expansive and inclusive and challenging and dangerous and enlightened than that.

But isn’t it, honestly, quite boring?

If you’re bored reading the Bible, then you aren’t reading the Bible.

Well, then, how do you read the Bible?

That’s what this book is about. Because it’s easy to read the Bible and miss an entire world of weirdness and joy and hope and innuendo and implication just below the surface.

This book is about that world.

Let’s start, then, in the beginning.





2

Somebody Wrote Something Down

In the beginning,

someone wrote something down. 

That’s how we got the Bible.

Some people wrote some things down.

Obvious, right?

And true.

And absolutely important that we start there.

The Bible did not drop out of the sky; it was written by people.

Many of the stories in the Bible began as oral traditions, handed down from generation to generation until someone collected them, edited them, and actually wrote them down, sometimes hundreds of years later. That’s years and years of people sitting around fires and walking along hot dusty roads and gathering together in tents and homes and courtyards to hear and discuss and debate and adapt and change these stories, poems, letters, and accounts.

The people who wrote these books had lots of material to choose from.

There were countless stories floating around, tons of accounts being handed down, massive amounts of material to include. Or not include.

In the Old Testament book of 1 Kings, the author writes in chapter 11,

As for the other events of Solomon’s reign—all he did and the wisdom he displayed—are they not written in the book of the annals of Solomon?

Well, yes, I guess they are—it’s just that we have no idea what the author is referring to! Interesting, the assumption on the author’s part that not only do we know this but also that we have access to these annals. Which we don’t.

We see something similar in the Gospel of John, where it’s written,

Jesus performed many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book.

And then the book ends with this line:

Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written down, I suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that would be written.

It’s as if the writer, just to wrap things up, adds, Oh yeah, I left a ton of stuff out.

The authors of the books of the Bible, then, weren’t just writing—they were selecting and editing and choosing and making decisions about what material and content furthered their purposes in writing and what didn’t.

The writer of the Gospel of Luke:

I too decided to write an orderly account for you . . .

From the book of Esther:

This is what happened . . .

Toward the end of the Gospel of John:

These are written that you may believe . . .

There were points these writers wanted to make, things they wanted their readers to see, insights they wanted to share, stories they wanted to tell.

What these writers ultimately created was a library. The Bible is a library of books, written by forty or so authors over roughly fifteen hundred years on three continents. This library is vast and diverse and covers a massive amount of ground. At various moments over the past several thousand years, people made decisions about what books became part of their Bible and what books were left out. People wrote the books that became the Bible and then other people decided that those books would or would not be included in the Bible. These people had meetings and discussions and developed criteria and had more meetings and discussions, and eventually they made decisions. Decisions about what the Bible even is.

It’s important to point out that these writers—and the people who decided whether or not to include their writings in the Bible—were real people living in real places at real times. Their purposes in writing, then, were shaped by their times and places and contexts and psyches and personal histories and economies and politics and religion and technology and countless other factors.

What does it tell us about the world Abraham lived in that when he’s told to offer his son as a sacrifice, he doesn’t ask for any instructions on how to do it? He sets out to do it as if it’s a natural thing for a god to ask.

The David-and-Goliath story starts with technology—the Philistines had a new kind of metal that the Israelites didn’t. The story is undergirded by that primal fear that comes when your neighbor has weapons that you don’t have. Like spears. Or guns. Or bombs.

The Roman Empire had a particular line from their military propaganda that began, There is no other name under heaven given to humankind by which we must be saved. So when the apostle Peter used this phrase, there is no other name under heaven, he’s referring to something his readers would have understood.

Real people,

writing in real places,

at real times,

choosing to include some material,

choosing to leave out other material.

And it turns out that what they wrote about was love and fear and debt and duty and doubt and anger and skepticism and hate and technology and shame and hope and betrayal—the very struggles and issues we’re still talking about thousands of years later. And that’s why it’s so important to not read it like it dropped out of the sky. Because in doing so, you miss the solidarity that comes from realizing that this is a profoundly human book.

Now, let’s look at a few of the stories these real people living in real places at real times told. We’ll start with a story about Jesus writing on the ground because when you’re reading the Bible, it’s important to remember that there’s usually something else going on.





3

Stoners and Swingers

In the Gospel of John, there’s a story about a woman who gets caught having sex with a man who isn’t her husband. A group of concerned religious leaders bring her—and not the dude!—to Jesus and quote the Torah (the first five books of the Bible, also called the Law and also referred to as the Books of Moses) about how she should be stoned for what she (they?) had done.

(The throwing-rocks-at-someone-until-they-die kind of stoned, just to be clear.)

They’re trying to trap Jesus by asking if she should be killed ACCORDING TO THE LAW. (That just feels like it should be CAPS LOCKED, doesn’t it?) Jesus, however, won’t have any of it. He bends down and writes on the ground. He then says,

Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.

He writes some more on the ground, the men start to leave until it’s just Jesus and the woman, he asks her if anyone condemns her, she says no, and he tells her that he doesn’t either and she should leave her life of sin.

End of story.

But beginning of questions . . .

What was he writing on the ground? 

And why did whatever he was writing on the ground and what he said cause the religious leaders to walk away? 

And why do the older men walk away first? 

Why does John include those details?



[image: ]




This story about the woman and the leaders who want to stone her is found at the beginning of chapter 8 in the Gospel of John. If you back up to the previous chapter, chapter 7, you read that it was the time of the Festival of Tabernacles.

The Festival of Tabernacles was one of the seven major feasts on the Hebrew calendar. (They’re listed in Leviticus chapter 23.) There were spring feasts and fall feasts, organized around the agricultural cycles of planting and harvesting. (Feasts were common in the ancient world in agricultural societies—people set aside particular times to thank the gods for the latest harvest and then ask the gods for continued abundance for their crops and harvests.)

The spring feasts began with Passover, then

Unleavened Bread, then

Firstfruits, then

Pentecost.

The fall feasts began with the

Festival of Trumpets, then

the Day of Atonement, and then

the Festival of Tabernacles.

The Festival of Tabernacles, then, was the last of the fall feasts, and the last feast of the year. As the last of the fall feasts, it was the feast before the winter, when hopefully rains would come and water the crops so they’d grow so that in the spring you’d have food to harvest. If the rains didn’t come during the winter, you might not have food and you’d starve.

Thousands of pilgrims in the first century would pour into Jerusalem for the eight days of feasting, staying in makeshift shelters (the Hebrew word is sukkots) that reminded them of how their God had cared for their people many years earlier when they had journeyed in the wilderness (that story is told in the book of Exodus).

You can see how a story about how their God had cared for them and provided food would have had particular resonance as they faced a coming winter and the pressing question of whether or not the rains would come and bring them a spring harvest. During the eight days, there were sacrifices and prayers and singing and rituals, oriented around asking God to bring the winter rains so they’d have food in the spring. The religious leaders would teach during these eight days about the significance of water—water as rain, water as divine provision, water and thirst, thirst as a metaphor for spiritual longing. Lots of teaching about water. The eight days all built up to the last day, when the high priest would take a pitcher of water and a pitcher of wine and pour them together over the altar while the crowd chanted,

Hosannah! Hosannah! 

Hosannah means God save us, as in, God, please bring us winter rains to save us from drought and famine. (Later Hosannah began to have political connotations, as in God, save us from the Romans who have invaded our land!)

With that in mind, notice this line from chapter 7:

On the last and greatest day of the festival, Jesus stood and said in a loud voice . . .

Why is he speaking in a loud voice? Because it’s the last day and the crowd would have been chanting loudly. He wants to be heard over the noise of the gathered throng.

And what does he say in his outside voice?

Let anyone who is thirsty come to me and drink.

He chooses this moment, a moment when people were focused on their very real physical needs for water, and calls them to their spiritual thirst, thirst he insists he can do something about. (Is this why earlier in the chapter, he tells his brothers to go to the festival and he stays back, telling them the time isn’t right? He’s waiting for the last day to make his speech with the ritual of the priest pouring the wine and water and the crowd chanting about their need for a savior as a backdrop. The theatrics alone are fantastic.)

Thousands of people in Jerusalem, feasting and drinking and celebrating and chanting and praying and living in makeshift shelters on the side of the hill in Jerusalem. Basically, religious camping. With a lot of wine involved.

And what often happens when lots of people drink and camp together?

Of course, they end up in each other’s tents. And arms.

Can you see how two people might end up in the wrong tent—regretting decisions they made the night before? It’s not surprising, then, that the next morning, the teachers of the law and the Pharisees drag into the temple courts a woman they’d caught with a man who wasn’t her husband.

They bring the woman to Jesus because they want to trap him. And so they challenge him with a passage from the law:

Our scriptures say this woman should be killed. What do you say?

Jesus isn’t fazed at all by the trap. He bends down and writes on the ground.

And what does he write?

Well, what have the Pharisees and teachers of the law been doing these past eight days? 

They’ve been at the feast.

And what have they been doing at the feast?

They’ve been teaching.

And what have they been teaching?

They’ve been teaching about the spiritual significance of water.

And what passages from the Hebrew scriptures have they been teaching on?

Interesting you ask. One of the passages that was taught at the Festival of Tabernacles is from the prophet Jeremiah. The passage is about dust, which is what you have if you don’t have water. Here are a few lines:

LORD, you are the hope of Israel;

all who forsake you will be put to shame.

Those who turn away from you will be written in the dust . . .

What was the last line again?

Those who turn away from you will be written in the dust . . .

And what did Jesus do?

He bends down and writes in the dust. He takes one of the passages they all would have been familiar with, and he enacts it, all without saying a word. They’ve rejected him, but instead of saying it, he alludes through his actions to a verse they were just teaching, essentially implying that they—the concerned religious leaders—are the ones who have turned away, not the woman.

So what does Jesus write on the ground?

Their names?

You can read this story lots of ways. One way is to see it as a wonderful lesson about how we should all be less judgmental. You know, don’t throw stones at people when they screw up because we all screw up from time to time and it’s important not to condemn but give people grace because you’d want them to give you grace.

Great.

That’s one way to read it.

And we could use more grace and less stone throwing, for sure.

So why the detail about Jesus bending down and writing in the dust?

The storyteller wants you to see that Jesus is confronting an entire entrenched power structure. These spiritual leaders were part of a temple institution that ruled the Jewish tribe, an institution that controlled politics and religion and economics and cultural life. And this institution had become corrupt in Jesus’s day. Which is why he confronts them.

And what happens when people confront power structures? What happens when people call out the powers that be when those powers have lost the plot?

Often the person gets killed.

This is not just a nice story about how we should be less judgmental—this is about political and social resistance to anything that robs people of their dignity and honor. This is about the courage and tenacity of this rabbi to stand up and say, “You’re in the wrong.”

This is a story about Jesus writing on the ground, but it’s also a hint of what’s to come. This man is going to get killed.
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Did you see what just happened there? We started with a story that didn’t make a lot of sense—Jesus bending down and writing on the ground and then the teachers walking away. But then we flew a bit higher and read it in the larger context of what was happening leading up to that moment, and it quickly started to go somewhere.

Which leads us to a question:

Who paid Jesus’s bills?

(You didn’t see that coming, did you? Stay with me, because we’re headed somewhere.)





4

Who Paid Jesus’s Bills?

After this, Jesus traveled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God. The Twelve were with him, and also some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called Magdalene) from whom seven demons had come out; Joanna the wife of Chuza, the manager of Herod’s household; Susanna; and many others. These women were helping to support them out of their own means. 

—Luke 8

There is so much here, where do we start?

First, Jesus rolled deep.

The literal Greek word here is posse. (I couldn’t resist.)

As Jesus went from town to town, he was accompanied by a large group of people, both men and women. The disciples were referred to as the twelve. (Get it? There were twelve tribes of Israel, and Jesus is calling Israel back to her roots and mission to be a tribe that blesses the world, and so he starts by surrounding himself with . . . twelve.) And then a group of women . . .

These women helped pay the bills.

When the check for the meal came to the table for this large group, it was the women who took care of it. (For the record, do you see how crazy it is when religions and faith communities and churches don’t allow women to do certain things like lead or teach or preach or be elders or priests? This movement started with women not only being fully empowered participants but also bankrolling the work. How insane is it when a religious institution has a list of what women can and can’t do?)

These women had fascinating stories.

Like Mary Magdalene, who had previously been possessed by seven demons. (Someone counted.) Can you imagine her perspective on things? You can feel Luke’s agenda by including a line like that, can’t you? He wants you to see what Jesus was about, what he’s doing, the kind of people he attracted—the kind of people his message is for.

And then there’s Joanna.

Ah yes, Joanna.

Who is Joanna again? 

Oh yes, the wife of Chuza.

And who is Chuza? 

The manager of Herod’s household!

Now that is a bomb, dropped right there in the middle of the paragraph.

Why?

A little background: Herod the Great was the king of Israel who died around the year 4. He was a towering figure who dominated the sociopolitical landscape for forty years, building massive palaces and theaters and fortresses, and killing lots of people, including his wife and some of his sons. (He’s the one who ordered the execution of those children when Jesus was born.) When he died, Rome decided to divide his kingdom among his sons. Philip got the east, Herod Antipas got Galilee, and Archelaus got Judea, which included Jerusalem. Archelaus quickly made a mess of things and was ultimately replaced by a Roman governor named . . . Pilate. (Yes, that Pilate.) Philip faded quickly, and Herod Antipas was given
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