
[image: Image]


PRAISE FOR THE BEER DRINKER’S GUIDE TO GOD



“This book is full of enough humor and heart to captivate even nonreaders. Everyone who picks it up will find it nearly impossible to put down. Father Bill’s candid self-evaluation of his life and relationship with God are a pleasure to read and provide a great deal of food (or in this case, drink) for thought.”

—Debbie Viguie, New York Times bestselling author of the Wicked series

“The well-schooled theologian or the purveyor of spirits will both savor The Beer Drinker’s Guide to God.”

—Rt. Rev. C. Andrew Doyle, author of Unabashedly Episcopalian and Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Texas

“Bill Miller gives religion a good name. His book had me laughing out loud in parts and highlighting other sections for later reference. Buy this book, read it, then toast to spiritual transformation.”

—Vince Poscente, New York Times bestselling author of The Age of Speed

“You may have had the experience of reading the book you were always hoping to write. This is especially tough when the one you are reading is better than anything you could have done. That is my experience with The Beer Drinker’s Guide to God.”

—The Rt. Rev. Gregory H. Rickel Bishop of Olympia

“In The Beer Drinker’s Guide to God, Father Bill Miller writes with eloquence and great humor—two qualities missing in much of Christian writing today—to remind us that Christianity is a religion of joy, celebration, and love. Father Miller’s sermons are crafted like parables, and so is this wonderful, joyous, profound, inspiring, wise, and deeply funny book, which strikes the perfect note and doesn’t miss a beat.”

—William Broyles, screenwriter on the films Cast Away, Apollo 13, and The Polar Express
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PREFACE



FIRST IMPRESSION, PRELUDE, AND APERITIF

If one desires truth, tell of life as we experience it ourselves.

—VINCENT VAN GOGH, ARTIST, CLERGYMAN

I am not a Christian artist. I am an artist who is a Christian.

—JOHNNY CASH, ARTIST, CHRISTIAN

In the movie Walk the Line, a young Johnny Cash asks his older brother Jack, who aspires to be a preacher, why he knows so many stories from the Bible. Jack tells little J.R., “If you want to help people, you’ve got to know which stories to tell them.”

What follows are a few stories that I live to tell. I can tell of life only as I have experienced God’s ongoing revelation for myself. Since God is not finished, I reserve the right to be wrong and the right to change my mind. Otherwise, I’m not sure that I can change anything, or that God can change me.

Many of my stories involve beer or some other high-octane beverage. And all of them reveal the presence of a more holy spirit.

This may sound unbelievable to a teetotaler who cannot imagine a “beer with Jesus,” but people of Christian faith actually come from a long line of beverage aficionados. The Psalmist consistently celebrates God’s gift of drink, and the “fruit of the vine” has become a most potent symbol of the presence of Christ in the holiest of sacraments. In his first miracle at a wedding reception in Cana, Jesus made his momma proud by turning water into wine. Had he been Messiah in Texas or Hawaii rather than Palestine, I’m sure he would have turned it into beer! The Apostle Paul admonished the young disciple Timothy that whenever church people were about to wear out his last nerve he should sip a little wine and all would be well—advice that I follow like a fundamentalist to this day. Some church historians insist that it was St. Patrick or some other Celtic saint who invented the distilling process for whiskey. And the best beer in the world is still brewed in Trappist monasteries in Europe by holy, and whole, men of true faith—and great taste!

Even beyond theological traditions and the spiritual insights offered by those who imbibe, I believe that beer can solve many of the most difficult ethical dilemmas of our time. In matters of discernment, in trying to decide if a person is righteous or whether they may be misguided, I suggest the simple and enlightening Beer Test. That is, if the person in question is one with whom you would like to share a beer, that individual must not be far from the Kingdom of God. And if the person offers to pick up the tab, you know that the Holier Spirit abides within. However, if the subject of inquiry is not one with whom you’d like have a drink, this lost soul does not speak for God. If there is not a desire to open a tap, then the other should shut his trap. Most of the time, this simple test will reveal a more profound truth—about truth.

As I survey the spiritual and religious landscape, I see three great heresies that have emerged:

1. Religious truth does not contain the whole truth.

2. God is not funny.

3. The spiritual life is a solo pursuit.

A heresy is simply half the truth parading as the whole, and a lot of what is advocated for on behalf of the Higher Power these days seems to be half-truth, not to mention half-cocked, if not half-assed. The more beer I consume, the more emboldened I am to challenge these half-truths.

First, for better or worse, I have tried to be honest, to tell the truth about God’s presence and participation in the whole of life, including the parts other religious writers usually leave out. My hope is to keep it real, acknowledging that I am not a “Christian storyteller” as much as I am a storyteller who is a Christian. Even that statement is a stretch. When those who equate salvation with categorical certitude ask me if I’ve been saved, I admit, “not yet.” When they ask if I am a Christian, I reply, “still working on it.” And when they demand to know if I am “born again,” I often tell them, “And again. And again. And again.”

In telling the truth, I acknowledge that there will be occasions when my tongue is planted in my cheek, my foot is lodged in my mouth, and perhaps my head has entered into that realm of my anatomy where the sun does not shine. But even in making fun and having fun, I am paying attention, called to be a keen observer of life and to notice the revelation that never fails to unfold right before my eyes.

Every once in a while someone will label my truthful observations with the pejorative term ogling. I would suggest that there is an equally pejorative term for the person who does not notice, appreciate, and even focus intently upon the revelation of truth and beauty in all of its forms, especially the human form. That word is dead. To notice is to live. To appreciate is to live well. As St. Irenaeus said centuries ago, “The glory of God is the human being fully alive.” I choose life. To glorify God is to be engaged and aware, even to ogle in awe at the wonders that God has wrought and brought into our lives.

Second, rarely does a contemporary religious work reveal anything funny about God. We are much too serious in our attempts to understand a God who is far more playful than those who claim to speak on his behalf. The truth is that serial solemnity and spiritual awareness have nothing in common. God is funny. God is the originator of irony, the progenitor of the punch line, the creator of comedy. You have to laugh—that is, if you are going to get God. As my favorite Jewish country-western singer and Texas gubernatorial candidate Kinky Friedman has said, “Humor has a lot to do with truth.” I would add “and even more to do with God.”

Third, we have compartmentalized our lives into neat, unrelated categories and separated ourselves from each other in pursuit of the spiritual. But to become what God has ordained is to connect with all that God has created in the context of community.

Without my family of faith, I would be half the Christian, half the human, half the priest that I am today. Fellow Christians may drive me crazy on occasion, but they also keep me honest, hold me accountable, and expand my knowledge. A parade and procession of pilgrims—praying, working, sharing, serving, learning, loving, growing, and giving together—keep me consistent, on track, and in the game. There is no such thing as lone-ranger spirituality. This is one game you cannot play by yourself. If you choose to do so, you will ultimately lose, or at least lose out.

Unfortunately, many of us are not only disconnected from our fellow travelers, we are far removed from life itself. We have dichotomized the divine and erected artificial barriers between complementary, interconnected, and overlapping parts of the whole. We have driven unnecessary wedges between spirituality and service, politics and piety, worship and work. We have drawn lines in the sand between the sacred and the secular, the profound and the profane. We have opted for either the baptismal font or the watering hole, for approaching the altar rail or bellying up to the bar. We assume we have to distill out the goofy to reveal what is godly. God makes no distinctions. God made it all, blesses it all, and uses it all to further God’s loving purposes in the world.

Such separations and distinctions are sometimes even comical. I have seen people get particularly worked up over what they perceive to be styles of music that are set apart. Take for example that most patriotic anthem, “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Do you know the source of that tune during which you place your hand over your heart, stand at attention, and salute the flag? It is an old English drinking song! Why not? And what about that most staid and standard good Christian hymn, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God”? That melody was originally a German drinking song! Martin Luther may, in fact, be rolling over in his grave when we admit such origins, but only so that he might order another beer!

To help people, you have to know what stories to tell them, what songs to sing them, and even what beers to buy them. God works in all of these for good, with those who tell the truth, get the joke, and embrace the holy whole. There’s another, even more profound spiritual image that motivates me in my quest to quench this deepest of desires. Just before Jesus acknowledged on the cross that he had actually accomplished the difficult task to which he had been called, right before he said, “It is finished,” Jesus said something no one was expecting. He said simply, “I am thirsty.” Where did that come from and what did he mean? As in all the expressions of truth in this life, there is more than one meaning in what Jesus said. On one level, here was a dying man attempting to catch his breath and desperately needed a drink. He was given a sponge on a stick dipped in inferior wine, and perhaps that helped him in some way. Maybe he was reminding us of his humanity and his human needs. But was that all he meant? I don’t think so. I think Jesus was using a powerful image to describe his deepest desire and longing, a longing that offers us a kind of life for which we can eventually look back and say—mission accomplished. Indeed, it is finished. Although I may die, at least I know that I’ve lived. Jesus thirsted for life. He thirsted for relationship. He thirsted for love. He thirsted for the One who made him and sent him. He even thirsted for you and for me. This kind of thirst cannot be quenched by anything other than the most powerful spirit—far more potent than anything 200 proof.
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Other than my ongoing desire to thirst for such “proof” with a kind of holistic passion that Jesus exhibited, and my deeply profound knowledge of grain-based beverages, who am I to write this book? Or, as my parishioners and exes are fond of putting it: Just who the hell do you think you are?!

I am a priest who owns a bar. I suppose such a rare vocational combination does qualify me to express some thoughts on the subject. It also drives me to drink on occasion.

I somehow escaped religious fundamentalism on my way to purgatory and ended up in seminary in Chicago. I’ve now been a priest for a while. I was a youth minister and then ordained at the tony Church of St. John the Divine in the fashionable River Oaks neighborhood of Houston about twenty years ago. My job interview there took place in the fanciest country club in town, where the sommelier was the beneficiary of the senior pastor’s entertainment account. Those were five fun years that ended with three of my youth group kids choosing unwisely to follow me into the ranks of the ordained clergy. Their parents still hate me, I’m sure.

After Houston, I became the priest of a predominantly African-American parish, St. James, in funky Austin, but in a neighborhood that was more urban funk than hippie funky. My job interview took place in a French bistro with the bishop footing a wine bill that I am sure he is still paying off. In Austin I briefly pursued a career as an actor and a model. I made enough money doing those two things to feed a family of cats. And I’m talking fairly large cats here. I kept my day job but started writing and collaborating with creative people on out-of-the-box projects—like jazz festivals in churches, for example. I must have been a bass player in a previous life, or a bartender.

After St. James I thought I’d head to New York or Los Angeles, but they don’t serve Lone Star, St. Arnold Ale, or Shiner Bock there, so I headed back to my hometown and became the priest of historic Trinity Church near downtown Houston. I can’t remember where that job interview took place but I do remember that margaritas were involved. God bless Texas.

About seven years ago I was called to go and suffer for Jesus in Hawaii (“Here am I, Lord, send me—please!”). I have been the priest at St. Michael’s Church on the island of Kauai for more than seven years. My job interview took place at the home of the man who made the best mai tais on the island. Tell me there is no God!

I’ve been a priest for over twenty years. I’ve been a bar owner for four. I had a vision of owning a bar for a long time, especially whenever the bishop would call me into his office and ask me, “Just who the hell do you think you are?!”

I don’t know exactly where this vision originated. I love music, stiff drinks, and soft people. I like places where one can move and groove and dance. I enjoy the occasional uninhibited expression of the self. I also realize that there can be abuses of alcohol and various addictive behaviors, and those are never good things. But like all good things that the Creator has entrusted to each of us—such as work, sex, food, and even religion—different people have different struggles. These things can be inherently good as long as we don’t abuse them. We shouldn’t necessarily throw the beer out with the baptismal water.

So my business partners (mostly Episcopalians and musicians) found a hundred-year-old adobe building that had been a funeral home in the very cool West Texas high desert arts town of Marfa. Marfa was recently called, on a 60 Minutes episode, the “Capital of Quirkiness,” and it most assuredly is. Since this whole thing was my idea, my business partners let me name the bar Padre’s.

It’s been a wild ride, with some memorable moments and interesting characters. In that way, being a bar owner is not unlike being a parish priest. There are lots of similarities, actually: great music, joyful movement, an atmosphere of acceptance, potent sacramental beverages, an occasional brawl, all mixed in with moments of transcendence, confession, penitence, love, and loss.

I can tell you this: if you want to get rich, don’t open a bar in a tiny town in the high desert of West Texas. It’s not about the money. It’s about the adventure. It’s about bringing people together and even, on some level, bringing people into an awareness of the good gifts of a loving God. We’ve nearly gone broke with Padre’s in just four years of operation. But come to think of it, I’m not exactly cashing in with my priestly calling, either.

The truth is that I am richer because I’m a priest. And I am richer for owning a bar. And grateful. And still thirsty. And hope I will be until the day I can declare that it is finished, that my particular and unique work on earth is done.

In the “unfinished” meantime, grab a cold beer and enjoy the stories that follow. I’ve grouped them into three sections because, well, as unorthodox as I try to be, my Trinitarian tendencies still get the best of me. These three sections represent, in some ways, my three greatest passions in life, my thirst-quenching quest to live life to its fullest. I suppose you could call these three sections Drinking, Dating, and Dancing, or even Laughing, Loving, and Listening. Or perhaps, in keeping with the less than solemn theme that informs the whole, let’s just call them Wine, Women, and Song. And that takes us right back to the Bible, that great source of drinking stories.

One of my favorite Sunday school stories is about the teacher who was testing her students on the story of the Prodigal Son. The Sunday school teacher began by asking her students, “Now, children, who was the prodigal son in the Gospel According to St. Luke?”

One little boy raised his hand, jumped up, and enthused, “I know! I know! That was the guy who spent half his inheritance on wine, women, and song. And the other half he just wasted!”

We are blessed, having inherited grace upon grace. Let us not waste all that God has so graciously given.
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Wine

You cause the grass to grow for the cattle, and plants for people to use, to bring forth food from the earth, and wine to gladden the heart.

—PSALMS 104:14,15A
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BEER GOGGLES

The beauty of the virtue in doing penance for excess, Beautiful too that God shall save me.

The beauty of a companion who does not deny me his company,

Beautiful too the drinking horn’s society.

—“THE LOVES OF TALIESIN,” WELSH, THIRTEENTH CENTURY

Louis “Dynamite” Johnson is the best gay, black, liberal, conservative, antiwar, pro-life, eleventh-grade American history teacher I ever had. In fact, Louis Johnson is the best teacher I ever had.

I will never forget my first day in Johnson’s class. As a self-conscious adolescent introvert, I had not intended to draw attention to the debut of my “so geeky it’s hip” eyewear. My gigantic, tortoiseshell glasses made me look like a mutant horsefly wearing antique aviator goggles. It never occurred to me that I could be singled out as a living object lesson for the chapter on Charles Lindbergh and American aviation history.

I planned to blend in with my back-row desk, maintaining my eleven-year streak of nonparticipation in class discussion. However, Johnson ruined my plan by pausing in the midst of a series of inane student responses to a thought-provoking question. Apparently he assumed that, as high school juniors, we might be capable of a deep conviction, critical analysis, or original thought. What Kinky Friedman wrote about American historical figures was also applicable to our student body: “You can lead a politician to water, but you can’t make him think!”

Johnson’s pedagogical method caught us off guard. We were used to ingesting data and regurgitating it in the form of multiple-choice tests. Our former history teachers, football coaches whose biceps dwarfed their worldview, were uninterested in historical inquiry and their ethos was encapsulated in the adage “The best offense is a good defense.” As far as they were concerned, that pretty much summed up the past, present, and future of American influence in the world.

Dynamite took great delight in lobbing explosives into our heretofore unchallenged understanding of the world and America’s preeminent place therein. He encouraged us to do independent research so that when we came together in class, we could engage in informed discourse and even debate the merits of various ideas. Johnson wanted us to look at the deeper issues of causality, telling us that the removal of our red, white, and blue–tinted glasses might help us to become better patriots, and a stronger nation.

On that fateful first day of class, our American history teacher grew more exasperated with every inarticulate utterance my classmates made. Finally, Johnson looked right at me and my studious-looking spectacles. Hoping that I was seeing through the lens of illumination, he pointed at my most noticeable accessory. He shouted, as if I might be the great, wise hope, “You, the intelligent-looking young man in the back row, what do you think?”

I have no idea what came out of my mouth that day. It must have been in English, reasonably articulate, and somewhat morally sound, because I remember Mr. Johnson affirming my brilliant point by pounding his podium with the force of a Baptist preacher. To this day I could swear he gave me an “Amen.”

Talk about a setup. From that day forward, I made a concerted effort to live into Louis Johnson’s perception of me. Maybe he had seen something that really was there, or maybe he just needed glasses.

Because of his insight, I made some profound discoveries that semester. Prior to Dynamite’s influence, I had no idea that there was a large, quiet room on the premises of our school that was filled with books that could be “borrowed” by students. I always assumed that room was the assistant principal’s dungeon. Furthermore, there was a lady who lived in that room called Library Ann. She helped you find things that could make you smarter.

As an added bonus, I discovered that girls often hung out there, and they didn’t seem to mind guys with geeky glasses as long as there was a brain behind them. It was in that library, early one morning, as I was investigating LBJ’s Great Society, that the homecoming queen began to snoop around my table. After hearing a preliminary report on my findings, she proceeded to ask me out on a date. As there is only so much one can learn from books, I was too stupid to say “Yes!”

But something happened to me in Louis Johnson’s American history class. I got smart.

I had failed a geometry class the year before. An F brings a GPA to a point of almost no return, but I made so many A’s after the “Johnson Mandate” that I was inducted into the National Honor Society just before graduation. What’s more, Johnson challenged me to integrate my philosophical and theological convictions into my political and historical world-view. He was the teacher who convinced me that George Bernard Shaw was right: those who cannot change their minds, cannot change anything. I would never look at anything un-critically again, and I would never see the world in the same way.

Just as events in American history were not always black-and-white, issues in Johnson’s class were not always clear-cut. During one discussion, no one could provide a reason why we should care about what happened to non-Americans. Johnson turned to me, pointed, and boomed, “Bill!” I boomed right back, “Because they are human beings!” “Because they are human beings” became the class mantra for the rest of the semester. During another discussion, he attempted to help us understand that other cultures, even those we have sometimes labeled “primitive,” were also innovative and intelligent. American know-how was not the only knowledge out there. While Johnson was unsuccessfully trying to coax “crossbow” out of us as the invention of Native Americans, I had a momentary relapse and got in touch with my inner idiot. “Flaming arrows,” I offered. I must not have been wearing my glasses that day. Johnson seemed to relish pointing out to me that fire had been invented several years prior. I’m sure even Einstein had an off day.

Sometimes the work of challenging accepted attitudes and ideals made us downright uncomfortable. Once, defending the Palestinian cause and criticizing America’s unwavering support for Israel, Johnson got a classmate so worked up he stormed out of class, accusing Johnson of being “anti-Semitic.” Another time, a majority of students and faculty were outraged when Johnson openly challenged a Vietnam War hero over his interpretation of the rationale and success of the war. “That’s just disrespectful,” my fellow classmate intoned. Later he would marry an army recruiter. Later still, they both became Lutheran pastors and liberal Democrats. Hey, if you can’t change your mind.

I still change my mind, and I still recall that initial explosive force that started to knock the scales from my eyes and open me up to alternative realities. Years later, I still attempt to see myself as “that intelligent-looking young man,” although these days I am forced to admit that one out of three ain’t bad.
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There is an optical phenomenon, mostly among males who imbibe, that we have come to call “beer goggles.” After the consumption of an indeterminate number of beers, the brew begins to travel directly from the stomach to the brain, then through the optic nerve, filling the vitreous and aqueous humors with material that is funny only to oneself, and perhaps to the eventual focus of the goggles.

As this eye-opening phenomenon develops, the visual axis is completely inverted. The retinal blood vessels become amber-colored and a white foam begins to coat the entire cornea, distorting one’s vision, but in a most positive way. The lens of the eye begins to focus intently on a previously undesirable object of affection. Right before one’s beer-goggle-covered eyes, this person grows in wisdom, stature, and beauty. Though a temporary condition, the beer goggles may be removed only by a good friend in possession of your car keys. Such lenses also tend to dissipate in the morning light.

As far as I am aware, I have suffered only one serious case of this visual disorder. I was on Sixth Street in Austin, in a very crowded club, when I became incredibly attracted to a striking young woman who was there with her sister. She was obviously seeing her own date through beer goggles, a loser (that is, “not me”) upon whom she was far too fixated. Initially unimpressed with her sibling, I downed an entire case of Mexican beer and began to view the sister with a south-of-the-border version of beer goggles called “Cervezavision.” Through Cervezavision, I began to see the sister as a virtual twin to the true object of my desire. The sister was not a twin. In fact, not nearly a twin. In fact, according to my wingman for the evening, it is conceivable that she was actually her brother. Still, since my brain was filled with an oxygen-depleting liquid, my “better judgment” decided it was time for a siesta and I made a bold move.

Although I have a friend whose nightlife philosophy can be summarized as “Go ugly early,” I have never subscribed to this theory. Fortunately, my good friend and wingman assumed the role of another helpful winged creature, pulled me away from locking lips with the non-twin, and gave me a lecture on optical illusions. Thank God I was not drinking alone.

Once, a normally insightful friend of mine came down with an acute case of this condition. He and I were hanging out at a funky little pub in Hong Kong where I was completely smitten with my exotically beautiful Nepalese server. I was off in my own private Kathmandu when I finally returned to the table and found my friend had somehow made space for two Norwegian women. In fact, he made a lot of space. I have traveled to Norway, and I can attest to the incredibly attractive people in this Nordic wonderland. These specimens, however, were not.

As I gazed upon the Norwegians, the defensive line of the 1986 Super Bowl Champion Chicago Bears came to mind. These ladies made William “Refrigerator” Perry look not only small, but also highly desirable. My friend leaned in to me and said, “Dude, these chicks are hot.” I leaned back to him and said, “Dude, these chicks are not. You are now going to get up from this table and follow me back to the hotel. No, you may not have another beer. Trust me on this one. Tomorrow morning you will thank me for this.”

And he did.

Another friend with what one might also call “Alternavision” is the Reverend James Douglas Hunter. Jimmy Hunter is an African-American Missionary Baptist pastor in Texas. He is my most stylish friend. His shoes have Italian names and are crafted from the hides of the world’s most exotic animals. When he wears his full-length black leather coat, he comes across as smooth as the silk shirt underneath. When we are out on the town together, people often stop and stare at us as if we are famous. Let me rephrase that. When we are out on the town together, people often stop and stare at him as if he is famous.

What’s really fun about the Reverend Hunter is that if he suspects there might be a Baptist lurking nearby, he will order his margaritas in a coffee cup. Adjacent tables are always astounded that so much caffeine can put a man to sleep.

I met Jimmy Hunter at a funeral in East Austin. I had accepted a call to a predominantly African-American parish where the local custom was for all ministers who had any relation to any relation of the deceased to participate. This was not only my first funeral, it was my first public appearance in the neighborhood. With some trepidation, I walked into the David Chapel Missionary Baptist Church to participate in the funeral for someone I did not know, among ministers I did not know, according to a religious tradition with which I was completely unfamiliar. They were all wearing ties. I was wearing a clerical collar. They were all carrying Bibles. I was carrying my Episcopal Book of Common Prayer. They were all men of color. I am more pale than ale. They were all professionals when it comes to extemporaneous speaking. I am an Episcopalian, so I read my prayers verbatim. They’ve memorized half the Bible. I’ve read some of it. Their services go on for days. My services are done in one hour. They mostly don’t drink. I needed a beer.

As soon as I walked in the door, I spotted the reverend. He was smiling and nodding at me as if he had spotted a long-lost friend. He walked over and greeted me: “Welcome. We’re so glad you’re here.” He told me to follow him and do what he did. I almost sat in his lap, I was so comforted by his presence. I managed to look pious for two and a half hours, and, as we began to process out, the senior pastor nudged me and said, “Pastor, won’t you share some scripture?” The prayer book comes in handy from time to time. After the service, the Reverend Hunter told me that if he hadn’t known otherwise, he’d have sworn I was a Missionary Baptist. He was lying, but in a nice way. We’ve been friends ever since.

We’ve come a long way since that initial nerve-racking encounter. Our time together is now much livelier. We’ve had a good-natured, tongue-in-cheek contest going on for many years as to which one of us is “the Greatest in the Kingdom of God.” Our opinions differ on that. We’ve debated facetiously over the years regarding the superiority of our respective preaching styles, intellectual prowess, spiritual depth, biblical knowledge, congregational growth, teaching ability, motivating force, musical preferences, and impact on the world at large. Each of us is always pointing out how God has most recently revealed his overwhelming preference for one at the expense of the other. I was ahead in the count and just couldn’t leave well enough alone.

One evening I was feeling filled with the Holy Spirit as our conversation turned toward a hero to both of us: the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. We admired King’s ability to integrate theological understanding with decisive and life-changing action. Some people talk the talk. Some people walk the walk. King did both. Despite Dr. King’s preoccupation with selfless service as the core of Christian faith, I decided to use him as another stepping-stone on the way to my rightful place at the right hand of God.

“You know, Jimmy,” I reasoned, “it is obvious to me that, just as God chose Dr. King to be a great prophet in his time, so God has chosen me as the greatest prophet of our generation, far greater than you anyway. I make this observation because King’s birthday, as you know, is January fifteenth. But what you don’t know, my dear Reverend Hunter, is that January sixteenth, the very next day, is my birthday. It is readily apparent that this is the sign we have been seeking to determine, once and for all, who is greatest among us. When it comes to you and me, my lesser brother, you are Howard Cosell to my Muhammad Ali. I am the greatest in God’s kingdom!”

The Reverend Hunter looked at me as though shocked and deeply disturbed, as if he had just lost a great and final battle. Then the twinkle in his eye became a knowing if not superior smile.

“Just so I am clear,” he began. “You assume that you are the greatest in God’s kingdom because the great prophet, Martin Luther King, was born on January fifteenth and you were born on January sixteenth?”

“That is correct, ‘O Ye of Smaller Stature,’ ” I replied.

Nodding his head as if to affirm my logic, he stood up and towered over me, bellowing the prophetic question, “And do you know when my birthday is?” I was about to offer the day after Groundhog Day as a possibility when he thundered forth, as only a surefire Baptist preacher can do, “December twenty-sixth!”

Okay, so I am the second greatest in God’s kingdom.

As enlightening as that revelatory moment was, the Prophet James was not finished opening my eyes to greater realities. I fondly remember visiting him just after he had accepted a call to a Missionary Baptist Church in Port Arthur, Texas. “It’s the silk-stocking congregation,” he told me, still in competitive mode even after he had handily won the birthday contest.

Port Arthur is part of the so-called Golden Triangle of Southeast Texas, with the cities of Beaumont and Orange completing the polygon. Neither obtuse nor acute, this triangle is more of the oblique variety. That is, you have to tilt your head a bit to find the proper viewing angle and look a little harder to find the gleam. Over the years, the gold has lost some of its luster. Port Arthur is a town that has endured white flight, polluting petrochemical plants, territorial tension after an influx of Vietnamese shrimp boats, a vacated downtown, corrupt politicians, and economic downturn. But it’s still a pretty interesting place. It is no longer the confining and conforming place it was fifty years ago. These days you can take one part Cajun-spiced alligator, mix in some swampy blues and urban hip-hop, throw in a pinch of cowpoke and Texas football, and you get Port Arthur. It is a town that has given the world the painter Robert Rauschenberg, football coach Jimmy Johnson, and the legendary singer Janis Joplin. Driving around the ramshackle streets of Port Arthur, you begin to understand how a little white girl could wail the blues with conviction and how Rauschenberg’s Combines of trash and found objects made artistic sense, and also why Jimmy Johnson now lives in Miami.

The Reverend Hunter drove me over Rainbow Bridge and eventually to what’s left of Pleasure Island. Years ago it resembled Coney Island with a big amusement park and an Olympic-sized swimming pool. Now there are a few lonely sailboats, some scraggly fields, and a crumbling parking lot.

We drove to the top of the bridge to get a view of the city below upon our return. There was a barge or two in the distance, a meandering, all-but-forgotten waterway, and a neighborhood of coastal houses that seemed to be standing on stilts just to be noticed. I was about to say something stupid regarding the depressing ugliness of the landscape when the Reverend Hunter took his hand off the steering wheel and waved it over the scene ahead and below.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” he asked. “From up here, it looks just like a postcard.”

I looked again. Blinked my eyes. Tilted my head. Refocused my gaze. The water was glistening with the first hint of a setting sun. The houses below were painted the most vibrant colors. The swampland appeared as a patchwork quilt of alligator green and golden brown. And the Reverend Hunter was looking as stylish as ever.

Perhaps that is why they call the prophets seers. They see things most of us miss. They view that which is in front of them through a lens that transforms reality right before their eyes into images of radiance. Mere eyesight becomes rare insight.

I wonder what the world would look like if it didn’t require beer goggles to behold such sights, if we no longer saw dimly a distorted reality, but clearly focused on God’s great vision for all creation. I wonder what perspective might appear if each day I removed the scales of skepticism from my eyes and looked through the lens of a more loving and appreciative Alternavision.

Dynamite, I’ll bet. And beautiful, too.

Too beautiful.
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BREWED OVER ME AND DISTILL ME, O LORD

Everybody wants me to go to heaven, but nobody wants me to die.

—RAPPER SCARFACE

Being Irish, he had an abiding sense of tragedy, which sustained him through temporary periods of joy.

—WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS

There is nothing quite like discerning God’s will to ruin an otherwise lovely day.

It was a scene rivaling a panel from the Sistine Chapel ceiling. On my final afternoon in the Holy Land, just before the sun began to set over the Old City of Jerusalem, I climbed toward the top of the Mount of Olives and planted myself under an ancient olive grove. It could have been the very site of the Garden of Gethsemane in Jesus’s time.

I would soon be graduating from McCormick Theological Seminary in Chicago. I had spent the last six weeks studying in the Holy Land, at St. George’s College in Jerusalem, and when I got back, I would embark on a new life of ministry and service to the real world. But beyond that general sense of calling, I had no clue what I was supposed to do and where I was supposed to do it. My plan was to spend these final hours in a state of peaceful tranquillity and meditative supplication, praying for guidance and an overt revelation of God’s plan and purpose for my life.

I prided myself on my openness to God’s will for my life. Career-wise, I was utterly available for the Supervising Potter to mold me from a lump of wholly subordinate clay. Whatever career path God had chosen for me, I was ready, willing, and able to heed that call. Well, there were two exceptions, actually: minor details for a God who worked within the context of his subject’s particular gifts and interests. Apart from these two quite understandable conditions, I was totally, completely, 100 percent wide open to whatever God had in store.

The first stipulation was about squandering my intellectual prowess on unworthy specimens. In graduate school I had done well academically, which is often what happens when one is too poor to party. Academia can be downright stimulating, even scintillating, for those with no other options. The library became for me what a gentleman’s club is to an NBA all-star—a garden of forbidden fruits beckoning the player to “come hither,” only in this case seductively whispered in Greek and Hebrew with an occasional Latin phrase thrown in lest I become bored. Fashioning myself a spiritual smarty-pants, I decided that my theological genius would be wasted on adolescents. My brilliant elucidations would be beyond the grasp of a group of not-yet humans who assume transubstantiation can happen at Taco Bell, or that the ultimate sacerdotal paradox occurs when an altar boy farts while lighting Eucharistic candles. While the cheesarito may, in fact, be proof of the Incarnation, I had bigger burritos to enlighten. No youth ministry for this brainiac.

Second, because of my passion for social justice and my commitment to the economically disadvantaged, I recognized that my thoroughly developed conscience would not allow me to serve in a wealthy parish. My particular prophetic passions would be wasted on the well-heeled. I had studied urban ministry extensively, and it is clear from reading urban ministry authorities that poor people are the only city dwellers who deserve our ministerial attention. Beyond that sociological reality, biblically speaking, God has an actual bias toward those with lower incomes. Thus the “haves” could fend for themselves without my noble services.

Other than youth ministry and work with an affluent parish, I was absolutely open to God’s will and call upon my life. I couldn’t wait to discover the path revealed by the Spirit on the edge of the world’s most sacred city.

That afternoon on the Mount of Olives was the most conducive setting to spiritual enlightenment that I could possibly have imagined. The setting sun seemed to set apart the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, illumined for my personal viewing pleasure. The Dome of the Rock was enlivened with a radiating spiritual presence. The ancient city walls seemed to speak of the revelatory power of prayer, the real possibility of discerning one’s purpose. Taking in the vast expanse of the place where many souls had been summoned by God for centuries before me, I began to focus on my own soon-to-be-revealed future in the Kingdom that has no end.

I took a deep breath and uttered my first “Dear Lord” when a rock sailed over my head, missing my skull by a centimeter. Not to be deterred by a mere chunk of limestone, I returned to a posture of holy petition. Then a second, larger stone flew within a sound wave of my right ear. “Okay,” I thought, “whoever you are, you now have my attention.”

I stood up and discovered that I was completely surrounded by a group of Palestinian teenagers, all grinning at me like they were ready to rumble, in a playfully threatening kind of way. I was on holy ground, all right, but it was their holy ground. I had chosen as my place of prayer the local teenage hangout, and they weren’t going anywhere. I was, however. They began to remove ancient stones, revealing a stash of party paraphernalia. They were up to no good. My prayers were over, if not answered. I could not believe that God had allowed a group of impious adolescents to ruin my day, not to mention the revelation of my life to come.

God was trying to communicate to me that day, interrupting my plans while surrounding me with teenage troublemakers. The only job I was offered upon my return to the United States was that of youth minister. Not content to reject just one perfectly reasonable demand, the Dear Lord took great delight in making sure that that one job offer was at the wealthiest church in the entire state of Texas! So began my ministry. Interrupted
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