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Jesus Christ was running a small record
store in Hunting Beach in the 1970s, having himself become tired of
being the object of fawning worship. Wanting only to be treated
like an average person, he incarnated into a completely secular
life and became a common small-business owner.

 


The surfers of Huntington Beach at that
time, however, sensed right away who the long-haired, bearded
record store owner was, their intuition being enhanced by lots of
surfing and weed-smoking. But most of them never accused him of
being Jesus, but rather stared at him in a knowing and somewhat
reproachful way before buying their albums and leaving. This whole
arrangement suited Jesus just fine. People usually refrained from
pressing him regarding his past and he volunteered little
information about it.

 


But every so often, some person with a
seemingly incurable neurosis would hear whisperings about the
identity of the record store owner and would take advantage of the
opportunity to be advised by perhaps the greatest mind in all of
cosmic history. And so, tactlessly, our protagonist hung around the
record store pretending to be in a prolonged state of indecision
about which record to buy when, in fact, he was really waiting till
he was the only customer in the store.

 


It was a Monday afternoon and business was
slow, and a couple of surfer girls who’d been pestering Jesus about
when certain albums might finally be in stock had at last decided
to leave. It was then that Jesus spotted our protagonist and
observed the overeager look on the pretend customer’s face. Jesus
sensed that something annoying was about to happen.

 


“So, are you really Jesus
Christ?”

 


“You know, most people
around town have decided not to hassle me about my old
job.”

 


“But since you were a Jew,
could we say that you were the greatest rabbi who ever
lived?”

 


“Yeah, I guess that would be
fair. But I’m trying to get out of the sage business.”

 


“I know, but I couldn’t
resist running my problems by you.”

 


“Didn’t you pray to God The
Father about it first?”

 


“Yeah, but nothing
happened.”

 


“So you figured if The Old
Man couldn’t help you, maybe The Kid could?”

 


“Sorry, but, nothing in my
social life is working out.”

 


The record store owner sighed in resignation
and indicated that the bothersome visitor should wait at the
counter a moment. In the meantime the former Savior of The World
went back into his office to change his outfit. A few moments later
he came back out in the high-priest robes that he’d brought from
two thousand years ago just in case some situation like the current
one came up.

 


“There! Are you happy? It’s
all official. I’m in my robes of glory now. So what was your
question?”

 


Just then one of the middle-aged parents of
the surfer kids walked by to enter the liquor store next to the
record shop. He poked his head in the door and said, “Hey, you’re
not supposed to let on.”

 


“I know! I know,” said The
Son of God, “but this neurotic won’t let it go.”

 


“Ah,” said the middle-aged
parent. “I think I know what you mean. Never mind.”

 


The record store owner then turned back to
the neurotic and gazed at him impatiently, wishing this intruder
would ask his question and then go.

 


“Okay, my question is this:
When you were asked what the greatest commandments were, did you
really say: ‘Thou shalt love the Lord thy
God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy
mind,’ and, ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself?’”

 


“Sure, yeah, that sounds like something I would have said back
then. Why? Is that a problem for you?”

 


“No, I don’t think so. I just wanted to make sure because, you
know, a lot of the Bible is historically inaccurate and there’s a
lot of interpolations and outright fiction in there. I figured it
couldn’t hurt to find out about that passage from the
source.”

 


“Okay, but you look pretty wigged out, so clearly you wanted
more than that from me, didn’t you?”

 


“Well, I just wanted to get enlightened, and I figured you
were the ultimate guru. No one really likes me, and I don’t really
like most people. So, I’ve ended up alone and a lot of people think
I’m a jerk. I guess I came here to learn what the swamis call ‘The
Path’ from you.”

 


“Fine. Then, as your guru, the first assignment I’ll give you
will be to spend two weeks working on loving the Lord thy God with
all thy heart, and with all they soul, and with all thy mind. I
figure that if you could master that, you wouldn’t really give a
shit that nobody likes you and that most people are irritating,
right?”

 


“I
guess so. Yeah, if I mastered that, I presume I would get into a
pretty elevated head space.”

 


“For sure. It’s kind of like a real long mushroom buzz, but
way, way bigger than that.”

 


“Alright, I’ll try it out and give you a progress report in
two weeks.”

 


“Good. See you in two weeks.”

 


*

 


Two weeks later our protagonist came back to the record store
window with his head hanging down in shame, indicating that his
efforts had met with defeat. For some reason the forthrightness of
our protagonist’s expression amused Jesus and he waved for him to
come into the store immediately.

 


Rumor had already gotten
around that someone who had no class at all had apparently
badgered the record store owner into
giving him commandments when everyone else had been given to
understand that this was against the rules. As our protagonist
entered the record store, a few students stared at him like they
were disgusted with the unseemly nature of this new arrangement and
simply left to further signal everyone’s disapproval of Jesus
reverting even slightly back to his old role.

 


“Okay man, spill it. Tell me about your last two weeks and
your luck with the first great commandment.”

 


“I
suck. I just totally suck.”

 


“Why, what went wrong?”

 


“I
couldn’t force myself to love God.”

 


“What turned you off about God?”

 


“Well, I went and asked the head rabbi of a large Orthodox
Jewish congregation to describe God The Father to me.”



“Cool. What did he say?”

 


“He said that God is totally immaterial. He cannot be depicted
in any image and has never taken on any material form. He said that
the burning bush was not God, but only that God’s voice came from
it. And he said the whole nation of Israel, on Mount Sinai, heard
God speak the whole Torah, but at no time did He appear. It was
just a disembodied voice.”

 


“And you couldn’t fall in love with a disembodied
voice?”

 


“No, I guess I’m really shallow that way. I need paintings,
photographs, physical descriptions, something to hang on to. I’m
not like those Hindus who claim they can go beyond form and matter
into the pure void of nothingness or whatever.”

 


“Ha! That’s funny. Yeah, I love my Old Man, but he can come
off as kind of cold and distant at first. He’s kind of an acquired
taste.”

 


“Are you angry with me?”

 


“No, no, not at all.”

 


“What now?”

 


“Let’s go at this another way. Stop trying to force yourself
to love God and just forget about the first great commandment for a
while. Let’s have you spend the next two weeks on the second great
commandment: ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour as
thyself.’”

 


“Okay, that might be easier for me. At least I can see people.
Maybe I could love people that I can see more than the God I can’t
see.”

 


“Sure, let’s go the whole materialism route. Rather than
trying to be a saint of Heaven, maybe at least you could be a saint
in this world.”

 


“Alright, I’ll go for it and let you know how that works out.
See you in two weeks?”

 


“Right on. Come back in two weeks and let me know what you
got.”

 


“Oh, and, by the way, why are people giving us nasty
looks?”

 


“Because you broke the rules, kid.”

 


“Are you mad at me for spoiling your gig?”

 


“Nope, not at all. These uptight people will get over this
little lapse in protocol. I don’t intend on making our little
arrangement a habit, so once we ease off this little guru thing
we’re doing, they’ll chill out and not look at you like you’re a
freak.”

 


Thus reassured, our
protagonist plunged out into the world of human society, going out
to eat every day for lunch and going out
to bars every night. At work he made a point of frequenting every
optional meeting and appearing in person on any pretext. Rather
than continue in the state of semi-isolation he’d gotten used to,
he really put himself out there and made an effort to say kind
things to people, to do kind things for them and to make himself
available, whether as a friend, lover, confidant or helper. This
unstinting effort continued for two full weeks, as
promised.

 


*

 


Two weeks later, our protagonist approached the record store
in a state as pathetic as the last time. He’d come to report his
feeling of having shamefully bombed his one chance to know for sure
how to please God and please others. Having received 100%-certain
orders from the top, so to speak, he felt there was nowhere left to
go. If The Son of The Living God didn’t know how to help him, where
was he to turn next? He considered not even reporting back to the
record store, but he was, to his credit, a man of his word; and so
he considered it his duty to report this ultimate failure to the
record store owner and then, afterwards, report to the nearest bar
to weep over a few pints of beer. (There was one nice Irish
bartender there who really understood human sorrow. Sometimes the
fellow would see him there looking lost and come over and give him
a warm hug and say, “Never mind those bitches, old chap. The beer
is on me tonight.”)

 


But as he got to the store, two tall
surfers were standing there with their arms crossed angrily, their
straight, blond hair hanging over their eyes.

 


“What the fuck is your problem, asshole?”

 


“Sorry, but I couldn’t resist.”

 


“Dude, you’re going to fuck it up for everyone.”

 


“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

 


“Don’t you have any respect for The Son of God. He’s trying to
live a normal life and have some privacy and you’re being a total
pussy about it and not leaving him alone.”

 


“Listen, guys, I think I can reassure you about that. I’m
coming in to call the whole thing off. I’m a shitty student and I’m
not fit for any guru. The spiritual life is not for me. After
today, I promise, I won’t nag him anymore. After I give him my
report, I’m going to the surf bar to get drunk and forget I ever
got involved in any of this.”

 


The two surfers looked at
each other and nodded agreeably. They were
reassured that our protagonist could be counted on not to cause any
more problems and retracted their case against him, even punching
him lightly, affectionately on the shoulder, as if to imply he
ought not to take his shortcomings to heart so much. After that,
our protagonist trudged into the store to face the record store
owner.

 


“Okay, my little student, let’s have your report.”

 


“Oh, never mind. I’m fucked.”

 


“That’s kind of harsh.”

 


“Yeah, but anyway, people are getting sick of me invading your
privacy. So, if I want to get along with anyone around here, I
suppose I need to knock it off.”

 


“Right, but before you go, you at least owe me a report on
your adventures.”

 


“Ah, man. It was total bullshit. The harder I tried to love
people, the more fake I looked and the more I drove people away.
The more I offered my heart to people, the more awkward it got . .
.”

 


“.
. . because they could sense you didn’t really love
them?”

 


“That’s it! You see, my conflict is so crazy. On the one hand
I want everyone to accept me without judging me, but on the other
hand, I sit there judging them so much that I end up not even
liking them. As for love? It wasn’t even close. I didn’t even like
them. Even the hottest-looking women — the more I talked to them,
the more bored I got. I didn’t hate them at all. I just was not
moved to passionate love, not even passionate lust. In the end, I
just left every interaction thinking that these people were just
average and nothing to write home about. They were maybe okay
sometimes. But love? No, I was nowhere near that. I’m just not
feeling it.”

 


“Very good.”

 


“Very good? Are you kidding me?”

 


“No. You see, the first two commandments were always a
trick.”

 


“A
trick?”

 


“Yes. Think about it. Would you want people who didn’t like
you to, upon command by me, force themselves to like
you?”

 


“No, that would be kind of gross.”

 


“Exactly! Do you not know that God The Father knows the
contents of your heart at all times and in all places? Do you think
He wants to sit there and watch you tie yourself into knots trying
to force yourself to love Him? If you don’t want forced
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