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Preface of the Abbey

The world is not starved for words about God. It is starved for the silence out of which true words come, and for the living water those words carry.

This volume was made in a small house of the White Lotus Society, at Golden Flower Abbey, where three lamps have long been kept burning on one altar: the lamp of the Tao, the lamp of the Dharma, and the lamp of the Luminous Teaching that came east along the Silk Road and was called, in China, Jingjiao — the Religion of Light. We do not keep those lamps separately. We have found that they cast a single light on the wall.

What we set before you here is the whole life of Jesus Christ told once, straight through, as one continuous story — from before the beginning of the world to the hour he was taken up. Four men wrote down what they had received. Matthew wrote for a people who had waited a long time for a king. Mark wrote in haste, as a man delivers urgent news. Luke wrote as a careful physician who had questioned the witnesses. John wrote at the end of a long life, when the outer facts had settled and the inner meaning had risen to the surface like oil on still water.

Their four accounts are not four competing versions. They are four streams from one spring. To read them side by side in columns, as scholars do, is useful; but it turns a life into a ledger. Here we have done the other thing. We have let the story run as a river runs, and we have set the four witnesses into the narrative in their own colours, as the ancient scribes set gold and lapis into the margins of a Gospel book, so that at every turn you may see the narrative and the testimony together — the telling and the source of the telling — without ever leaving the current of the story.

The commentary that accompanies the narrative is contemplative, not polemical. It reads the Gospels through the understanding this house holds: that God is not a distant monarch observing his workmanship from outside it, but the living Ground in whom all things exist — transcendent beyond all naming, and at the same time nearer to every creature than its own breath. This is what the philosophers call panentheism: the universe within God, and God greater than the universe. It is not a modern invention laid over an ancient text. It is the oldest reading of all, and it is spoken plainly by Paul on the Areopagus when he tells the Athenians that in God we live, and move, and have our being.

We do not deny history. We do not dismiss the tradition. We honour the councils and the fathers and the long liturgy of the Church, and we have taken care that nothing here contradicts the Gospel as it stands. What we do is turn the stone, as one turns a stone in a stream, to see what has been living underneath it all along.

Read the Gospels, then, with the empty cup of a Taoist, ready to receive the bland and inexhaustible taste of the Word. Read them with the settled breath of a Buddhist, letting each parable clear the muddy mind. Read them with the icon-gaze of the Christian East, looking at the face on the page until you become what you behold.

The finger points. The moon is the text.


✿ ✿ ✿




The One River, Four Streams

Lao Tzu opens his teaching: the Tao that can be named is not the eternal Tao. John opens his Gospel: in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. A Taoist master reading that second line does not stumble. He sees at once that the Word — the Logos — is the named expression of the unnameable: the Way made flesh, walking now in sandals on the dust of a Galilean road.

The Taoist Ear

Consider the lilies of the field. They neither labour nor spin, and yet Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one of them. That is wu wei — action without striving — and it is not merely something Jesus taught. It is how he moves. When the crowds press, he withdraws to a quiet place. When the storm rises, he sleeps in the stern — not from indifference, but from a stillness so deep that the storm is inside the Way and not outside it. Do not be anxious about tomorrow is a call back to the present moment, which is the only place the eternal can be found.

The Taoist sees the cross as the final demonstration of the soft overcoming the hard. The empire, the nails, the disciplined soldiers — these are hard. The love that forgives them, the breath that prays for them, the life that lays itself down without resistance — this is water, which wears down mountains and asks nothing. The resurrection is the proof that the Way of heaven does not contend and yet prevails. The stone is not shouldered aside by force. Life simply returns to its source, and the stone is found rolled away.

The Buddhist Ear

The Buddha said he taught one thing only: suffering, and the end of suffering. A Buddhist reading the Gospels recognises a fellow physician immediately. Jesus does not come to explain the cosmos. He comes to open eyes, to cleanse, to release captives. His first public words in the synagogue at Nazareth are a diagnosis and a cure at once.

The Sermon on the Mount answers the Four Noble Truths point for point. There is suffering: the poor in spirit, the mourners, the persecuted. There is a cause: the grasping after wealth, after reputation, after the defended self. There is an ending: the Kingdom of Heaven, which is at hand, which is within you and among you. And there is a path: the narrow gate, the love of enemies, the giving in secret, the praying in the inner room, the house built on rock. Whoever would save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it — at that sentence a Buddhist bows, because it is the doorway of the whole Dharma.

Each parable is upāya, skilful means, a device to wake a sleeping heart. The mustard seed is the smallest movement of attention that becomes a tree. The leaven is the quiet transformation of the world by hidden acts of loving-kindness. The father running down the road to meet his ruined son is the universe itself receiving back the one who woke up.

The Orthodox Ear

From the earliest centuries the Christian East read the Gospels not as a textbook but as an icon — a window, not a wall. The four are figured as four living creatures, a man and a lion and an ox and an eagle: the fourfold radiance of one Word. The East insists that God is unknowable in his essence and truly known and truly shared in his energies, supremely in the person of Jesus Christ — which is very near to the Taoist insistence that the eternal Tao cannot be spoken, and that the Tao which can be spoken is the mother of the ten thousand things.

The Eastern path is theosis: becoming by grace what God is by nature. The Gospels are the map of that transformation. They are not read; they are entered. The cross is not a legal transaction but the ultimate kenosis, the self-emptying of God, who took the form of a servant — the same movement as the Tao that gives birth without possessing and acts without depending on the result. The tomb is the cave of the heart. The stone is the ego. The angel seated upon the stone is the quiet understanding that the hard thing was never anything at all.

The Harmony

Bring these three ways of listening to the four Gospels and something happens. You see that Jesus did not come to found one religion set against the others. He came to reveal the Way, the Truth and the Life that had always been there — the light that enlightens every human being coming into the world. The Tao that Lao Tzu felt for in the dark is the Word who became flesh. The end of suffering that the Buddha found under the tree is the Kingdom that Jesus says is within you. And the whole symphony is the liturgy of the heart, in which a human being becomes a living doxology.

The Gospels are a harmony not because they say the same words but because they sing the same note. Matthew shows the teacher, the new Moses. Mark shows the servant, the swift mystery. Luke shows the healer, the friend of the excluded. John shows the eagle, climbing into the depths. Together they are the four rivers out of one Eden.

The Way is before you. It is under your feet. It is in your mouth and in your heart.


How This Book Is Built

One narrative, told once

Every event in the life of Jesus appears here once. Where two or three or four evangelists report the same hour, their details have been woven into a single telling: Matthew’s earthquake and Mark’s young man in white and Luke’s two men in dazzling clothing and John’s folded face-cloth all belong to one morning, and are told as one morning. Nothing that any evangelist reports has been discarded to make the seam lie flat. Where one witness alone preserves a detail — the coin in the fish’s mouth, the sweat like blood, the hundred and fifty-three fish — that detail is kept and set in its place.

The narrative is the reading experience. The Scripture panels are the evidence beneath it.

The four colours

The testimony of each evangelist is set inline in a coloured panel, in his own colour, so that the eye learns the witnesses without effort:


Matthew — royal blue

The first Gospel: the teacher, the new Moses, the king of the Jews. Written for those who had waited.




Mark — emerald

The second Gospel: the servant, the urgent mystery. Immediately is his favourite word.




Luke — burgundy

The third Gospel: the physician, the friend of women and outcasts and Samaritans.




John — gold

The fourth Gospel: the eagle. Written last, when the meaning had risen.



Where several evangelists report one event, their strands are gathered inside a single gold-framed harmony panel, each in its own colour, so that you may see at a glance what is common and what is unique.

Two further colours appear only in the closing book, where the story runs past the end of the four Gospels: jade for the Acts of the Apostles, which is Luke’s second volume and carries the story to Pentecost, and violet for the books of Wisdom — Proverbs, Sirach, the Wisdom of Solomon — where the figure of Holy Wisdom speaks in her own voice.

The translation

Every line of Scripture in this book has been rendered fresh from the critical Greek text — the Nestle-Aland twenty-eighth edition and the United Bible Societies’ fifth, which print the same text with different apparatus — in a formal-equivalence style: word for word where English will carry it, and word for sense only where English will not. We have not reprinted any modern copyrighted version. Where the Greek is ambiguous, the reading adopted is stated in the commentary and the alternative given.

Significant differences among the manuscripts are noted where they touch meaning. The two largest are marked wherever they occur: Mark’s Gospel ends at 16:8 in the oldest copies, and the twelve verses that follow are a second-century addition, printed here in brackets for completeness; and the account of the woman taken in adultery is absent from the oldest copies of John, though the story itself is very old, and is likewise kept and marked.

The apparatus

Four kinds of panel accompany the narrative. They are always distinct from the narrative and from the Scripture, so that you always know which voice is speaking.


The Lens. Theological reading — what the passage discloses about the presence of God within, throughout, and beyond creation. This is contemplative commentary, not narrative and not Scripture.




The Word. Greek, Aramaic and Syriac word-study: the grammar and root-meaning that stand under a translation choice.




The Bridge. Cross-cultural analogy — Taoist, Buddhist, Orthodox — offered so that a reader from any of the three lamps may find the door.




Marked. An interpretive choice belonging to this house, stated openly wherever it is exercised, with its grounds, so that the reader may always separate what the text says from how we have read it.



The interpretive choices of this house, declared at the outset

Four readings run through this volume. Each is marked at every point of use. They are held as this house holds them, and they are not concealed inside the translation.

The Spirit is spoken of as She. The Hebrew ruach is a feminine noun; the Syriac churches, closest of all to the language Jesus actually spoke, long used feminine forms of the Spirit in their liturgy. Greek pneuma is neuter, and English convention has long said He, drawing on the masculine noun paraklētos. Grammatical gender does not fix the nature of God, who is neither male nor female and is the ground of both. We use She deliberately, to restore the maternal dimension of the Comforter — the brooding over the waters, the overshadowing, the breath given at the mouth.

The seven demons of Mary Magdalene are read as seven trials. Luke records that seven demons had gone out of her. We read them as the seven-fold stripping of an initiate — the descent of Inanna through seven gates, at each of which something is taken away — and Mary as one who passed through that purification and came out the other side as the first witness of the rising and the apostle to the apostles. The literal words are kept in the translation; the symbolic layer lives in the commentary and is marked wherever it appears.

John 20:17 is rendered do not continue to cling to me. The Greek is a present imperative with the negative particle, which normally carries the sense stop doing what you are already doing. The older touch me not obscures this entirely. Mary is already holding him; he is gently releasing her into her mission.

Mary Magdalene is honoured as consort and bride in the mystical register. In the theology of this house, the Bridegroom and the Bride are the deepest figure in Scripture, and the woman in the garden on the first morning stands within it. This is a contemplative reading, plainly marked as such throughout, and it never displaces the plain account.

The chronology

The order of events follows the strongest reconstruction available, which is broadly the Johannine framework of three Passovers filled out with the Synoptic material. Two places are genuinely uncertain and are handled openly in the commentary: the cleansing of the temple, which John places at the opening of the ministry and the other three at the end (we keep both, and explain); and the sequence of the resurrection appearances, where the witnesses report different first encounters and no single order can be forced without cutting something away.

The close of every chapter

Each chapter ends at the water. The river panel names what is flowing at that bend of the story, and gives a versicle and response for those who wish to pray the book rather than only read it.


The River. Here at the source: four streams, one spring, and the reader standing at the bank with an empty cup.

℣ The Way that can be walked was walked here.

℟ One river, four streams.




Book I
The Divine Presence Entering History
What does it mean for the Infinite to be revealed through the finite? The prologues, the two genealogies, the annunciations, the birth, and the years of hiddenness.


Chapter I
The Word Before the Beginning

Before the story begins, there is something that does not begin.

Three of the four evangelists open with a beginning that can be dated. Matthew opens with a family: Abraham, then David, then the long descent to a carpenter in Nazareth. Mark opens with a shout in a wilderness. Luke opens with an old priest going in to burn incense in the eighth year of a reign. But John opens where no calendar reaches — with a clause that has no date in it, because it is spoken from before the possibility of dating anything.


John 1:1–5

1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2This one was in the beginning with God. 3All things came to be through him, and apart from him not one thing came to be that has come to be. 4In him was life, and the life was the light of human beings. 5And the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overtake it.



Note what is not said. It is not said that the Word made the world and then stood back from it, as a potter withdraws his hands from the finished bowl. It is said that all things came to be through him — and then, immediately and without pause, that in him was life, present tense of being, and that this life is the light of every human being now reading this line. The making is not a past event. It is a relation that holds. Take the Word away from any created thing for the length of one heartbeat and the thing is not there.

This is the first and largest claim of the whole book, and everything that follows in the life of Jesus is the working out of it in one human body: that creation is not a workshop God has left, but a household God fills.


The Word. Greek λόγος (logos) will not go into English in one word. It is speech, and it is also the reason that speech expresses; it is account, ratio, principle, the intelligible order by which a thing is what it is. Heraclitus used it five centuries before for the fire-law that governs all change. The Greek-speaking synagogue used it for the creative utterance of Genesis 1 — and God said — and for the Wisdom who was beside him as a master workman, delighting, playing before him. John gathers all of that up and says: this is a person, and we have eaten fish with him.

The verb in verse 5, κατέλαβεν (katelaben), carries both halves of a single idea. It means to seize, to overcome, to lay hold of — and therefore also to grasp, to comprehend. Both are true and neither is complete. The darkness did not put the light out; the darkness also never worked out what the light was. English cannot say both at once, so we translate did not overtake it and set the second meaning here.




The Bridge. The Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao. The name that can be named is not the eternal name. A Taoist reading John’s first line does not find a rival. He finds his own doctrine carried one step further and made speakable: the nameless has consented to a name. The Tao gives them life; its virtue nourishes them — and the Word gave life, and the life is the light. Lao Tzu says the ten thousand things are born of being, and being is born of non-being. John says all things came to be through the Word, and the Word was with God.

The difference matters and should not be smoothed away. The Tao does not become a man on a road. That is the scandal and the gift of this book. But the Taoist who comes to John’s prologue is not being asked to abandon what he knows. He is being told where the Way went.




John 1:9–13

9The true light, which enlightens every human being, was coming into the world. 10He was in the world, and the world came to be through him, and the world did not know him. 11He came to his own, and his own did not receive him. 12But as many as did receive him, to them he gave authority to become children of God, to those trusting in his name — 13who were begotten not out of blood, nor out of the will of flesh, nor out of the will of a man, but out of God.



Which enlightens every human being. Not every believer, not every Israelite, not every one who will later be baptised. Every human being coming into the world carries a lit lamp, and the lamp is not their own property. It is the presence of the Word in them, holding them in existence and giving them the power to know anything at all.


The Lens. Here is the whole panentheistic reading in a single verse, and it is John’s, not ours. The world came to be through him, and he was in the world. God is not elsewhere. The failure described is not distance but recognition: the world did not know him. Nothing had to be transported from a far country. Something had to open its eyes.

This governs how we will read every miracle, every parable, and finally the empty tomb. The Kingdom does not arrive from outside the universe like an army crossing a border. It is disclosed from within, the way dawn does not travel to the valley but simply becomes visible in it. And the ignorance that keeps us out of it is not a lack of information. It is a lack of sight.




The River. At the spring, before any bank has formed: the Word who is with God and is God, in whom the water and the stone and the reader all subsist.

℣ In him was life, and the life was the light of every one of us.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter II
The Word Became Flesh

Two men set out to explain how they came by their material, and they could not be less alike.

Luke begins like a scholar clearing his desk. Others have written; he has checked their work; he has traced the whole course from the top; he is writing it out in order for a man of rank who has already been taught something and deserves to know how much of it will hold.


Luke 1:1–4

1Since many have undertaken to draw up an orderly account of the matters that have been fulfilled among us, 2just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word delivered them to us, 3it seemed good to me also, having followed all things carefully from the first, to write them out for you in order, most excellent Theophilus, 4so that you may know the certainty of the things in which you were instructed.



John does not clear a desk. He calls a witness.


John 1:6–8

6There came a man, sent from God; his name was John. 7This one came for a witness, to bear witness concerning the light, so that all might trust through him. 8He was not the light, but came to bear witness concerning the light.



The two openings are not in competition. They are the two hands of this book. One says: this happened, and here is how I know. The other says: and what happened was the eternal entering time. Take either away and you are left with something less than a Gospel — a chronicle without meaning, or a meaning without a body.

Then John says the thing the whole of religious history had not dared to say.


John 1:14–18

14And the Word became flesh and pitched his tent among us, and we gazed upon his glory — glory as of an only-begotten from a Father — full of grace and truth. 15John bears witness concerning him and has cried out, saying: “This was the one of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me has come to be ahead of me, because he was before me.’” 16For out of his fullness we all received, and grace upon grace. 17Because the Law was given through Moses; grace and truth came to be through Jesus Christ. 18No one has ever seen God. The only-begotten God, the one who is in the bosom of the Father, that one has made him known.




The Word. ἐσκήνωσεν (eskēnōsen), verse 14, is not a general word for dwelling. It is tented, pitched his tabernacle. The noun beneath it, σκηνή, is the word the Greek Old Testament uses for the tent of meeting that Israel carried through the wilderness, the portable holy place with the glory settling on it. And in Hebrew the same consonants stand behind Shekhinah, the settled Presence that filled the tent and later the temple.

John is saying: the tabernacle has been rebuilt out of flesh. The Presence that no structure could contain has taken a body, and the body walks. This single verb is why we say, throughout this volume, that the incarnation does not interrupt the material order. It consecrates it.




The Lens. We gazed upon his glory. The verb is not glimpsed; it is contemplated, gazed at steadily, the way one looks at an icon and not the way one glances at a passing face. The claim of the Christian East is exactly here: God is unapproachable in his essence and truly given in his energies, and the whole of that giving is concentrated in one visible life.

And notice what verse 18 does with the paradox rather than to it. No one has ever seen God — the apophatic truth, the darkness beyond all our knowing, the nameless Tao. And in the same breath: that one has made him known. The unknowable has not become knowable by ceasing to be unknowable. It has become knowable by taking a face. Both halves stand. A theology that keeps only the first becomes a fog; a theology that keeps only the second becomes an idol.




The Bridge. The verb translated has made him known is ἐξηγήσατο (exēgēsato) — he expounded him, he led him out into the open, he told him in full. Our word exegesis is its child. Jesus is the exegesis of God: not a lecture about the Source, but the Source rendered legible in a human span of years.

For a reader of the Mahāyāna, the movement is recognisable. The unconditioned does not stay unconditioned and remote; compassion brings it into form, and the form is what we can meet. The Gospel goes further than the analogy will carry — this form is not a skilful appearance but a real man who bled — and yet the direction of the movement is one a Buddhist knows in his bones: what is beyond us comes down to where we are, because we could not have climbed.




The River. Where the two hands meet: the physician’s careful order, and the eagle’s naked claim. The tent is pitched. The Presence has an address.

℣ The Word became flesh and pitched his tent among us.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter III
Two Genealogies, One Descent

Matthew begins his Gospel with a list of names, which is a strange way to open a book unless you understand what a list of names is for. It is a deed of title. It is the answer to the first question anyone in first-century Judea would ask about a claimant: by what right?


Matthew 1:1, 17

1A book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, son of David, son of Abraham. […] 17So all the generations from Abraham to David are fourteen generations, and from David to the deportation to Babylon fourteen generations, and from the deportation to Babylon to the Christ fourteen generations.



Matthew’s list runs forward, from Abraham down, through Solomon and the kings of Judah, and it is built in three sets of fourteen — the numerical value of the Hebrew letters of David’s name, and a signal any literate hearer would catch. This is a royal genealogy, and it argues one thing: the throne.

Luke’s list runs the other way. It begins with Jesus and climbs backwards, past David through another son, Nathan, and does not stop at Abraham, and does not stop at Noah.


Luke 3:23, 38

23And Jesus himself, when he began, was about thirty years old, being the son — as was supposed — of Joseph, of Heli […] 38of Enosh, of Seth, of Adam, of God.



Matthew ends at Abraham because he is speaking to a people. Luke ends at God because he is speaking to a species. The two lists diverge after David because they descend by two branches of one house — the legal line of succession through Solomon, by which the title passes to Joseph and so to his son; and the natural line through Nathan, by which the blood arrives. A man in that culture could hold both a legal father and a physical descent and no one thought it a contradiction.


The Lens. The genealogies are the first proof that this Gospel is not gnostic. A teaching that despised matter would never have opened with a list of ancestors. It would have begun where secret teachings always begin: with a soul remembering that it does not belong here.

Instead the book opens with a family — with generations, with wombs, with the sheer bodily continuity of a people over a thousand years — and insists that the Infinite arrived by that road and no other. Flesh is not the prison the Word escaped. Flesh is the tent the Word pitched. Everything this house teaches about the sacredness of embodied existence begins in these two unglamorous columns of names.




Marked. Matthew’s royal line names four women, and every one of them stands outside the expected shape of the story: Tamar, who took justice into her own hands by disguise; Rahab of Jericho, a foreign woman of the walls; Ruth the Moabite, who came in from outside the covenant; and the wife of Uriah, named by her husband’s name so that we cannot look away from what David did. A fifth, Mary, closes the line.

This house reads their presence as a deliberate signature: the feminine at work in the descent of salvation, and specifically the irregular feminine, the woman the record would have preferred to omit. The line to the throne of David runs through them. Where the tradition has sometimes been embarrassed by these names, we take them as the first appearance of a pattern that will run through the whole Gospel and reach its height in a garden on the first morning of the week.




The Bridge. Luke’s list has one more rung than any other genealogy in Scripture. Every ancestry ends somewhere — at a founder, at a tribe, at the first man. Luke goes past the first man and writes of God.

That single phrase places every human being in the same relation. Adam is not descended from God in a way that his children are not; the line is unbroken, and the last name in it is the Source. For a reader from the Eastern traditions this is the familiar and radical claim heard in a new key: the ground of your being is not something you must travel to acquire. It is already the last name on your own list.




The River. Two channels, cut from one watershed: the throne and the blood, the people and the race, and at the head of the older channel a name that is not a man’s.

℣ Son of David, son of Abraham, son of Adam, son of God.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter IV
The Silence of Zechariah

The story begins, as such stories often do, with two old people who have stopped expecting anything.

Zechariah belonged to the priestly division of Abijah, one of twenty-four courses that served in the temple by rotation, a week at a time, twice a year. His wife Elizabeth was of the daughters of Aaron. They were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the commandments — and they had no child, and they were both far on in their days. In that world childlessness was not merely private grief. It was read publicly as a verdict.

The lot fell to him — once in a lifetime, for most priests — to go into the sanctuary and burn the incense while the whole assembly of the people prayed outside in the court. It was the most sacred hour a country priest could expect to be given. He went in alone, and he was not alone.


Luke 1:11–17

11And there appeared to him a messenger of the Lord, standing at the right of the altar of incense. 12And Zechariah was shaken when he saw, and fear fell upon him. 13But the messenger said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, because your petition has been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John. 14And there will be joy to you and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, 15for he will be great before the Lord […] and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit while yet in his mother’s womb. 16And many of the children of Israel he will turn back to the Lord their God, 17and he himself will go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of fathers to the children and the disobedient to the good sense of the righteous, to make ready for the Lord a people prepared.”



He asked how he could know. He was a priest, and he had been praying at an altar for forty years for exactly this, and when the answer stood at his right hand he asked it for credentials. The messenger gave his name — Gabriel, who stands in the presence of God — and gave him a sign that was also a discipline: he would be silent until the day it happened.

Zechariah came out to bless the people and could not speak. He made signs to them, and they understood that he had seen something in the holy place. And he went home, and his wife conceived, and she hid herself five months, saying only that the Lord had taken away her disgrace among the people.


The Word. He will be filled with the Holy Spirit while yet in his mother’s womb. Where the Greek carries a pronoun for the Spirit it carries a neuter, because πνεῦμα is a neuter noun; English convention has supplied He. Throughout this volume we supply She, for the reasons declared in the opening apparatus, and we mark it each time. Here the phrasing is impersonal and no pronoun is needed, but the image already leans that way: the Spirit fills a child in a womb — an act of gestation, of the interior, of the hidden making of a life before anyone can see it.

The Hebrew that stands behind all of this is רוּחַ (ruach): breath, wind, spirit, and grammatically feminine. The Syriac-speaking churches, who prayed in the language Jesus actually spoke, used feminine forms of the Spirit in their liturgy for centuries.




The Lens. Silence is the first gift given to anyone in this Gospel, and it is given to a man who talked his way past an angel.

Read it not as punishment but as prescription. Zechariah has spent his life administering the words of religion — the formulas, the blessings, the ordered liturgy — and when the living Presence arrives at the altar he reaches for a word and gets a nine-month fast from words instead. He will speak again, and when he does, what comes out is a prophecy of such beauty that the Church has sung it every morning for fifteen centuries.

This is the pattern the contemplative traditions know: the mouth is stopped so that the heart may be opened. In the language of this house, he was given his cell before he was given his son.




The Bridge. In the Chan and Zen houses the student who answers too quickly is sent back to sit. In the Taoist reading, he who knows does not speak; he who speaks does not know, and the sage empties himself of his own commentary until the Way can move through him without obstruction. In the hesychast tradition of the Christian East, the monk gathers the scattered mind down into the heart and keeps nēpsis, watchfulness, in silence, because the noise of our own words is precisely what keeps us from hearing.

Zechariah receives all three disciplines at once, in a single sentence, in the holiest room of his religion.




The River. At the altar of incense, where a lifetime of prayer is answered and the answer takes away speech.

℣ Your petition has been heard.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter V
The Overshadowing

Six months later the same messenger was sent, not to a sanctuary but to a house, not to a priest in his vestments but to a young woman in a village that no prophecy had ever mentioned.


Luke 1:26–33

26And in the sixth month the messenger Gabriel was sent from God to a town of Galilee whose name was Nazareth, 27to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David; and the name of the virgin was Mary. 28And coming in to her he said, “Rejoice, favoured one! The Lord is with you.” 29But she was greatly disturbed at the word, and kept reasoning what sort of greeting this might be. 30And the messenger said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour with God. 31And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus. 32This one will be great, and will be called Son of the Most High […] 33and of his kingdom there will be no end.”



She did not ask for credentials. She asked a practical question — the only one that mattered — and the answer she received is the hinge of the whole book.


Luke 1:34–38

34And Mary said to the messenger, “How will this be, since I do not know a man?” 35And answering, the messenger said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore also the holy one begotten will be called Son of God. 36And behold, Elizabeth your kinswoman — she also has conceived a son in her old age, and this is the sixth month for her who was called barren, 37because no word from God will be powerless.” 38And Mary said, “Behold, the slave of the Lord; let it happen to me according to your word.” And the messenger went away from her.




The Word. ἐπισκιάσει (episkiasei) — will overshadow, literally will cast a shade upon. It is a rare and deliberate word. The Greek Old Testament uses it for the cloud that covered the tent of meeting when the glory filled it, and Luke will use it once more, on the mountain of the Transfiguration, when the bright cloud comes down over Peter and James and John.

It is not a word of force. It is a word of covering — the shade of a great wing, the shadow of a cloud crossing a field. In Hebrew this settled Presence is the Shekhinah, and the noun is feminine, and the rabbis pictured her as brooding. The same verb-image stands at the second verse of Genesis, where the Spirit of God hovers over the face of the waters like a bird over a nest.

We therefore say: She overshadowed her. The creation of the world and the creation of the new Adam are the same gesture, and the gesture is maternal.




Marked. Throughout this volume the Holy Spirit is spoken of with feminine pronouns. Mainstream English Bibles use He, drawing on the masculine Greek noun paraklētos, “Helper.” Greek pneuma is in fact neuter. Hebrew ruach is feminine. Grammatical gender does not determine the nature of God, who is beyond male and female and is the ground of both; and precisely for that reason no pronoun here is a doctrinal claim about divine sex. It is a choice about which half of the truth English will be allowed to carry.

We choose the half that has been carried least. The Spirit broods, overshadows, gives birth from above, nourishes, indwells, comforts, and is called by Jesus the one who bears and teaches. In the Syriac churches, nearest of all to his own tongue, she was long addressed as she. We are not innovating. We are returning something.




The Lens. Let it happen to me according to your word. The Greek is an optative of consent — not resignation, not submission under pressure, but active welcome. Everything hangs on it. The Infinite does not force an entry into the finite. It asks, and waits for a village girl to say yes.

This is the whole doctrine of the divine presence in creation compressed into one sentence. God is nearer to us than we are to ourselves and does not act in us without us. The panentheistic vision is sometimes accused of dissolving the human person into the divine ocean; here is its answer. The most complete union of God and a creature in the whole of Scripture happens by an act of free assent, and the creature keeps her name.




The Bridge. The valley spirit never dies; it is called the mysterious feminine. Lao Tzu’s valley receives everything because it holds itself low; the softest thing in the world overcomes the hardest; the empty vessel is the useful one.

Mary is the valley. She is κεχαριτωμένη, the one who has been graced — a passive participle: something has been done to her, and her whole part is to be open. In the Buddhist register she is perfect receptivity without grasping; in the Orthodox register she is the Theotokos, the God-bearer, and the East will not call her merely the mother of a man because what she consented to carry was the uncontainable, and she contained it.




The River. In a house in an unimportant town, the shade of a wing crosses a young woman, and the ten thousand things hold their breath for an answer.

℣ Behold the servant of the Lord; let it happen to me according to your word.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter VI
The Visitation and the Two Songs

She went in haste into the hill country, to a town of Judah, and came into Zechariah’s house and greeted Elizabeth. And at the sound of her voice the child leapt in the older woman’s womb, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit and cried out with a great shout — the first person in the Gospel to name what was happening.


Luke 1:42–45

42“Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb! 43And how has this come to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? 44For behold, when the sound of your greeting came into my ears, the child in my womb leapt for joy. 45And blessed is she who trusted that there would be a completion of the things spoken to her from the Lord.”



Two women, one old and one young, both carrying impossible sons, standing in a doorway in the hills: this is the first council of the new order, and there is not a priest or a scribe or a man of standing anywhere in the room. Then Mary sings, and what she sings is not a lullaby. It is a revolution.


Luke 1:46–53

46“My soul magnifies the Lord, 47and my spirit has exulted in God my Saviour, 48because he looked upon the lowliness of his slave. For behold, from now on all generations will call me blessed, 49because the Mighty One has done great things for me, and holy is his name […] 51He has done a mighty deed with his arm; he has scattered the arrogant in the imagination of their hearts. 52He has pulled rulers down from thrones and lifted up the lowly. 53The hungry he has filled with good things, and the rich he has sent away empty.”



She stayed with her about three months and returned to her own house. And Elizabeth’s time was fulfilled, and she bore a son, and on the eighth day the neighbours came to circumcise him and meant to name him after his father. His mother said: No — he will be called John. They objected that no one in the family had that name, and turned to the mute old priest, and he asked for a writing tablet and wrote four words, and the nine months of silence ended.


Luke 1:63–64, 76–79

63And asking for a writing tablet he wrote, saying, “John is his name.” And they all marvelled. 64And immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue loosed, and he began to speak, blessing God. […] 76“And you, child, will be called prophet of the Most High, for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, 77to give knowledge of salvation to his people in the release of their sins, 78through the tender mercy of our God, by which the dawn from on high will visit us, 79to shine upon those sitting in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.”



Meanwhile, in Nazareth, a carpenter had a decision to make that would have been the end of the story if he had made it the way the law allowed.


Matthew 1:18–21, 24–25

18Now the birth of Jesus Christ was in this way. His mother Mary having been betrothed to Joseph, before they came together she was found to be holding a child in the womb, from the Holy Spirit. 19And Joseph her husband, being righteous and not willing to expose her publicly, intended to release her secretly. 20But while he was pondering these things, behold, a messenger of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for what has been begotten in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21And she will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he himself will save his people from their sins.” […] 24And Joseph, waking from sleep, did as the messenger of the Lord had directed him, and took his wife, 25and did not know her until she had borne a son. And he called his name Jesus.




The Lens. The Magnificat is the political programme of the Kingdom, sung by a pregnant teenager in a hill town before her son is born, and every verb in it is in the past tense. He has pulled down. He has lifted up. He has filled. He has sent away empty. Nothing had yet happened. Rome was not weakened by a syllable of it. Herod slept soundly.

She sings it as done because in the order she has just entered it is done. This is how the Kingdom is always spoken of in this Gospel: not as a distant event to be waited for but as a present reality to be aligned with, already true at the root and working its way out to the branches. The whole of the Sermon on the Mount is contained here in embryo, in both senses.




Marked. Two songs, and note who sings them. Elizabeth prophesies first, filled with the Spirit; Mary sings the Magnificat; only afterwards, and only when he has learned to be silent, does the priest speak. The order is not accidental, and this house does not treat it as accidental. The feminine voice opens the Gospel, names the Lord before anyone else does, and states the doctrine before any man has said a word. The pattern set here in a doorway in Judah will be closed by a woman in a garden outside Jerusalem, sent by the risen Christ to tell the apostles.




The Bridge. He has pulled rulers down from thrones and lifted up the lowly. The Tao Te Ching: the high is brought low and the low is raised; heaven’s way reduces the excessive and supplements the insufficient. It is the same law of the reversing current, and both traditions locate it not in politics first but in the structure of reality — which is why both expect it to happen whether or not anyone arranges it.

And the child leaping in the womb at the sound of a voice: before doctrine, before language, before sight, recognition. The Buddhist would call this the nature that responds before the mind is consulted. The Orthodox call it the nous, the eye of the heart, which knows the light directly and does not reason its way there.




The River. In a doorway in the hill country: two mothers, two unborn sons, and the first creed of the new age sung by a woman with no standing at all.

℣ He has pulled rulers down from thrones and lifted up the lowly.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter VII
The Birth at Bethlehem

An emperor moved a pen in Rome, and a young couple walked ninety miles south.


Luke 2:1–7

1Now it happened in those days that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the inhabited world should be registered. 2This registration was the first, while Quirinius was governing Syria. 3And all went to be registered, each to his own town. 4And Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the town of Nazareth, into Judea, to the city of David which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and lineage of David, 5to be registered together with Mary, who was betrothed to him and was with child. 6And it happened while they were there that the days were fulfilled for her to give birth, 7and she bore her firstborn son and wrapped him in strips of cloth and laid him in a feeding trough, because there was no place for them in the lodging.



The word rendered lodging is not the word for a commercial inn; Luke uses that other word for the inn in the parable of the Samaritan. This is the guest room of a house — the upper space where visitors sleep. It was full, as any house in a town swollen with returning families would be full. So they were put where the animals were kept, which in an ordinary Judean house of that period was the lower end of the single living space, a step down from the family floor, with the mangers cut into the stone.

The Word did not merely become flesh. He was laid in the place where food is put out for the beasts of a household.


Luke 2:8–14

8And there were shepherds in that region, living out of doors and keeping watch by night over their flock. 9And a messenger of the Lord stood over them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they feared a great fear. 10And the messenger said to them, “Do not be afraid; for behold, I bring you good news of a great joy which will be for all the people: 11because today there was born to you in the city of David a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord. 12And this is the sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in strips of cloth and lying in a feeding trough.” 13And suddenly there was with the messenger a multitude of the heavenly army, praising God and saying, 14“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among people of his good pleasure.”



They went with haste and found it exactly as they had been told, and told everyone, and everyone marvelled. And Mary kept all these words, throwing them together in her heart — Luke’s verb is συμβάλλουσα, the word for casting things side by side to see what they make, which is what a contemplative does with a life.


The Lens. The first announcement of the incarnation is made to men who could not testify in a court. Shepherds in that period were reckoned ritually unclean by the strict, and their word was not accepted as evidence. God’s opening move is to entrust the news to witnesses no one would believe.

This is the sacredness of embodied, ordinary, unqualified existence stated at the outset and never afterwards withdrawn. If the divine presence fills all things, then the disclosure of that presence will not begin at the top of the social order, because the top of the social order is not nearer to the ground of being than a hillside at two in the morning. It only thinks it is.

And the sign given is a feeding trough. Not a portent in the sky — that comes later, and it comes to foreigners. The sign given to the poor is a poor thing: a child where the fodder goes. The Infinite is revealed through the finite by consenting to be genuinely finite, and small, and cold.




The Bridge. The Tao Te Ching says the Way is like water, which benefits all things and does not contend, and settles in the low places that everyone despises — and therefore is near to the Way. Bethlehem is a low place. The manger is lower. The whole descent of this Gospel is a descent, and it does not reverse until a stone is rolled away.

The Buddhist reader will recognise the pattern of the Bodhisattva who could have remained in bliss and instead entered the dust of the world to wake all beings. The Christian East calls the same movement kenosis, self-emptying: he did not count equality with God a thing to be clutched, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant. That the emptying begins in a feeding trough and ends on a cross is one continuous line, not two events.




The Word. Peace among people of his good pleasure. The oldest manuscripts read εὐδοκίας in the genitive — of good pleasure — which makes the peace rest on those who are the objects of God’s favour, rather than on those who happen to be of good will. The familiar English peace, good will toward men follows a later reading. The difference is not small: the angels are not describing a human quality that earns the peace. They are describing a divine disposition that gives it.




The River. In the lower room of a crowded house, among the animals, the glory that no temple could hold is wrapped in cloth and laid where the food goes.

℣ Today there was born to you a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter VIII
Light for the Nations

On the eighth day he was circumcised and given the name the messenger had spoken before he was conceived. When the days of purification were complete they brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord, and offered the sacrifice of the poor: two turtledoves, the provision made in the law for those who could not afford a lamb.

In the temple that day was an old man who had been told he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Anointed. He came into the court in the Spirit, and took the child in his arms, and blessed God.


Luke 2:29–35

29“Now you release your slave, Master, according to your word, in peace, 30because my eyes have seen your salvation 31which you prepared before the face of all the peoples: 32a light for revelation to the nations, and glory for your people Israel.” 33And his father and mother were marvelling at the things spoken about him. 34And Simeon blessed them and said to Mary his mother, “Behold, this one is set for the falling and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is spoken against — 35and a sword will pass through your own soul also — so that the reasonings of many hearts may be uncovered.”



And there was a prophetess, Anna, of the tribe of Asher, very old, who had not left the temple, worshipping night and day with fasting and prayers; and coming up at that very hour she gave thanks and spoke of him to all who were waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem.

Then, from somewhere east — Persia, or Babylon, or Arabia; the text says only from the rising — came men who read the sky.


Matthew 2:1–2, 9–11

1Now when Jesus had been born in Bethlehem of Judea, in the days of Herod the king, behold, magi from the east arrived in Jerusalem, 2saying, “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we saw his star at its rising and have come to do him homage.” […] 9And behold, the star which they had seen at its rising went before them until it came and stood over the place where the child was. 10And seeing the star they rejoiced with exceedingly great joy. 11And coming into the house they saw the child with Mary his mother, and falling down they did him homage; and opening their treasures they offered him gifts: gold and frankincense and myrrh.



They were warned in a dream not to return to Herod and went home another way. Joseph was warned in a dream as well, and rose in the night and took the child and his mother down into Egypt — the road every refugee family from that country has taken since the days of Jacob — and stayed there until Herod died. And Herod, seeing that the astrologers had made a fool of him, sent soldiers into Bethlehem and killed the boys of two years and under, and Matthew hears in it Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they were not.

When Herod died they came back, and hearing that his son Archelaus was reigning in Judea they withdrew to the district of Galilee, to a town called Nazareth.


The Lens. Two groups come to the cradle, and between them they contain the whole human race. Shepherds, who had no learning and no standing and were told directly by a voice. Magi, who had a great deal of learning and read the heavens as a book, and were told by the thing they had spent their lives studying.

God speaks to each in their own language. To the unlettered, an angel. To the astronomers, a star. Neither is corrected for the way they came. Nobody tells the magi that astrology is beneath them; the star is honoured as a true messenger, and the men who followed it are the first Gentiles in the Gospel to worship. This is what it looks like when the light that enlightens every human being begins to be recognised: it is found already at work outside the covenant, and it is welcomed in.

Simeon says it plainly, and no evangelist ever takes it back: a light for revelation to the nations.




Marked. The three gifts have been read as a compressed life since the earliest centuries: gold for a king, frankincense for God, myrrh for a burial. This house reads them also as a map of the path — the gold of the incorruptible nature, the incense of prayer rising, the myrrh of the death that must be undergone before the rising. The magi are, in this reading, not merely visitors but the first pilgrims: seekers of the eastern lamps arriving at the western cradle and finding the same light they had been tracking all along.




The Bridge. Now you release your slave in peace. Simeon’s is the prayer of a man who has been holding on for one thing and can now let go, and the Church of the East has sung it at the close of every day for as long as there have been evening offices, because the death of a day is a rehearsal for the death of a life.

The Buddhist will hear the whole doctrine of non-attachment in it, spoken at the one moment when attachment would be most understandable: the old man has finally got what he waited a lifetime for, and he is holding it in his arms, and the first thing he asks is to be let go. He is not renouncing the child. He has seen, and seeing is enough, and grasping would add nothing.




The River. Between the shepherds and the astronomers, between the turtledoves of the poor and the gold of foreign kings: the light shows itself to everyone, in the language each one already speaks.

℣ A light for revelation to the nations, and glory for your people Israel.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter IX
The Boy in the Temple

Of the next thirty years, the four witnesses between them preserve one afternoon.


Luke 2:41–50

41And his parents went every year to Jerusalem for the feast of the Passover. 42And when he was twelve years old, they went up according to the custom of the feast; 43and when the days were completed, as they were returning, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, and his parents did not know it. 44Supposing him to be in the caravan, they went a day’s journey, and began looking for him among the relatives and acquaintances; 45and not finding him, they returned to Jerusalem, searching for him. 46And it happened after three days that they found him in the temple, sitting in the midst of the teachers, both listening to them and questioning them. 47And all who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his answers. 48And seeing him they were astonished, and his mother said to him, “Child, why have you done this to us? Behold, your father and I have been searching for you in anguish.” 49And he said to them, “Why is it that you were searching for me? Did you not know that I must be in the things of my Father?” 50And they did not understand the saying that he spoke to them.



He went down with them and came to Nazareth and was subject to them — and that is the whole of it. The rest of the record for eighteen years is a single sentence.


Luke 2:51–52

51And his mother kept all these words in her heart. 52And Jesus advanced in wisdom and in stature and in favour with God and with people.




The Word. ἐν τοῖς τοῦ πατρός μου — literally in the things of my Father, or among my Father’s affairs. The phrase has no noun in it. English translations must supply one, and they have supplied two: in my Father’s house and about my Father’s business. Both are legitimate, and the Greek deliberately holds them together. The house and the work are not separate. Where the Father’s business is being done, that place is the Father’s house.

Note also that Luke has just written your father and I in Mary’s mouth, and Jesus answers with my Father, and the two words are the same word. This is the first recorded sentence of Jesus in any Gospel, and it is a correction about paternity spoken to the man who raised him — gently, and without denying him anything.




The Lens. The hidden years are not an omission. They are a doctrine.

For eighteen years the Word who made all things planed wood in a village of a few hundred people, and the record of it is he advanced in wisdom and stature and favour. He grew. He learned a trade, learned the psalms by heart in the synagogue on sabbaths, learned to measure a joint, learned what a day’s labour is worth and what it costs. If we say that God is the ground of all being and that all being is holy, then this is where the claim is tested — not in the miracles but in the silence: thirty years of unremarkable existence, and the divine presence no less complete in them than on the mountain of Transfiguration.

There is no part of an ordinary life that the Word did not enter and consecrate. This is why the contemplative traditions of every house insist that the work of the kitchen and the workshop is not a lesser field than the sanctuary. The greater part of the incarnation was spent in a workshop.




The Bridge. Every serious path knows a period of ripening that cannot be hurried and cannot be watched. The Buddha spent six years in the forest. The Taoist adepts speak of the long nourishing of the embryo, the slow work in the dark where nothing appears to be happening and everything is being made. The monks of the Christian East went out to the desert for decades before anyone came to them for a word, and when the word came it was short, because it had been a long time growing.

And Jesus advanced in wisdom. If he had to grow into it, so may you, and the years in which nothing seems to be happening are not lost years. They are the years of the root.




The River. Underground for eighteen years, running where no one can see it, wearing the channel it will one day fill.

℣ Did you not know that I must be in the things of my Father?

℟ One river, four streams.




Book II
The Voice and the Water
The awakening of the mission: a man in a wilderness, a river, an opened heaven, and forty days in which the shape of the ministry is decided by what is refused.


Chapter X
The Voice in the Wilderness

Luke dates it like a historian, because it is the hinge of his book: the fifteenth year of Tiberius, Pontius Pilate governing Judea, Herod tetrarch of Galilee, Annas and Caiaphas in the high priesthood. Six names of power, four of them Roman clients, and the word of God came to none of them. It came to a man in a dry place with no office at all.


Luke 3:1–3

1Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate governing Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee […] 2in the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, a word of God came upon John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. 3And he went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of turning-around for the release of sins.



The child whose birth had cost his father nine months of silence had grown up and gone out into the emptiness. He wore camel’s hair and a leather belt, which is how the prophet Elijah is described, and everyone who saw him understood the costume as an argument. He ate what the desert gave. And people came out to him in numbers that alarmed the authorities: from Jerusalem, from all Judea, from the whole district of the Jordan, and they were baptised by him in the river, confessing.


The Preaching of John — four witnesses


Matthew 3:7–10 — But seeing many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to the baptism, he said to them: “Brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath about to come? Produce then fruit worthy of turning around, and do not presume to say among yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as father’ — for I tell you that God is able out of these stones to raise up children to Abraham. Already the axe is laid at the root of the trees; every tree therefore not producing good fruit is cut down and thrown into fire.”




Mark 1:7–8 — And he proclaimed, saying: “There comes after me one stronger than I, of whom I am not fit to stoop down and loose the strap of his sandals. I baptised you with water, but he will baptise you with the Holy Spirit.”




Luke 3:10–14 — And the crowds were asking him, “What then shall we do?” And answering he said to them, “Let the one who has two tunics share with the one who has none, and let the one who has food do likewise.” And tax collectors also came to be baptised and said to him, “Teacher, what shall we do?” And he said to them, “Exact nothing more than what has been appointed to you.” And soldiers also asked him, “And we — what shall we do?” And he said to them, “Extort from no one, accuse no one falsely, and be content with your wages.”




John 1:19–23 — And this is the witness of John, when the Judeans sent to him priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, “Who are you?” And he confessed and did not deny, and confessed: “I am not the Christ.” […] They said therefore to him, “Who are you? — so that we may give an answer to those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” He said, “I am a voice crying in the wilderness: make straight the way of the Lord.”





Set the four side by side and the man appears whole. Matthew gives the thunder. Mark gives the humility. Luke gives the practical rule — and it is worth noticing how modest it is. The crowds expected a programme of purity; he told them to share a coat. The tax collectors expected to be told to quit; he told them to stop stealing. The soldiers expected to be told to desert; he told them to be honest and to live on their pay. And John gives the self-definition, which is the most radical of the four: asked who are you, he does not name himself at all. He says he is a sound.


The Word. μετάνοια (metanoia), the noun under the whole of John’s preaching, is very poorly served by repentance, which in English has come to mean feeling sorry. The word is built from meta (after, beyond) and nous (mind, the perceiving faculty of the heart). It is a change of mind at the root — a turning of the whole perceiving self so that it faces the other way.

Guilt is not required by the word and is not sufficient for it. What is required is a reversal of direction. We render it turning around wherever it carries weight.




The Lens. Make straight the way of the Lord. The image is a road crew going out ahead of a king, filling the hollows and cutting down the high places so that the royal progress is not delayed. John applies it to the interior country.

Note the direction of travel. The prophet does not say build a road up to God. He says straighten the road God is already coming down. Nothing in this Gospel is ever about closing a distance from our side. The Presence is not far off, and never was; what is crooked is the approach, and the work of the wilderness is to take the crookedness out.

This is why John’s practical instructions are so plain and so material. A shared coat, an honest ledger, a soldier who does not shake down travellers — these are not the entry price of a religion. They are the levelling of ground.




The Bridge. I am a voice. Not a personage, not a school, not a lineage — a sound in the air that exists only while it is being made and points away from itself.

The Chan houses say: the finger is not the moon, and a student who studies the finger has learned nothing. The Taoist sage does his work and does not lay claim to it, and because he does not dwell on his achievement it does not leave him. John will say it in his own idiom a few chapters on: he must increase, and I must decrease. Of all the people in this book he is the one who most completely understands what he is for, and what he is for is to stop being necessary.




The River. At the ford of the Jordan, where a man who calls himself a sound is levelling the road that the King is already walking down.

℣ Make straight the way of the Lord.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XI
The Opened Heaven

Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan, to be baptised, and John tried to stop him.


Matthew 3:13–15

13Then Jesus arrives from Galilee at the Jordan, to John, to be baptised by him. 14But John was preventing him, saying, “I have need to be baptised by you, and you come to me?” 15But answering, Jesus said to him, “Let it be so now, for in this way it is fitting for us to fulfil all righteousness.” Then he let him.



Everything hangs on that exchange, and it is easy to walk past it. The one who has no sin gets into the line with those who have. He does not stand on the bank and preside. He goes down into the water among tax collectors and soldiers and whoever else had come out that day, and takes the same washing they took, for reasons that John could not follow and did not need to.


The Baptism — four witnesses


Matthew 3:16–17 — And having been baptised, Jesus came up immediately from the water; and behold, the heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending as a dove and coming upon him. And behold, a voice out of the heavens saying: “This is my beloved Son, in whom I have taken delight.”




Mark 1:10–11 — And immediately, coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens being torn open and the Spirit as a dove descending into him. And a voice came out of the heavens: “You are my beloved Son; in you I have taken delight.”




Luke 3:21–22 — Now it happened, when all the people had been baptised and Jesus also having been baptised and praying, that the heaven was opened and the Holy Spirit descended in bodily form as a dove upon him, and a voice came out of heaven: “You are my beloved Son; in you I have taken delight.”




John 1:32–34 — And John bore witness, saying: “I have gazed upon the Spirit descending as a dove out of heaven, and She remained upon him. And I did not know him; but the one who sent me to baptise with water, that one said to me, ‘Upon whomever you see the Spirit descending and remaining upon him, this is the one who baptises with the Holy Spirit.’ And I have seen and have borne witness that this one is the Son of God.”






The Word. Mark’s verb is σχιζομένους (schizomenous) — being torn, split, ripped. Matthew and Luke both write opened. Mark writes torn, and he uses the word only once more in his Gospel: at the moment of the death, when the curtain of the temple is torn in two from top to bottom. He has framed his whole book between two tearings, and both of them open the way between God and a human being from the divine side. What is torn does not close again neatly.

And She remained upon him. The participle in John is μένον, from menō, the great Johannine verb — to abide, to remain, to make one’s home. It is the same word Jesus will use at the last supper: abide in me, and I in you. The Spirit does not visit. She settles and stays.




Marked. We render the Spirit’s pronoun She here and throughout. Note that the image chosen by all four witnesses supports it without any help from us: the dove — a brooding bird, hovering, settling on a nest. Genesis opens with the Spirit of God moving over the face of the waters, and the Hebrew verb there is the one used of a bird over its young. The first page of the Bible and the first day of the ministry are the same picture: water below, and the maternal Presence hovering above it, and out of the two a new creation.




The Lens. Here is the whole Trinity in one instant, and it is not stated as a doctrine but shown as a relation: the Son in the water, the Spirit descending, the Voice from the opened sky. This is the pattern of everything this book will teach about God — not a solitary monarch on a throne but a communion, an eternal giving and receiving, into which creation is being drawn.

And hear what the voice actually says. You are my beloved Son; in you I have taken delight. It is said before a single sermon has been preached, before one sick person has been healed, before any of the work by which we would measure a life. The approval is not earned in the story; it is the ground the story starts from. Every human being who has ever tried to work their way into being acceptable is answered at this river.

The heavens opening is not a door being unlocked in a distant ceiling. It is the disclosure of what is always the case: the Presence that fills all things becoming, for one moment, visible at a bend of a muddy river in a minor province, so that we would know what to look for everywhere else.




The Bridge. In the Christian East this scene is the Theophany, and it is kept as one of the very greatest feasts — greater in some places than the Nativity — because at the Jordan the God who cannot be seen shows himself as three and one, and because the water of the whole world is understood to be sanctified by his going down into it. The priest throws a cross into a river or the sea, and men dive for it in the cold.

The Taoist reading is quieter and complementary. Water is the lowest element and the emblem of the Way, and the first public act of the Word made flesh is to go down into it and be covered. The highest good is like water; it benefits the ten thousand things and does not contend; it dwells in places all men despise. Then the sky tears.




The River. Waist-deep at the ford, in a line of ordinary sinners: the sky torn open, the dove settling, and a voice that approves before anything has been achieved.

℣ You are my beloved Son; in you I have taken delight.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XII
The Forty Days

He did not go from the river to a pulpit. He went from the river into the emptiness, and he was driven there by the same Spirit who had just settled on him.


Mark 1:12–13

12And immediately the Spirit throws him out into the wilderness. 13And he was in the wilderness forty days, being tested by the Adversary; and he was with the wild beasts, and the messengers were serving him.



Mark gives it in two sentences and leaves the wild beasts in, which no one else does. Matthew and Luke give the three tests in full, and they give them in different orders — Matthew ending on the mountain of the kingdoms, Luke ending on the parapet of the temple. Neither is a mistake. Each has arranged the three to climb toward the climax his own book requires.


The Three Tests — Matthew and Luke


Matthew 4:3–4 — And the tester, coming to him, said, “If you are Son of God, speak so that these stones may become loaves.” But answering he said, “It has been written: not on bread alone shall a human being live, but on every word coming out through the mouth of God.”




Matthew 4:5–7 — Then the devil takes him along into the holy city and stood him on the pinnacle of the temple, and says to him, “If you are Son of God, throw yourself down; for it has been written, ‘He will command his messengers concerning you, and on their hands they will lift you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone.’” Jesus said to him, “Again it has been written: you shall not put the Lord your God to the test.”




Luke 4:5–8 — And leading him up, he showed him all the kingdoms of the inhabited world in a moment of time, and the devil said to him, “To you I will give all this authority and their glory, because it has been handed over to me, and to whomever I wish I give it. If you therefore will do homage before me, it will all be yours.” And answering, Jesus said to him, “It has been written: the Lord your God you shall worship, and him only shall you serve.”




Luke 4:13 — And having finished every test, the devil departed from him until an opportune time.





Three offers, and every one of them is an offer of a shortcut. Turn the stones and never be hungry: the shortest road to a body’s peace. Jump from the parapet and let the crowds see angels catch you: the shortest road to a nation’s belief. Bow once, here, where no one is watching, and take the kingdoms without the cross: the shortest road to the throne he is in fact going to inherit. Every one is a real good, offered at a discount, on a road that skips the garden and the nails.

He refuses all three with three sentences from Deuteronomy — from the chapters about Israel’s own forty years in a wilderness, where the same three tests were failed. He is not improvising. He is re-walking his people’s history and getting it right.


Marked. Because it has been handed over to me. Luke lets the claim stand, and Jesus does not dispute it. He refuses the worship; he does not deny the deed of title. Elsewhere the same claim is made in other words: John three times calls the Adversary the ruler of this world, and Paul calls him the god of this age and the ruler of the authority of the air.

These are the passages that later readers called quasi-gnostic, and this house takes them seriously rather than explaining them away. The world is genuinely under an occupation. The suffering of it is not simply a lesson set by a loving Father for our improvement.

But the New Testament stops exactly one step short of the gnostic conclusion, and so do we. The occupier is a usurper, not the creator; the authority is delegated, temporary, and on a leash; the material world is good and was made through the Word; and the answer is not escape from matter but the reclaiming of it — your kingdom come, on earth as in the heavens. The full argument is set out in Appendix B, and it governs how every passage of this kind is read in this volume.




The Lens. Forty days. Israel forty years in the desert; Moses forty days on the mountain; Elijah forty days walking to Horeb; the rain forty days on the ark. The number is not arithmetic. It is the standard measure of a formation that cannot be shortened.

And notice that the Spirit drives him there. The wilderness is not a lapse in the guidance; it is the guidance. The one place the newly-anointed Son is sent is the place with no bread, no audience and no protection — because a mission that has not been stripped down to what it will refuse has no shape at all. The three answers he gives here decide everything that follows: he will not use power to feed himself, he will not use wonder to compel belief, and he will not take authority on any terms but the Father’s.

Every miracle in the rest of this book is done for someone else. He never once turns a stone into bread.




The Bridge. Under the tree at Bodh Gaya, Māra came with his armies and his daughters and offered the same three things in the same order: the body’s comfort, the spectacle of power, the dominion of the world. The Buddha did not argue. He touched the earth. Here the answer is the same shape: no debate, no display, only the ground of the Father’s word.

Both traditions locate the decisive battle before the public teaching begins, and both locate it in solitude, and both understand that what is defeated is not an external monster but the whole logic of grasping. The Adversary departs until an opportune time — which is to say, he will be back, at a supper table and in a garden and on a hill.




The River. In the dry wadis above the Jordan, forty days with no bread and no witnesses, where the whole shape of a ministry is settled by three refusals.

℣ Not on bread alone shall a human being live.

℟ One river, four streams.




Book III
The First Signs
The opening of the ministry: a lamb pointed out at a ford, water made wine, a whip in the temple courts, two long conversations that changed two lives, and four fishermen who left their nets.


Chapter XIII
Behold the Lamb

He came back from the wilderness to the Jordan, and John saw him coming, and said a sentence that no one there could have expected.


John 1:29–31

29On the next day he sees Jesus coming toward him and says, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world. 30This is the one about whom I said, ‘After me comes a man who has come to be ahead of me, because he was before me.’ 31And I did not know him; but so that he might be revealed to Israel, for this I came baptising with water.”



A lamb, in that country, at that season, meant one thing. Passover was near. Every household would soon be choosing an animal without blemish. John looks at a man walking up the riverbank and calls him the animal.

The next day he was standing there again with two of his own disciples, and he said it a second time, and the two of them left him and followed Jesus down the road. He heard them behind him and turned.


John 1:38–42

38And Jesus, turning and seeing them following, says to them, “What are you seeking?” And they said to him, “Rabbi” — which is translated Teacher — “where are you staying?” 39He says to them, “Come and you will see.” So they came and saw where he was staying, and they stayed with him that day; it was about the tenth hour. 40Andrew, the brother of Simon Peter, was one of the two who heard from John and followed him. 41This one first finds his own brother Simon and says to him, “We have found the Messiah” — which is translated Christ. 42He brought him to Jesus. Looking at him, Jesus said, “You are Simon son of John; you will be called Cephas” — which is translated Rock.



The first words spoken by Jesus in this Gospel are a question, and the question is what are you seeking? Not what do you believe, not what have you done. He begins where every seeker actually stands. The second thing he says is an invitation with no content in it at all: come and you will see. And the whole of the rest of the book is the seeing.

The day after, going into Galilee, he found Philip; and Philip found Nathanael and told him they had found the one Moses wrote about — Jesus, son of Joseph, from Nazareth. Nathanael’s reply is the first joke in the Gospel and the most human line in the chapter: Can anything good come out of Nazareth?


John 1:47–51

47Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him and says about him, “Behold, truly an Israelite in whom there is no guile.” 48Nathanael says to him, “From where do you know me?” Jesus answered and said to him, “Before Philip called you, while you were under the fig tree, I saw you.” 49Nathanael answered him, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the King of Israel.” 50Jesus answered and said to him, “Because I said to you that I saw you underneath the fig tree, do you believe? You will see greater things than these.” 51And he says to him, “Amen, amen I say to you, you will see the heaven opened and the messengers of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.”




The Lens. Ascending and descending. This is Jacob’s ladder, and Jesus is claiming to be it. In the old story a fugitive sleeps on a stone in open country and dreams of a stair between earth and heaven with the traffic of God going up and down it, and he wakes and says: surely the Lord is in this place, and I did not know it.

Jesus takes the image and puts himself where the ladder was. The traffic between heaven and earth does not run through a location; it runs through a person, and it is running now, and the disciples are told they will see it — not after they die, but in the course of following him around Galilee.

Jacob’s line is the sentence this whole volume is written to serve. The Lord is in this place, and I did not know it. The failure was never presence. It was always knowing.




The Bridge. What are you seeking? — and then, come and you will see. No creed is offered, no examination set. The invitation is to live in the same house for an afternoon and find out.

This is exactly how a teacher is taken in the eastern houses. You do not begin with the doctrine; you begin by moving in, carrying water, watching how the man behaves when the pot boils over. The Zen student is given no explanation and is told to sit. The Taoist disciple sweeps the courtyard for a year. Andrew asks where are you staying? and it is the right question, and the answer is a door held open.




The River. At the ford again, the day after: a lamb pointed out, two men turning to follow, and a fisherman given a new name before he has done anything to deserve it.

℣ Come, and you will see.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XIV
Water Into Wine

Three days later there was a wedding in Cana of Galilee, and his mother was there, and Jesus and his disciples had been invited. Village weddings ran for days and the hospitality was a matter of family honour. Halfway through, the wine gave out.


John 2:3–10

3And when the wine ran short, the mother of Jesus says to him, “They have no wine.” 4And Jesus says to her, “Woman, what is that to me and to you? My hour has not yet come.” 5His mother says to the servants, “Whatever he says to you, do.” 6Now there were six stone water jars set there for the purification of the Judeans, holding two or three measures each. 7Jesus says to them, “Fill the jars with water.” And they filled them to the brim. 8And he says to them, “Draw out now and carry it to the master of the feast.” And they carried it. 9And when the master of the feast tasted the water that had become wine — and did not know where it was from, though the servants who had drawn the water knew — the master of the feast calls the bridegroom 10and says to him, “Every man sets out the good wine first, and when they have drunk freely, the lesser; you have kept the good wine until now.”



Six stone jars, twenty or thirty gallons each: something between a hundred and a hundred and eighty gallons of wine, delivered without announcement to a party that had already been drinking for days. The extravagance is the point. The first act of power in the fourth Gospel is not a healing or an exorcism. It is a wedding present, given anonymously, to save a family from embarrassment.


The Word. Woman, what is that to me and to you? The Greek idiom, τί ἐμοὶ καὶ σοί, is a Hebrew turn of phrase meaning roughly what is this between us? — it marks a difference of standing or of timing, and it is not rude. And Woman (γύναι) is a courteous address in Greek, the same word he will use to her from the cross. Nothing here is a rebuke.

My hour has not yet come. In John, the hour means one thing only: the cross and the glory that follows it. He is telling her that what she is asking for belongs to a clock that has not struck. She goes ahead anyway and tells the servants to do whatever he says — and he moves the clock.




The Lens. Six stone jars set there for the purification of the Judeans. The vessels of the old washing are filled to the brim and their contents come out as the wine of a wedding feast. Nothing is thrown away and nothing is broken; the same water, in the same jars, becomes gladness.

That is the method of this whole Gospel with the religion it inherits, and it is the method this house takes with every tradition it receives. The old vessel is not smashed. It is filled.

And notice who knows. The master of the feast does not know. The bridegroom, who is congratulated for it, does not know. The servants who had drawn the water knew. The glory is disclosed at the bottom of the household, to the people carrying the jars — as it was disclosed to shepherds, as it will be disclosed to fishermen and to a woman with a water pot at noon.




Marked. This house reads the wedding at Cana as the opening statement of a figure that runs to the last page of Scripture: the marriage of heaven and earth. The first sign is a wedding; the last vision in the canon is a wedding; and between them stands a Bridegroom who is repeatedly called by that name, by John the Baptist and by himself.

Mary’s part here is the intercessor’s part — she sees the need before anyone else and brings it to him, and her only instruction to the human race is five words long: whatever he says to you, do. In the mystical register of this volume she stands as the feminine that perceives the lack and calls forth the remedy, and the wine that answers her is the wine of the wedding that has not yet been celebrated.




The River. In a crowded house in a village nobody had heard of: the water of the old washing, poured out as the wine of a feast, and only the servants know why.

℣ You have kept the good wine until now.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XV
The Whip of Cords

The Passover of the Judeans was near, and he went up to Jerusalem. In the outer court of the temple — the great colonnaded space that was the only part of the sanctuary a Gentile could enter — he found the market: cattle and sheep and doves for sale, and the money-changers at their tables, converting Roman coin into the temple currency for the half-shekel due from every man.


John 2:15–19

15And having made a whip out of cords, he drove them all out of the temple, both the sheep and the cattle, and he poured out the coins of the money-changers and overturned the tables; 16and to those selling the doves he said, “Take these things away from here! Do not make my Father’s house a house of merchandise.” 17His disciples remembered that it stands written, “The zeal of your house will consume me.” 18The Judeans therefore answered and said to him, “What sign do you show us, that you do these things?” 19Jesus answered and said to them, “Destroy this sanctuary, and in three days I will raise it up.”



They answered that the building had been forty-six years under construction and asked whether he proposed to do it in three days. He was speaking of the sanctuary of his body, and John tells us plainly that nobody understood it until after the rising, when they remembered.


Marked. John places this at the opening of the ministry; Matthew, Mark and Luke place a cleansing of the temple in the last week, days before the arrest. This volume keeps both, in their own places, and does not force them into one.

There is no difficulty in a prophet doing the same thing twice at either end of a public career, and the two accounts differ in detail: John has the whip, the cattle and sheep, and the saying about the sanctuary; the Synoptics have the quotation of Isaiah and Jeremiah — a house of prayer for all the nations, a den of robbers — and no whip. A first act and a final act, framing everything between them. Where a harmony must choose, it should say so; here it need not choose.




The Lens. What was he angry about? Not commerce as such. Pilgrims from Alexandria and Babylon could hardly bring livestock across a desert, and the currency exchange was a practical necessity. He was angry about where.

The market stood in the Court of the Gentiles — the one place in the whole complex where a person outside the covenant could come and pray. The nations had been given a single room in the house of God, and the religious economy had filled it with cattle. The house of prayer for all the nations had been turned into the one thing that guaranteed the nations could not pray in it.

That is the pattern of every institutional failure of religion, and it has nothing to do with money. It is what happens when the machinery of access grows until it occupies the space it was meant to open. The zeal that consumed him was for a room that other people needed.




The Bridge. Destroy this sanctuary, and in three days I will raise it up. The temple was not a symbol of God’s dwelling; it was believed to be the dwelling. And he stands in it and says that the real one is standing in front of them, on two legs, and that it is going to be taken down and put back up.

Every tradition eventually has to learn this, and most learn it the hard way. The Buddha’s relics were divided among eight stupas and the argument about them nearly started a war; the Chan masters afterwards said that a man looking for the Buddha in a hall of gilded statues has his back to him. The Orthodox will tell you that the temple is now the human person, and that this is why an icon is venerated and a human being is censed at the liturgy — the church swings incense at the congregation, because they are the holy things.




The River. In the outer court among the overturned tables: a room cleared for the nations, and a body named as the sanctuary that will be pulled down and raised.

℣ Destroy this sanctuary, and in three days I will raise it up.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XVI
Born From Above

There was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Judeans, and he came at night — which in this Gospel is never merely a note about the hour.


John 3:2–8

2This one came to him by night and said to him, “Rabbi, we know that you have come from God as a teacher; for no one is able to do these signs that you do unless God is with him.” 3Jesus answered and said to him, “Amen, amen I say to you, unless one is begotten from above, he is not able to see the kingdom of God.” 4Nicodemus says to him, “How can a man be born when he is old? He cannot enter his mother’s womb a second time and be born.” 5Jesus answered, “Amen, amen I say to you, unless one is begotten out of water and Spirit, he is not able to enter the kingdom of God. 6What has been begotten out of the flesh is flesh, and what has been begotten out of the Spirit is spirit. 7Do not marvel that I said to you, ‘You must be begotten from above.’ 8The wind blows where She wishes, and you hear Her sound, but you do not know from where She comes and where She goes; so is everyone who has been begotten out of the Spirit.”




The Word. ἄνωθεν (anōthen) means both again and from above, and John is using both at once. Nicodemus hears again — hence his question about the womb — and is answered with from above. English cannot hold the pun, so we render from above and mark the double sense here.

Verse 8 turns on a second untranslatable: πνεῦμα means wind and breath and Spirit, all in one word, and Jesus uses it twice in the sentence in different senses. The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound — and the same noun, at the end of the line, is the Spirit who begets. We supply the feminine pronoun here as throughout; it also lets the English keep the identity that the Greek keeps by accident of vocabulary.



The conversation runs on into some of the best-known lines in the world — the serpent lifted up in the wilderness so that the bitten might look and live; God so loving the world that he gave; light come into the world and men loving the dark because their deeds were evil. And Nicodemus says nothing more. He will appear twice again in this Gospel: once to say quietly in council that the law does not condemn a man unheard, and once at the end with seventy-five pounds of myrrh and aloes, helping to bury him.


The Lens. Unless one is begotten from above, he is not able to see the kingdom of God. Read that with the emphasis where John puts it — on see. The Kingdom is not somewhere else, requiring transport. It is here, requiring an organ of perception that a person is not born with the first time.

This is the whole doctrine of the second birth in one clause, and it is a doctrine about eyesight. The night visitor has everything else: learning, office, sincerity, and the honesty to come at all. What he does not yet have is the faculty by which the Presence is recognised, and that faculty is not the product of study. It is begotten. Something has to be born in a person that was not there.

The wind blows where She wishes. The new birth is not controllable, schedulable, or reproducible by technique. You hear the sound and you cannot say where it came from. Every mature contemplative tradition arrives at this eventually: the practice is entirely necessary and entirely insufficient, and the wind is not obliged to us.




The Bridge. You must be begotten from above. The Christian East calls the goal theosis and the beginning of it baptism, and insists that what is being described is not an improvement of the old self but the appearance of a new one. The Taoist inner tradition speaks of the immortal embryo formed in the practitioner, nourished in secret over long years, born at last from the crown. The Buddhist speaks of the arising of bodhicitta, the awakening mind, which is likewise not the old mind polished but a new thing come into being.

Three traditions, three vocabularies, and one stubborn insistence: you will not get there by adding to what you already are.




The River. In a room at night, a learned man and a wind he cannot account for, and a birth that no one can arrange for himself.

℣ The wind blows where She wishes, and you hear Her sound.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XVII
The Woman at the Well

He left Judea for Galilee, and John says it was necessary for him to pass through Samaria — which was not geographically necessary at all. Devout travellers regularly crossed the Jordan and went the long way round rather than set foot in that country. Samaritans and Judeans had been estranged for centuries over a temple, a mountain and a version of the books of Moses.

He came to a town called Sychar, near the field Jacob gave to Joseph, and Jacob’s well was there. Worn out from the road, he sat down at the well. It was about the sixth hour — noon, the hot and empty hour, when no one who had a choice came for water.


John 4:7–15

7A woman of Samaria comes to draw water. Jesus says to her, “Give me a drink” — 8for his disciples had gone off into the town to buy food. 9The Samaritan woman therefore says to him, “How is it that you, being a Judean, ask a drink from me, a Samaritan woman?” For Judeans do not use vessels together with Samaritans. 10Jesus answered and said to her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is who says to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.” 11She says to him, “Sir, you have no bucket and the well is deep; from where then do you have the living water? 12Are you greater than our father Jacob, who gave us the well?” 13Jesus answered and said to her, “Everyone drinking of this water will thirst again; 14but whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never thirst to eternity. Rather, the water that I will give him will become in him a spring of water leaping up into eternal life.” 15The woman says to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may not thirst nor come here to draw.”



He asks her about her husband; she says she has none; he tells her she has had five and that the man she is with now is not one. She calls him a prophet and immediately raises the old dispute — this mountain or Jerusalem — and gets an answer that ends the argument by moving the ground out from under it.


John 4:21–26

21Jesus says to her, “Trust me, woman, that an hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father. […] 23But an hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for indeed the Father seeks such as these to worship him. 24God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.” 25The woman says to him, “I know that Messiah is coming, the one called Christ; when that one comes he will announce all things to us.” 26Jesus says to her, “I am — the one speaking to you.”



She left her water pot — the detail is not decoration; she had come for water and went away without it — and went into the town and said, come and see a man who told me everything I ever did. And they came out to him, and many believed because of her word, and asked him to stay, and he stayed two days.


The Lens. This is the longest recorded conversation Jesus has with anyone in any Gospel, and it is with a woman, a foreigner, a member of a despised sect, at midday, alone. It is also the first place in the four books where he says openly who he is, and he says it to her before he says it to the Twelve.

And what he says about worship is the charter of everything this volume teaches. Not this mountain, not that city. God is spirit — the Greek has no article: God is spirit, by nature, not located. Therefore the question where is the wrong question, and the sectarian war over the right address is over, not because one side won but because the premise has dissolved.

In spirit and truth is not a lowering of the standard. It is a raising of it. A place can be attended. A rite can be performed. Spirit and truth cannot be counterfeited and cannot be delegated, and they are available at a well at noon to a woman with a complicated history and no standing whatever.




Marked. The living water becoming in him a spring leaping up is the clearest statement in the Gospels of the indwelling that this house teaches. The gift is not a supply delivered from outside on a schedule; it is a source opened inside the person, from which the water then rises on its own.

Readers who have worked with the inner traditions of China will hear an old language here — the spring at the base, the water that rises when the channel is clear, the reservoir that is not filled from outside but uncovered. We do not equate the two. We note that the Gospel describes what happens to a human being in the same terms, and we take the correspondence as a sign that the geography of the interior is not a private possession of any one tradition.




The River. At Jacob’s well at the hot hour: a tired man with no bucket, a woman with no standing, and a spring opened that does not need the well.

℣ God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XVIII
Today, in Your Hearing

After the two days he went on into Galilee, remarking that a prophet has no honour in his own country. At Cana a royal official came to him from Capernaum, twenty miles away, whose son was dying, and begged him to come down. He did not go down.


John 4:50–53

50Jesus says to him, “Go; your son lives.” The man trusted the word that Jesus said to him and went. 51And already as he was going down, his slaves met him, saying that his boy lives. 52So he enquired of them the hour in which he got better, and they said to him, “Yesterday at the seventh hour the fever left him.” 53Then the father knew that it was at that hour in which Jesus said to him, “Your son lives”; and he himself believed, and his whole household.



Then he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and went into the synagogue on the sabbath as he always had, and stood up to read. The attendant handed him the scroll of Isaiah, and he found the place.


Luke 4:18–21

18“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he anointed me to bring good news to the poor; he has sent me to proclaim release to captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to send away in release those who have been crushed, 19to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.” 20And rolling up the scroll, he gave it back to the attendant and sat down; and the eyes of all in the synagogue were fastened on him. 21And he began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your ears.”



They spoke well of him and marvelled at the gracious words, and then someone said, is this not Joseph’s son? — and the room turned. He answered by reminding them of two old stories: that in the great famine Elijah was sent to none of the widows of Israel but to a woman of Sidon, and that of all the lepers in Israel in Elisha’s time only Naaman the Syrian was cleansed. At that they rose up and drove him out of the town and brought him to the brow of the hill to throw him down; and he passed through the middle of them and went on his way.


The Lens. The acceptable year of the Lord. He is quoting the jubilee — the year in Leviticus when debts are cancelled, slaves freed and land returned to the families who lost it. Whatever else the Kingdom of God is in this Gospel, it begins as an announcement of release, and it is announced as today, not as a policy for a future administration.

Then note precisely what enraged them. Not the claim to be anointed; they marvelled at that. What emptied the benches was the two examples, and both examples are about foreigners. He told a hometown congregation that the mercy of God had a history of going over the wall, and they tried to kill him for it inside the hour.

The whole later story is in this scene in miniature: the announcement of universal release, and the fury of those who assumed release was a family possession.




The Bridge. He has sent me to proclaim release to captives. The Buddha’s summary of his own teaching was one thing only: suffering, and the ending of suffering. Here is a man in a village synagogue reading out a job description that is the same list — the poor, the imprisoned, the blind, the crushed — and then saying today.

Neither teacher offers an explanation of the cosmos as the first thing. Both begin with the diagnosis and the release. The physician arrives before the philosopher.




The River. In the synagogue where he had learned to read: a scroll rolled up, a year of release declared open, and a congregation at the edge of a cliff with him in the middle of it.

℣ Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your ears.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XIX
Follow Me

He left Nazareth and settled in Capernaum by the lake — a fishing town on the trade road, with a customs post and a garrison, which for the rest of the story is home. And from there he began to proclaim: the kingdom of God has come near; turn around and trust the good news.

By the lake he found the men he was looking for, and Mark and Matthew tell it in four lines while Luke tells us what lay behind it.


The Calling of the Four — three witnesses


Mark 1:16–20 — And passing along beside the sea of Galilee he saw Simon and Andrew the brother of Simon casting a net in the sea, for they were fishermen. And Jesus said to them, “Come after me, and I will make you become fishers of human beings.” And immediately, leaving the nets, they followed him. And going on a little further he saw James the son of Zebedee and John his brother, also in the boat, mending the nets; and immediately he called them, and leaving their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men, they went off after him.




Matthew 4:18–22 — And walking beside the sea of Galilee he saw two brothers […] “Come after me, and I will make you fishers of human beings.” And immediately, leaving the nets, they followed him.




Luke 5:4–11 — And when he stopped speaking he said to Simon, “Put out into the deep and let down your nets for a catch.” And answering, Simon said, “Master, through the whole night we laboured and took nothing; but at your word I will let down the nets.” And doing this they enclosed a great multitude of fish, and their nets were tearing […] And seeing it, Simon Peter fell at the knees of Jesus, saying, “Go out from me, because I am a sinful man, Lord.” […] And Jesus said to Simon, “Do not fear; from now on you will be catching people alive.” And bringing the boats to land, leaving everything, they followed him.





On the sabbath he went into the synagogue at Capernaum and taught, and they were astonished, because he taught as one having authority and not as the scribes — that is, he did not cite a chain of teachers, he simply spoke. A man there with an unclean spirit cried out that he knew who he was, the Holy One of God, and was silenced and released; and the report went out everywhere. He went from the synagogue into Simon’s house, where Simon’s mother-in-law was in bed with a high fever, and he took her hand and raised her, and she got up and served them. And when the sun went down and the sabbath was over, the whole town was at the door with everyone who was sick or tormented, and he laid his hands on them one by one.

Long before dawn he got up and went out to a deserted place to pray. Simon and the others hunted him down and told him that everyone was looking for him. He said: let us go elsewhere, into the neighbouring villages, so that I may proclaim there also; for this is why I came out.


Matthew 4:23–25

23And he went about in the whole of Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction among the people. 24And the report of him went out into the whole of Syria […] 25And great crowds followed him from Galilee and the Ten Cities and Jerusalem and Judea and beyond the Jordan.




The Lens. Leaving everything, they followed him. We are so used to the sentence that we forget these were not unemployed men. They had boats, nets, a family firm with hired hands, a place in a town. What they left was not poverty but a settled and reasonably prosperous life, and they left it on the strength of a sentence.

And observe the shape of the invitation. It is not believe this. It is come after me — an apprenticeship, a walking behind, the oldest form of teaching there is. Doctrine will come later and will mostly arrive by argument on the road. What is offered first is proximity.

Then note the rhythm the fourth paragraph establishes and never abandons: crowds, then withdrawal; power poured out, then a deserted place before dawn. The healing does not come out of nowhere. It comes out of the dark hours nobody sees. A ministry that has no wilderness in it will not last a season, and he does not attempt one.




The Bridge. Everyone is looking for you — and he leaves. It is the single most striking managerial decision in the Gospels. The town is at the door; the demand is total; the obvious course is to stay and consolidate. He goes to the next village, because his work is not to be needed but to announce.

The Taoist would recognise the discipline immediately: withdraw when the work is done — this is the way of heaven. The one who does not claim the fruit is the one the fruit does not consume. Later he will send out seventy-two to do the same thing in the same way, and the pattern of departure will turn out to be how the message travels at all.




The River. On the shore at Capernaum, with the nets still wet: four men walking away from a working business, and a town full of the sick at a door after sundown.

℣ Come after me, and I will make you fishers of human beings.

℟ One river, four streams.




Book IV
The Kingdom Proclaimed
The constitution of the Kingdom: twelve men chosen on a mountain after a night of prayer, the blessings and the woes, the prayer he taught in his own tongue, and the seed that is the word.


Chapter XX
The Choosing of the Twelve

The crowds had grown to the point where he could not enter a town openly. So he went up the mountain, and did what he always did before anything decisive.


The Twelve — three witnesses


Luke 6:12–13 — Now it happened in these days that he went out into the mountain to pray, and he was spending the whole night through in the prayer of God. And when it became day he called his disciples to him, and choosing twelve from them, he also named them apostles.




Mark 3:13–15 — And he goes up into the mountain and calls to himself those whom he himself wanted, and they went away to him. And he made twelve — whom he also named apostles — so that they might be with him, and so that he might send them out to proclaim, and to have authority to throw out the demons.




Matthew 10:2–4 — Now the names of the twelve apostles are these: first Simon, the one called Peter, and Andrew his brother; and James the son of Zebedee, and John his brother; Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James the son of Alphaeus and Thaddaeus; Simon the Zealot, and Judas Iscariot — the one who also handed him over.





Twelve, for the twelve tribes: the number is a claim, and everyone hearing it understood the claim. He was not founding a party within Israel. He was reconstituting Israel.

Look at who they were. Two sets of brothers from the fishing trade. A man who had collected taxes for the occupying power and a man whose party existed to kill men who collected taxes for the occupying power, walking the same roads, sharing the same bread, for three years. Not one priest. Not one scribe. Not one man of property or standing that we know of. And at the end of every list, in all three Gospels, the same name with the same clause attached.


The Lens. So that they might be with him, and so that he might send them out. Mark gives the whole of the apostolic life in one sentence, in that order, and the order is the doctrine. Being with him is the first purpose, not the preparation for the second. The sending comes out of the presence; it is not a substitute for it, and it does not survive being separated from it.

Every religious institution that has ever exhausted its people has reversed those two clauses. The Abbey holds them in Mark’s order deliberately.

And note when the choosing happens. He prays the whole night, and in the morning he names them. The most consequential decision in the book — including the name that ends the list — is made out of a night of silence on a hillside.




The Bridge. A community of twelve gathered around a teacher, living in common, holding a purse in common, sent out two by two to preach and to accept whatever hospitality was given: any Buddhist would recognise the sangha immediately, down to the begging bowl and the rule against carrying a second tunic.

That two traditions with no contact between them produced the same form is not a coincidence of style. It is what happens when a teaching has to travel and cannot be carried by buildings.




The River. On the hillside at first light, after a night of prayer: twelve names spoken, and a tax collector and a zealot told to walk together.

℣ That they might be with him, and that he might send them out.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXI
The Blessings and the Woes

He came down with them and stood on a level place, and a great crowd of his disciples and a multitude of people from all over Judea and the seacoast were there; and everyone was trying to touch him. Then he lifted his eyes on his disciples and began the longest teaching in the Gospels.

Matthew sets it on the mountain and gives it whole. Luke sets it on the plain and gives it shorter and sharper, in the second person, with four woes to match the blessings. They are the same teaching, delivered as a travelling teacher delivers his central material — more than once, and not identically.


The Beatitudes — Matthew and Luke


Matthew 5:3–10 — “Blessed are the poor in spirit, because theirs is the kingdom of the heavens. Blessed are those who mourn, because they will be comforted. Blessed are the gentle, because they will inherit the earth. Blessed are those hungering and thirsting for righteousness, because they will be filled. Blessed are the merciful, because they will be shown mercy. Blessed are the clean in heart, because they will see God. Blessed are the peacemakers, because they will be called sons of God. Blessed are those who have been persecuted for the sake of righteousness, because theirs is the kingdom of the heavens.”




Luke 6:20–21, 24–25 — “Blessed are you poor, because yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are you who hunger now, because you will be fed. Blessed are you who weep now, because you will laugh. […] But woe to you rich, because you are receiving your comfort in full. Woe to you who are filled now, because you will hunger. Woe to you who laugh now, because you will mourn and weep.”






The Word. μακάριος (makarios) is not happy. It was used of the gods, and of the dead who had entered rest: it describes a settled condition of well-being that does not depend on circumstances, and cannot be manufactured by improving them. English has no equivalent, which is why blessed has survived so long as a translation of a word it does not quite mean.

Read the eight as descriptions rather than instructions and they change character entirely. Jesus is not issuing eight commands to be poor, sad, gentle and hungry. He is telling the people in front of him — who were already all of those things — what is actually true of their condition, which is the opposite of what everyone had told them.

The poor in spirit. Matthew’s addition, and not a softening. Luke says poor; Matthew says poor in the spirit, which in the idiom of the Hebrew scriptures means those who have nothing to fall back on and know it. The two are not in competition. Luke names the outward condition, Matthew the inward one, and the Kingdom belongs to the same people either way.




The Lens. The Beatitudes are the constitution of the Kingdom, and every clause of it reverses the ordinary calculation of who is doing well.

But look at the tenses. Theirs is the kingdom — present, in the first and the last, framing the whole. They will be comforted, they will inherit, they will be filled — future, in everything between. The Kingdom is not deferred; it is possessed now, and its consequences are still arriving. This is exactly the double note of the whole Gospel: at hand, within you, among you — and also coming.

The alignment being described is not a set of conditions to be met before God will act. It is a description of the people who are already in position — because the Kingdom is the reality in which we live and move, and those with nothing between themselves and it are the ones who can feel it.




The Bridge. Blessed are the poor in spirit. The Taoist reading is immediate: the empty cup is the useful one; the valley receives because it is low; in the pursuit of learning, every day something is added; in the pursuit of the Way, every day something is dropped.

The Buddhist reading is equally direct. Poverty of spirit is the absence of a defended self to be enlarged. Mourning is the honest acknowledgement of dukkha, which is the first of the four truths and the door to the other three. Hunger and thirst for righteousness is right intention. And the clean in heart shall see God is the whole of the practice: the seeing is not gained by adding anything; it follows on the cleansing of the organ that sees.




The River. On level ground with the crowd pressing in: eight sentences that reverse the world’s accounting, spoken to people who had already lost the argument by every other measure.

℣ Blessed are the clean in heart, for they shall see God.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXII
You Have Heard It Said

You are the salt of the earth, he told them; and if salt loses its taste it is good for nothing but to be thrown out and trodden underfoot. You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden, and no one lights a lamp and puts it under a basket. Let your light shine before people, so that seeing your good works they may glorify your Father in the heavens.

Then he addressed the thing everyone was waiting for him to address.


Matthew 5:17–20

17“Do not think that I came to tear down the law or the prophets. I did not come to tear down but to fill full. 18For amen I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one smallest letter nor one stroke of a letter will pass from the law until all comes to be. […] 20For I say to you that unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of the heavens.”



And then, six times, a formula that no rabbi in that world would have dared: you have heard that it was said — but I say to you.


Matthew 5:21–22, 27–28, 38–39, 43–45

21“You have heard that it was said to the ancients, ‘You shall not murder’ […] 22but I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be liable to the judgement. […] 27You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ 28But I say to you that everyone looking at a woman in order to desire her has already committed adultery with her in his heart. […] 38You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye in place of an eye, and a tooth in place of a tooth.’ 39But I say to you, do not resist the evil one; rather, whoever slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. […] 43You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy.’ 44But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45so that you may become sons of your Father in the heavens; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.”




The Word. πληρῶσαι (plērōsai), verse 17, is to fill full — to bring a thing to the completeness it was reaching for. It is not to obey and it is not to replace. The image is a vessel being filled, or a prophecy arriving at what it meant.

And the six sayings that follow do exactly that. In every case the old command is not relaxed; it is driven inward to its root. Do not murder becomes do not carry contempt. Do not commit adultery becomes do not consume another person with your eyes. The letter is kept and then followed back to the intention that produced it — which is the harder path, not the easier one.

Matthew closes the series with τέλειοι (teleioi): be complete, as your heavenly Father is complete. The word does not mean flawless. It means brought to full term, having arrived at what a thing is for. Luke, giving the same saying, writes be merciful as your Father is merciful — which is the same instruction, and tells you what completion consists of.




The Lens. He makes his sun rise on the evil and the good. Here is the reason given for loving enemies, and it is not sentiment or strategy. It is a statement about how reality is constructed. The sun does not audit the fields it warms. The rain does not check the deeds of the farmer. The sustaining presence that holds all things in being is indiscriminate — not because it is indifferent, but because it is the ground of everything and cannot withdraw itself from part of what it upholds.

To love your enemy is therefore not a heroic exception to the way things are. It is alignment with the way things are. He says it outright: so that you may become sons of your Father — that is, so that you may act in the manner of the One whose nature is already at work in you.

This is the point at which a panentheistic reading stops being a matter of philosophy and becomes a matter of what you do on a road with a man you hate.




The Bridge. Do not resist the evil one; turn the other cheek. The Tao Te Ching: the soft and weak overcome the hard and strong; that the weak overcomes the strong, all the world knows, and no one is able to practise it.

Note what the instruction is not. It is not passivity and it is not the acceptance of injury as good. The blow on the right cheek, from a right-handed man, is a backhand — the strike used on inferiors. To turn the other is to present the cheek that can only be struck as an equal is struck. It is a refusal to fight and simultaneously a refusal to be treated as less. This is wu wei with a spine, and it is precisely how water defeats stone.




The River. On the mountainside: six times the fence of the law is not moved but followed down to its root, and the reason given for loving an enemy turns out to be a fact about sunlight.

℣ He makes his sun rise on the evil and the good.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXIII
When You Pray

Take care, he said, not to perform your righteousness in front of people in order to be seen by them. When you give, do not sound a trumpet; do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing. And when you pray, do not be like the actors, who love to stand and pray in the synagogues and on the street corners so as to be visible.


Matthew 6:6–13

6“But you, when you pray, go into your storeroom, and shutting your door, pray to your Father who is in the hidden place; and your Father who sees in the hidden place will repay you. 7And when praying, do not babble on like the nations, for they suppose that they will be heard for their many words. 8Do not therefore be like them, for your Father knows what things you have need of before you ask him. 9Pray then in this way: Our Father who is in the heavens, let your name be made holy; 10let your kingdom come; let your will happen, as in heaven so also upon earth. 11Give us today our bread for the coming day. 12And release for us our debts, as we also have released our debtors. 13And do not bring us into trial, but rescue us from the evil one.”



He taught it in Greek to nobody. He taught it in Aramaic, and the Aramaic-speaking churches of Syria and the East have prayed it in that language without interruption since. Set the two side by side and the prayer changes shape in the mouth.


The Word — the prayer in his own tongue. The Peshitta text, transliterated:

Abwoon d’bwashmaya — Our Father in the heavens

Nethqadash shmakh — Let your name be made holy

Teytey malkuthakh — Let your kingdom come

Nehwe tzevyanach aykanna d’bwashmaya aph b’arha — Let your will happen, as in the heavens so also on the earth

Hav lan lachma d’sunqanan yoma — Give us today the bread of our need

Ushbq lan khaubayn — And release for us our debts

Aykanna d’ana d’shbaqan l’khayabayn — as we also have released our debtors

Wela te’lan l’nesyuna — And do not bring us into trial

Ela patzan min bisha — But snatch us out of evil

Metol d’lah d’malkutha wahayla wateshbuhta l’alam almin — For yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory, to the ages of ages




Marked — six words that change the prayer.

Abwoon. Abba is the intimate word a child uses — not sir, not my lord, but the word said across a kitchen. The Syriac form carries with it the sense of a source that generates and brings forth. It is not the address of a subject to a distant sovereign. This house renders its full sense as Breathing Life of all, Father-Mother of the cosmos, and prays it that way, while keeping Our Father in the text where the text stands.

D’bwashmaya. In the heavens — plural, as the Greek also has it. Not a location above the clouds. The realms, the whole unseen order in which the visible one is held.

Nethqadash. Let it be made holy — from the root qadash, to set apart, to clear a space. Not praise offered from a distance to a name that is already holy and needs nothing from us. A clearing of ground so that the Name can be present without obstruction.

Malkutha. Rendered kingdom, but the root carries counsel and guidance rather than territory: the reign that orders things rightly, present and active. Let your kingdom come is not only a petition for a future arrival. It is a request to be brought into alignment with a governance that is already operating.

Shbaq. Rendered forgive, but the verb means to untie, to loosen, to release, to let go. Not a judge’s pardon issued from a bench, and no courtroom in it at all. A knot untied. And note the tense of the second clause: as we also have released — completed, already done. The one praying has cut the cord before asking for the cord to be cut.

Nesyuna. Rendered temptation, but the word means a trial, a testing, an ordeal — the crucible, not the small enticement. And patzan, in the line that answers it, is violent: snatch out, tear loose, as a mother pulls a child from a fire.

None of this contradicts the Greek. It stands underneath it, and it restores what centuries of Latin-derived English vocabulary — trespasses, temptation, hallowed — quietly turned into a legal transaction between a subject and a throne. The full meditative unfolding of every line is given in Appendix A.




The Lens. Go into your storeroom and shut the door. The word is not bedroom but the inner store — the windowless room at the centre of a Judean house where the goods were kept, the one place with no street frontage. He is prescribing a cell.

And then: your Father knows what you have need of before you ask him. Which raises the obvious question of why one would ask at all. The answer implied by the whole prayer is that petition was never a system for informing God or persuading him. It is the means by which a human being is brought into the alignment the prayer describes. Let your will happen changes the one who says it. That is the work.

Note also what the prayer never once says. It does not say me. Every clause is plural, and it is prayed in a locked room alone. Even in the cell, you pray as a member.




The Bridge. Give us today the bread of our need. Enough for the day, and no storehouse. The birds do not gather into barns; the lilies do not spin. The Zen kitchen cooks what is there. The mendicant’s bowl is filled once.

And shbaq — the untying of knots — is the same operation the eastern traditions describe as the release of grasping. Resentment is a rope with two ends and you are holding one of them. The prayer does not ask for the other person to be excused. It asks for the rope to be dropped, and it observes, quietly, that you cannot receive an open hand while your own is closed.




The River. Behind a shut door in the innermost room of the house: a prayer with no I in it, and a knot untied before the asking begins.

℣ Loose the cords of our debts, as we have loosed the cords we held.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXIV
Consider the Lilies

Do not store up treasures for yourselves on earth, he said, where moth and corrosion destroy and where thieves break in and steal; store up treasure in heaven. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. No one can serve two masters. And then, in the middle of the most demanding sermon ever preached, he stopped and pointed at a bird.


Matthew 6:25–30, 33–34

25“Therefore I say to you, do not be anxious for your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, nor for your body, what you will put on. Is not the life more than the food, and the body more than the clothing? 26Look at the birds of the sky: they do not sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not worth more than they? 27And which of you by being anxious is able to add a single cubit to his span of life? 28And why are you anxious about clothing? Learn from the lilies of the field, how they grow: they do not labour nor spin, 29yet I say to you that not even Solomon in all his glory was clothed like one of these. […] 33But seek first the kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you. 34Therefore do not be anxious for tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself. Sufficient to the day is its own trouble.”



Judge not, that you be not judged; for with the measure you measure it will be measured to you. Why do you look at the splinter in your brother’s eye and not notice the beam in your own? Ask, and it will be given you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened. Whatever you want people to do for you, do so for them — for this is the law and the prophets. Enter through the narrow gate. Not everyone who says to me Lord, Lord will enter the kingdom, but the one doing the will of my Father.


Matthew 7:24–29

24“Everyone therefore who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a prudent man who built his house upon the rock. 25And the rain came down and the rivers came and the winds blew and fell against that house, and it did not fall, for it had been founded on the rock. 26And everyone hearing these words of mine and not doing them will be like a foolish man who built his house upon the sand. 27And the rain came down and the rivers came and the winds blew and struck against that house, and it fell — and great was its fall.” 28And it happened, when Jesus had finished these words, that the crowds were astounded at his teaching; 29for he was teaching them as one having authority, and not as their scribes.




The Lens. Learn from the lilies, how they grow. The verb is an instruction to study. He is not offering a consoling image; he is telling them to go and look at a plant until they understand something.

What is there to understand? That the lily is arrayed better than a king, and did nothing to arrange it. Its beauty is not an achievement. It is what happens when a living thing is simply what it is, drawing on what it is given. Solomon’s glory was assembled — quarried, woven, mined, taxed out of a nation. The lily’s was grown.

Anxiety, in this teaching, is not a moral failure to be scolded. It is a category error: the attempt to secure by effort a life that is being given continuously. Which of you by being anxious can add a cubit? The Presence that feeds the birds is not a supplier who might fail to deliver. It is the ground in which the birds are held in existence at all.

Seek first the Kingdom — that is, seek first the alignment — and the rest is described as added, thrown in, arriving as a by-product. Everything this volume teaches about the Kingdom as present reality rather than future location is here in a field, in front of a flower.




The Bridge. Do not be anxious for tomorrow. Nothing in the Gospels is closer to the heart of both eastern lamps. The Taoist calls it returning to the root; the birds and the lilies are creatures in perfect wu wei, acting without striving, and the sage is told to be like an uncarved block and like water. The Buddhist calls it the collapse of craving and the arrival in the present moment, which is the only moment where anything is ever actually available.

And the two houses at the end of the sermon are the stream-enterer’s test in another idiom: the difference between hearing and practice, between the one who has understood the words and the one in whom the words have become foundation. The rain falls on both houses. That was never the variable.




The River. In an open field with a bird overhead and a flower at his feet: a whole doctrine of providence set out in things anyone can go and look at.

℣ Seek first the kingdom, and all these things will be added to you.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXV
The Centurion and the Widow

When he had finished, he went into Capernaum, and a centurion sent to him about a servant who was dying — a Roman officer, a man of the occupying force, who had built the local synagogue at his own expense and was loved for it. Jesus set out for the house, and while he was still on the road the man sent friends to stop him.


Matthew 8:8–10, 13

8And answering, the centurion said, “Lord, I am not worthy that you should come in under my roof; but only say the word, and my boy will be healed. 9For I also am a man under authority, having soldiers under myself, and I say to this one ‘Go,’ and he goes, and to another ‘Come,’ and he comes, and to my slave ‘Do this,’ and he does it.” 10And hearing this, Jesus marvelled, and said to those following, “Amen I say to you, not even in Israel have I found such trust.” […] 13And Jesus said to the centurion, “Go; as you have trusted, let it happen to you.” And the boy was healed in that hour.



Soon afterwards he came to a town called Nain, and as he approached the gate a funeral was coming out: an only son, and his mother a widow, which in that world meant she had just lost not only her child but every means of support and every legal standing she possessed. A large crowd from the town was with her.


Luke 7:13–16

13And seeing her, the Lord was moved in his inward parts for her, and said to her, “Do not weep.” 14And coming up, he touched the bier, and the bearers stood still; and he said, “Young man, I say to you, be raised.” 15And the dead man sat up and began to speak, and he gave him to his mother. 16And fear seized them all, and they were glorifying God, saying, “A great prophet has been raised up among us,” and “God has visited his people.”




The Word. ἐσπλαγχνίσθη (esplanchnisthē) — the verb Luke uses for what Jesus felt at the gate of Nain — is built on splanchna, the inward organs, the guts. Greek located the deep emotions there, as Hebrew located them in the bowels and the womb; the Hebrew word for compassion, rachamim, is cognate with the word for womb.

So the Gospel does not say he pitied her. It says something turned over inside him. And in every place where this verb appears — at Nain, before the hungry crowd, at the sight of the sheep without a shepherd, in the father who sees his son at a distance — it is followed immediately by an action. In this tradition compassion is not a feeling that may or may not issue in a deed. It is a movement of the inward parts that has already begun to move the hands.




The Lens. Two miracles side by side, and between them they abolish the two great categories of exclusion.

The centurion is a Gentile, a soldier of the occupation, ritually unclean and professionally an enemy; and the one sentence in the Gospels where Jesus is said to marvel at faith is spoken about him. He is not asked to convert, to be circumcised, or to come to the temple. He is not asked for anything at all.

The widow of Nain asks for nothing either. She does not know who he is; nobody has sent for him; there is no faith recorded on her part whatsoever. He simply meets a funeral on a road and stops it. The centurion’s trust is honoured, and the widow’s absence of any request is honoured equally — which forecloses the reading that would turn faith into a currency. Sometimes it is answered. Sometimes the compassion moves first and asks nothing.




The River. At a road outside Capernaum and a gate at Nain: a foreign soldier praised above all Israel, and a widow given back her son without asking.

℣ Do not weep.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXVI
Are You the One Who Is Coming?

The report of these things reached John, who by now was in Herod’s prison at Machaerus, and the man who had pointed him out at the ford sent two of his own disciples with a question.


Luke 7:19–23

19And John, calling to himself two of his disciples, sent them to the Lord, saying, “Are you the coming one, or do we look for another?” […] 21In that hour he healed many of diseases and afflictions and evil spirits, and to many blind he granted sight. 22And answering, he said to them, “Go and report to John what you have seen and heard: blind receive sight, lame walk, lepers are cleansed and deaf hear, dead are raised, poor are given good news. 23And blessed is whoever is not tripped up because of me.”



He does not send back a proof. He sends back a list of what is happening — which is a stitching together of lines from Isaiah, with one clause conspicuously left out: the day of vengeance. John had preached an axe at the root and a winnowing fork and unquenchable fire, and what had arrived was a man healing people and eating with tax collectors. The question is honest, and so is the answer: this is what it looks like; do not be tripped up by it.

Then, when the messengers had gone, he turned to the crowd and said what he thought of John — a reed shaken by the wind? a man in soft clothing? — no, a prophet, and more than a prophet; among those born of women none is greater than John; yet the least in the kingdom of God is greater than he.


Matthew 11:28–30

28“Come to me, all you who labour and have been loaded down, and I will give you rest. 29Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, because I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30For my yoke is kindly and my burden is light.”




The Lens. Blessed is whoever is not tripped up because of me. The Greek is scandalised — the noun means the trigger-stick of a trap.

John is the greatest of the prophets and he is in a cell with a doubt, and the doubt is not answered by rebuke. Jesus honours it, answers it with evidence, and then blesses those who get past it — and immediately afterwards tells the crowd that this man is the greatest human being alive. The Gospel makes no attempt to hide that its most uncompromising witness ended his life uncertain. Any tradition that requires its saints to be free of doubt should read this passage slowly.

And the least in the kingdom is greater than he. Not a demotion. A statement about the difference between standing outside a door announcing it and standing inside.




The Bridge. Take my yoke upon you. A yoke is a teaching — the rabbis spoke of the yoke of the law and the yoke of the kingdom — and also, literally, the beam that couples two animals so that a green ox can be trained beside an experienced one. The load does not vanish. The pulling is shared, and the pace is set by the one who knows the field.

I am gentle and lowly in heart is the only place in the four Gospels where he describes his own interior. Of everything he might have said about himself, this is what he chose: gentleness, and lowness. The Tao Te Ching gives its sage three treasures, and the first is compassion and the third is not daring to be first in the world.




The River. From a cell at Machaerus to a road in Galilee: a great man’s honest doubt, answered not with a proof but with a list of who is walking again.

℣ Come to me, all you who labour, and I will give you rest.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXVII
The Alabaster Jar and the Women Who Followed

One of the Pharisees invited him to eat, and he went into the house and reclined at the table. And a woman of the town who was a sinner — Luke gives her no name and does not need to; everyone in the room knew what was meant — found out he was there and came in with an alabaster jar of ointment.


Luke 7:38, 44–48, 50

38And standing behind at his feet, weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears, and she wiped them with the hair of her head, and she kissed his feet and anointed them with the ointment. […] 44And turning to the woman, he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I came into your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. 45You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not stopped kissing my feet. 46With oil you did not anoint my head, but she anointed my feet with ointment. 47For this reason I say to you: her many sins have been released, because she loved much; but the one to whom little is released loves little.” 48And he said to her, “Your sins have been released.” […] 50And he said to the woman, “Your trust has saved you; go into peace.”



Immediately after this scene, Luke does something that no other historian of that century would have thought worth doing. He names the women.


Luke 8:1–3

1And it happened afterwards that he travelled through, town by town and village by village, proclaiming and bringing the good news of the kingdom of God; and the twelve were with him, 2and certain women who had been healed of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, the one called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, 3and Joanna the wife of Chuza, Herod’s steward, and Susanna, and many others — who were providing for them out of their own possessions.




Marked — the seven. Mary, the one called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out. The literal words stand in the translation, as they stand in the Greek, and this house does not alter them.

The reading held here is that the seven are seven trials, and that Mary came through them as an initiate comes through a purification, not as a victim comes out of an affliction. The pattern is old and it was well known in the Aramaic-speaking world where her story begins: the goddess descends through seven gates, and at each gate something of her regalia is stripped away, until she stands with nothing at all — and it is from that nothing that she rises. Seven veils, seven trials, seven liberations.

Read this way, her position in the story stops being an anomaly. She is not a rescued unfortunate who happens to be present at the important moments. She is a woman who has already been through the fire, and she is at the cross when the men have run, and at the tomb before dawn, and first in the garden, and sent by the risen Christ to tell the apostles. The whole later argument of this volume about the Bridegroom and the Bride rests here, in a single clause in a travel note.

The plain sense — that she had been tormented and was set free — is true and is not displaced. What we add is the shape of what a seven-fold stripping does to a person, and why the first witness of the resurrection was someone it had already been done to.




The Lens. Who were providing for them out of their own possessions. The ministry of Jesus was funded by women, one of them married into Herod’s own household. It is stated once, in passing, without comment, and then never mentioned again — which is exactly how a fact appears in a record when the writer has no interest in making a point of it and simply knows it to be so.

And the sequence Luke has built is deliberate. A woman anoints his feet at a dinner and is told her debts are untied; and in the next breath we are told the names of the women who paid for everything. Luke’s Gospel opens with two women singing, closes with women at a tomb, and in between it keeps naming them.




The River. In a Pharisee’s dining room, and on the roads afterwards: an unnamed woman with a broken jar, and a named woman who had come through seven gates and out the other side.

℣ Your trust has saved you; go into peace.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXVIII
The Seed and the Soils

Such crowds gathered by the lake that he got into a boat and sat down in it and taught the people standing on the shore — the water carrying his voice up the beach, as the fishermen knew it would. And he taught them in parables.


Mark 4:3–9

3“Listen! Behold, the sower went out to sow. 4And it happened as he sowed that some fell beside the road, and the birds came and ate it up. 5And other fell on the rocky ground where it did not have much earth, and immediately it sprang up because it had no depth of earth; 6and when the sun rose it was scorched, and because it had no root it withered. 7And other fell into the thorns, and the thorns came up and choked it, and it gave no fruit. 8And other fell into the good earth and was giving fruit, coming up and increasing, and bearing thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.” 9And he was saying, “Whoever has ears to hear, let him hear.”



Afterwards, alone, they asked him what it meant, and he gave them the only full explanation of a parable he ever gives: the seed is the word; the path is the heart that never takes it in; the rock is enthusiasm without root, which lasts until the first heat; the thorns are the anxieties and the deceit of riches, which do not attack the plant but crowd it; and the good earth is the one who hears and holds and bears.

Then the others, quickly, one after another. A lamp is not brought in to be put under a bed. The kingdom is like a man who scatters seed and sleeps and rises night and day, and the seed sprouts and grows — he does not know how; the earth bears fruit of itself. It is like a mustard seed, the smallest of the seeds, which becomes the greatest of the shrubs, so that the birds of the sky nest in its shade. It is like leaven a woman hid in three measures of flour until the whole was leavened. It is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and hid again, and in his joy went and sold everything he had and bought that field.


The Lens. The parables of the seed all say one thing that the religious mind resists: the Kingdom grows by its own life, and not by our management.

He does not know how. The farmer’s part is real — he sows, he sleeps, he reaps — and at the centre of the process is an operation he cannot perform, cannot observe and cannot hurry. The earth bears fruit of itself; the Greek is automatē, from which we get automatic, and it means precisely of its own accord.

This is the whole difference between a Kingdom that is a project and a Kingdom that is a reality we are being aligned with. If the divine life is the ground of all being, then it is already at work in the field before the sower arrives, and the sower’s job is not to manufacture growth but to put the seed where the growth can happen. Nobody has ever made a seed germinate by effort. It is done by something that was there all along.

And the four soils are not four kinds of people to be sorted. They are four conditions of one heart, and most of us have been all four in a single week.




The Bridge. The mustard seed is the smallest thing in the garden and becomes the largest, and birds nest in it. The Buddhist reads it without translation: the first flicker of awakening mind is almost nothing, and it is not increased by force; it is protected, watered and left alone, and it becomes shelter for others.

The Taoist reads the seed growing secretly the same way. The Way does nothing, and nothing is left undone. The farmer who sleeps is not lazy; he is a man who understands the difference between his work and the earth’s. And the leaven hidden in the flour by a woman is the doctrine of quiet transformation from the inside — nothing announced, nothing visible, and then the whole batch has changed.




The River. From a boat pushed a little off the shore: seed thrown on every kind of ground, growing by a power nobody in the crowd could see or hurry.

℣ The earth bears fruit of itself.

℟ One river, four streams.




Book V
Signs of Sacred Harmony
The works of power read not as demonstrations of force but as signs of restoration — of the storm to stillness, the divided man to himself, the bleeding to wholeness, the hungry to enough.


Chapter XXIX
The Stilling of the Storm

When evening came that same day he said to them, let us cross over to the other side. They left the crowd and took him along in the boat just as he was, and other boats went with them. The lake sits seven hundred feet below sea level in a bowl of hills, and the cold air off the heights comes down the ravines onto warm water without warning. Four of the men in that boat had fished it professionally all their lives, and they were frightened.


Mark 4:37–41

37And a great windstorm arises, and the waves were breaking into the boat, so that the boat was already filling. 38And he himself was in the stern, on the cushion, sleeping. And they wake him and say to him, “Teacher, does it not matter to you that we are perishing?” 39And having been roused, he rebuked the wind and said to the sea, “Be silent! Be muzzled!” And the wind dropped, and there came a great calm. 40And he said to them, “Why are you cowardly? Do you not yet have trust?” 41And they feared a great fear, and were saying to one another, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?”




The Word. πεφίμωσο (pephimōso), the word spoken to the sea, is the imperative of phimoō — to muzzle, the word used of a muzzle on an ox or a dog. It is the same word Mark used a chapter earlier when Jesus silenced the unclean spirit in the synagogue.

He does not address the weather as weather. He addresses it as he addresses the thing in the man among the tombs, which is why the disciples’ question at the end is the right one and is left unanswered for the rest of the book.

Note also that Mark does not say the storm stopped. He says there came a great calm — γαλήνη μεγάλη, a flat, oiled stillness. The word describes the surface of water when nothing is moving on it at all. Storms subside; they leave a swell behind for hours. This did not subside.




The Lens. He himself was in the stern, on the cushion, sleeping. Mark keeps the cushion, which is the kind of detail a man remembers because he was there.

The sleeping is the sign, not the stilling. He is not asleep because he is unaware; he is asleep because the storm is inside the order he belongs to and not outside it. The disciples’ terror comes from the assumption that the wind is loose in the world — that the world is a place where things happen to God’s people while God is elsewhere or asleep. He wakes, quiets it in one word, and asks why they were afraid.

If the Presence sustains all things, then no storm is ever an intrusion into a system it stands outside of. This does not mean nothing is ever destroyed. It means that the thing which destroys is not on the far side of a wall from the one who holds all things together. That is the whole of what the sleeping man in the stern is saying.




The Bridge. The stillness at the centre of movement is the oldest teaching of the eastern lamps and the hardest to keep. Be utterly empty; hold fast to stillness. The ten thousand things arise together, and I watch their return. The Taoist does not stop the storm; he is not carried off by it, and in not being carried off he is closer to the root than the storm is.

The Buddhist reads the same picture in a different register: the surface of the mind whipped up by conditions, and beneath it the depth that was never disturbed. Meditators are told that they cannot flatten the waves by an act of will — but that a mind resting at its own floor discovers that the storm was only ever weather.

Both would say the miracle here is on the cushion, not on the water.




The River. Half a mile out in the dark, in a swamped boat with experienced men bailing: a man asleep in the stern, and afterwards a flatness on the water that has no swell in it.

℣ Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXX
The Man Among the Tombs

They came to the other side, into the country of the Gerasenes — Gentile territory, with herds of pigs on the hillside, which tells you at once that they had left Israel behind. And immediately, out of the burial caves, a man came to meet them.


Mark 5:3–9, 15

3He had his dwelling among the tombs, and no one was able any longer to bind him, not even with a chain; 4because he had often been bound with fetters and chains, and the chains had been torn apart by him and the fetters shattered, and no one was strong enough to subdue him. 5And always, night and day, among the tombs and in the hills, he was crying out and cutting himself with stones. 6And seeing Jesus from far off, he ran and bowed down before him […] 9And he was asking him, “What is your name?” And he says to him, “Legion is my name, because we are many.” […] 15And they come to Jesus and observe the demon-possessed man sitting, clothed and in his right mind — the one who had had the legion — and they were afraid.



The unclean spirits begged not to be sent out of the country and asked to be sent into the pigs, and the herd — about two thousand — went down the bank into the lake and drowned. The herdsmen ran and told the town, and the town came out and saw the man sitting, dressed, in his right mind. And they were afraid, and asked Jesus to leave their district. He got back into the boat. The man begged to come with him, and this is the one time in the Gospels that the request is refused.


Mark 5:19–20

19And he did not let him, but says to him, “Go to your house, to your own people, and report to them how much the Lord has done for you, and that he had mercy on you.” 20And he went away and began to proclaim in the Ten Cities how much Jesus had done for him; and all were marvelling.




The Lens. Legion is my name, because we are many. The affliction is named as a multiplicity, and the healing is described as a man sitting, clothed, and in his right mind — three words that between them mean stillness, dignity and a single self where there had been a crowd.

That is the shape of every healing in this Gospel and it is why we call them signs of harmony rather than displays of power. What is restored is not merely a body. It is the coherence of a person: the man who had been many is one, the man who could not be bound is at rest, the man who lived in the tombs is going home.

And look at the town. They see him healed, and they are afraid, and they ask the healer to go. Two thousand pigs were an economy. It is easier to keep a screaming man on the hillside than to lose the herd — and there has never been a generation that did not make that arithmetic somewhere.

The first missionary in the Gospels is a Gentile ex-lunatic, sent home to his own family, given no training and no message except tell them what happened to you. That is the whole commission, and it worked: the Ten Cities heard it.




The Bridge. In the Buddhist analysis, what binds a being is not one enemy but a swarm — the kleshas, the afflictions, which multiply and speak with many voices and always claim to be the self. The picture of the man among the tombs, cutting himself and unable to be restrained, is the picture of craving and aversion at full strength: self-destructive, unmasterable by force, and utterly convinced it is who he is.

Chains had been tried. Force does not work on it — that is stated twice. What works is being addressed, and being asked its name.




The River. On a hillside in Gentile country among the burial caves: a man who had been many, sitting down in his right mind, and a town that would rather have kept the pigs.

℣ Go to your own people, and tell them what has been done for you.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXXI
The Hem and the Little Girl

When he crossed back, a great crowd was waiting on the shore, and one of the synagogue rulers came and fell at his feet: Jairus, whose only daughter, about twelve years old, was dying. He went with him, and the crowd pressed in on all sides. And on the way, the story stops for someone else.


Mark 5:25–34

25And a woman who had been in a flow of blood for twelve years, 26and had suffered much under many physicians and had spent everything she had and was not helped at all, but rather had come to the worse — 27hearing about Jesus, she came in the crowd from behind and touched his garment; 28for she was saying, “If I touch even his garments, I will be made well.” 29And immediately the fountain of her blood was dried up, and she knew in her body that she had been healed of the affliction. 30And immediately Jesus, recognising in himself that power had gone out from him, turned around in the crowd and said, “Who touched my garments?” […] 33But the woman, frightened and trembling, knowing what had happened to her, came and fell down before him and told him the whole truth. 34And he said to her, “Daughter, your trust has made you well. Go into peace, and be sound from your affliction.”



Twelve years of that condition meant twelve years of ritual uncleanness: unable to enter the temple courts, unable to touch or be touched without passing the impurity on, cut off from her household and her worship and from ordinary human contact. She had no business in that crowd at all, and she knew it, which is why she came from behind.

While he was still speaking, people came from the ruler’s house and said the child was dead — why trouble the teacher any further? He overheard, and told Jairus only: do not fear; only trust. He took Peter and James and John, put out the mourners who laughed at him, and went in with the father and the mother.


Mark 5:41–43

41And taking hold of the hand of the child, he says to her, “Talitha koum” — which is translated, “Little girl, I say to you, arise.” 42And immediately the little girl stood up and was walking about, for she was twelve years old. And immediately they were beside themselves with a great amazement. 43And he ordered them strictly that no one should know this, and said that something should be given her to eat.




The Word. Talitha koum is Aramaic — his own language, preserved unchanged in a Greek book by a man who had heard it said. Mark keeps five or six of these, and every one of them is at a moment of maximum pressure: the little girl’s hand, the deaf man’s ears, the garden, the cross. When the record gets closest to the bone, it stops translating.

Talitha is an affectionate diminutive — little lamb as much as little girl. What he actually said in the room was closer to up you get, lamb.




The Lens. Two twelves, deliberately placed. A girl who has been alive for twelve years, and a woman who has been bleeding for exactly as long as that girl has been breathing. The evangelists have set one story inside the other so that they are read together.

And they are the two ends of exclusion. Jairus is a synagogue ruler — the top of the local religious order, named, able to come and ask in front of everyone. The woman is unnamed, ritually unclean, bankrupt, and has to steal what she needs from behind. Both get everything. Neither is made to wait for the other; the man of standing is kept standing in the road while an untouchable woman finishes telling the whole truth, and his daughter dies while he waits.

Then note the direction of the current. Under the law, her touch should have made him unclean. Instead her flow stops. The contagion runs the other way, and it runs toward wholeness — which is precisely what this house means when it says that holiness is not a purity to be defended but a life that communicates itself.

And he called her daughter. It is the only time in the Gospels he calls anyone that. Jairus’s daughter had a father to plead for her. This woman, at the end of twelve years alone, is given one in a single word.




The Bridge. And said that something should be given her to eat. The girl has just been raised from the dead and the risen Lord of the storm is thinking about her breakfast.

This is the note the contemplative traditions all guard: after the great matter, the small one. The Zen teacher’s answer to the student who has had an opening is have you eaten? then wash your bowl. The Rule of Benedict follows the office with the kitchen. Nothing in the extraordinary is allowed to make the ordinary contemptible, because the ordinary is where the Presence spends most of its time.




The River. In a crowded street and a quiet room: twelve years of bleeding stopped by a hand on a hem, twelve years of life given back with a word in a mother tongue.

℣ Daughter, your trust has made you well. Go into peace.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXXII
Sent Out Two by Two

He went from there to his own home town and taught in the synagogue, and they were offended at him — is this not the carpenter, the son of Mary? — and he could do no work of power there except to lay hands on a few sick people and heal them; and he marvelled at their unbelief. Then he went round the villages teaching. And he did something new.


Mark 6:7–11

7And he calls the twelve to him, and began to send them out two by two, and was giving them authority over the unclean spirits. 8And he instructed them to take nothing for the road except a staff only — no bread, no bag, no copper in the belt — 9but to be shod with sandals, and not to put on two tunics. 10And he was saying to them, “Wherever you enter into a house, stay there until you go out from there. 11And whatever place does not receive you nor hear you, going out from there shake off the dust that is under your feet as a witness to them.”



They went out and proclaimed that people should turn around, and threw out many demons and anointed many sick with oil and healed them.

While they were gone, the news reached them of what had happened to John. Herod had arrested him because John had told him plainly that it was not lawful for him to have his brother’s wife; and Herodias held it against him and wanted him dead, and Herod would not do it, because he feared John, knowing him to be a righteous and holy man — and, Mark says, he used to listen to him gladly, and was much perplexed. Then a birthday, a banquet for the officers of Galilee, a dance, a rash oath sworn in front of the guests, a prompted request, and a man’s head brought into a dining room on a dish. His disciples came and took the body and laid it in a tomb, and went and told Jesus.


The Lens. He used to listen to him gladly, and was much perplexed. It is the most chilling sentence in Mark, and the most useful. Herod is not a monster in this account. He is a man who liked the prophet, protected him for a while, enjoyed being disturbed by him, and then killed him rather than lose face at a party.

That is how it is usually done. Not by conviction. By the smallest of the available motives, in public, with witnesses, because a word had been given and taking it back would have been embarrassing.

The death of the Baptist is placed here, between the sending of the Twelve and their return, and the placement is the commentary. They go out with authority over unclean spirits, and what the Gospel puts in the middle of their success is the account of what the world did to the last man who spoke plainly to power. Nobody is being deceived about the terms.




Marked. Take nothing for the road. No bread, no bag, no money, one tunic, one staff, sandals on. The instruction is not asceticism for its own sake; it is a structural decision about how the message travels. A messenger with supplies is independent of the people he goes to. A messenger with nothing must be received, fed and housed — which means that the proclamation cannot be delivered from above and can only happen inside a relationship of hospitality.

Stay there until you go out. No upgrading to a better house. And when a town will not receive them: shake the dust and go — no arguing, no siege, no returning with force. The whole apparatus of religious coercion that later centuries built is ruled out in a sentence spoken before the first sermon was preached outside Galilee.

Two by two, because a single witness could not be received in law, and because nobody should carry this alone.




The River. On the village roads with one staff and no bread, and in a palace dining room where a prophet’s life is spent to save a host’s face.

℣ Take nothing for the road.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXXIII
Five Loaves

The apostles came back and told him everything they had done and taught, and there were so many coming and going that they could not even eat. Come away by yourselves to a deserted place and rest a little, he said. They went off in the boat. The crowd saw them go, worked out where they were heading, and ran round the shore on foot and got there first.

He came out of the boat and saw a great crowd, and — Mark’s verb again, the one from the gate at Nain — something turned over inside him, because they were like sheep without a shepherd. So instead of resting he taught them, until it was late.


The Feeding of the Five Thousand — four witnesses


Mark 6:37–41 — But answering, he said to them, “You give them something to eat.” And they say to him, “Shall we go off and buy two hundred denarii worth of bread and give it to them to eat?” And he says to them, “How many loaves do you have? Go and see.” And having found out, they say, “Five, and two fish.” […] And taking the five loaves and the two fish, looking up into heaven he blessed and broke the loaves, and was giving them to the disciples to set before them.




John 6:5–11 — Jesus therefore, lifting up his eyes and seeing that a great crowd is coming toward him, says to Philip, “From where shall we buy loaves so that these may eat?” […] One of his disciples, Andrew the brother of Simon Peter, says to him, “There is a little boy here who has five barley loaves and two dried fish — but what are these among so many?” […] So Jesus took the loaves, and having given thanks he distributed them to those reclining; likewise also of the fish, as much as they wanted.




Luke 9:14–16 — For there were about five thousand men. And he said to his disciples, “Have them recline in groups of about fifty each.” […] And taking the five loaves and the two fish, looking up into heaven he blessed them and broke them, and was giving them to the disciples to set before the crowd.




Matthew 14:20–21 — And they all ate and were filled; and they took up what was left over of the fragments, twelve baskets full. And those eating were about five thousand men, apart from women and children.





This is the only work of power that all four evangelists record. Whatever else the early communities disagreed about, they all kept this.


The Lens. You give them something to eat. He puts it back on them first, and they answer with the price. Then he asks the only question that matters — how many loaves do you have? go and see — and the answer is a child’s lunch.

Nothing is created from nothing here. What is there is taken, blessed, broken and given, and in the giving it is enough. That sequence — took, blessed, broke, gave — is written in the same four verbs in all four Gospels, and it is the sequence he will use again in an upstairs room on the last night. The crowd on the grass is being fed by the same act that feeds the Church.

And the multiplication happens in the distribution. Not in his hands while they watch; in the passing along. The disciples who had nothing to give discover that they have something to give while they are giving it, which is the ordinary experience of anyone who has ever done this work.

Twelve baskets left over. One each. The men who said it could not be done carried home more than they started with.




The Bridge. Have them recline in groups of about fifty. Five thousand hungry people on a hillside, and the first instruction is an ordering: sit down, in companies, in ranks on the green grass. Mark says the groups looked like garden beds.

The Taoist would notice that the miracle begins with an arrangement — that abundance arrives through form rather than in spite of it. The monastic reader would notice something else: that this is a refectory. People fed in rows, in silence broken by a blessing, served by others. Every monastery kitchen in the world, east and west, is a memory of this hillside.




The River. On the spring grass above the lake, in ranks like garden beds: a boy’s lunch taken, blessed, broken, given — and twelve baskets carried back by the men who said it was impossible.

℣ How many loaves do you have? Go and see.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXXIV
Walking on the Water

Immediately afterwards he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead while he dismissed the crowd — John tells us why the hurry: the people were about to come and seize him to make him king, and he withdrew alone into the hills. He prayed there until far into the night.


On the Water — three witnesses


Mark 6:48–51 — And seeing them tormented in the rowing, for the wind was against them, about the fourth watch of the night he comes toward them, walking on the sea; and he was meaning to pass by them. But they, seeing him walking on the sea, thought that it was a phantom, and cried out […] But immediately he spoke with them and says to them, “Take heart — I am. Do not be afraid.” And he went up to them into the boat, and the wind dropped.




Matthew 14:28–31 — And answering him, Peter said, “Lord, if it is you, order me to come to you on the waters.” And he said, “Come.” And getting down from the boat, Peter walked on the waters and came toward Jesus. But seeing the wind, he was afraid; and beginning to sink he cried out, saying, “Lord, save me!” And immediately Jesus, stretching out his hand, took hold of him and says to him, “You of little trust — why did you doubt?”




John 6:19–21 — Having rowed therefore about twenty-five or thirty stadia, they observe Jesus walking on the sea and coming near the boat, and they were afraid. But he says to them, “I am; do not be afraid.” They were willing therefore to take him into the boat, and immediately the boat was at the land toward which they were going.






The Word. ἐγώ εἰμι (egō eimi) — I am. All three witnesses record the same two words, and English versions almost always soften them to it is I, which is a perfectly good idiomatic rendering and loses everything.

It is the name spoken from the bush. It is the phrase the Greek Old Testament puts in God’s mouth in Isaiah, over and over, in exactly this setting: do not fear, I am. And it is the phrase John will build his whole Gospel on — I am the bread, the light, the door, the shepherd, the resurrection, the way, the vine — culminating in before Abraham came to be, I am, at which they picked up stones.

Three men in a boat at three in the morning, in a gale, heard two words. We render them as they stand.




The Lens. And he was meaning to pass by them. Mark’s strangest half-sentence, and it is not carelessness. In the books of Moses and in the prophets, passing by is the technical language of a theophany: God makes his goodness pass by Moses in the cleft of the rock; the Lord passes by Elijah on Horeb in wind and earthquake and fire and then in a sound of fine silence.

He is not trying to overtake the boat. He is passing by, as glory passes by, and they mistake it for a ghost — which is what usually happens. The disclosure is offered in the middle of their exhaustion, at the fourth watch, and their first reaction is terror.

Peter’s part, which only Matthew keeps, is the honest one. He gets out. He does the impossible thing for as long as he is looking at the right object, and he sinks the moment he calculates the wind. And the correction, when it comes, arrives after the hand — immediately Jesus took hold of him, and only then said why did you doubt? The order of those two things is the pastoral doctrine of this entire volume.




The River. At the fourth watch, three miles out, with the wind against them: a figure passing by on the water, and two words that are also a name.

℣ Take heart — I am. Do not be afraid.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXXV
The Bread of Life

The next day the crowd worked out that he had gone, and got into boats and came to Capernaum looking for him. He met them with the least flattering greeting in the Gospels.


John 6:26–27, 35

26Jesus answered them and said, “Amen, amen I say to you, you seek me not because you saw signs, but because you ate of the loaves and were filled. 27Work not for the food that perishes, but for the food that remains into eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you.” […] 35Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life. The one coming to me will never hunger, and the one trusting in me will never thirst, ever.”



They asked for a sign — our fathers ate the manna in the wilderness — and he told them the bread from heaven was not what Moses gave but what the Father was giving now; and when they said give us this bread always, he told them what the bread was. And then he refused to soften it.


John 6:51, 53–56

51“I am the living bread that came down out of heaven. If anyone eats of this bread he will live to the age; and the bread which I will give is my flesh, for the life of the world.” […] 53Jesus therefore said to them, “Amen, amen I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you do not have life in yourselves. 54The one chewing my flesh and drinking my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. […] 56The one chewing my flesh and drinking my blood remains in me, and I in him.”



Many of his disciples said this word is hard; who can listen to it? — and from that time many of them went back and no longer walked with him. It is the only mass desertion recorded in the Gospels, and it is caused by a teaching, not by a persecution.


John 6:63, 67–69

63“It is the Spirit who makes alive; the flesh profits nothing. The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and are life.” […] 67Jesus therefore said to the twelve, “Do you also wish to go away?” 68Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have words of eternal life; 69and we have trusted and have come to know that you are the Holy One of God.”




The Word. In verse 54 John changes verbs. Up to that point he has used φαγεῖν (phagein), the ordinary word for eating. Then he switches to τρώγω (trōgō) — to gnaw, to munch, to chew audibly; it is used of animals feeding. He could hardly have chosen a more physical word, and he chose it exactly at the point where the crowd was objecting that the saying was too physical.

And then, four verses later: the flesh profits nothing. Which is not a retraction. He is using flesh in two senses in the same discourse — my flesh, given for the life of the world, and the flesh, meaning the merely biological way of understanding anything. The eating is entirely real and it is not butchery. That is the whole difficulty, and John does not resolve it, and neither will we.




The Lens. This is the discourse in which the Gospel is most nearly unbearable, and it is worth asking why. Because it makes union with God a matter of ingestion.

Every other religious proposal can be held at a distance. A doctrine can be assented to; a law can be obeyed; a mystery can be contemplated. But food becomes the one who eats it. What you eat stops being other than you within a few hours. That is the figure he insists on, and he loses most of his following over it, and he does not call them back.

Read alongside the rest of this volume the sentence is exact: the one chewing my flesh remains in me, and I in him. The verb is menō again — to abide, to make a home. The indwelling that Cana and the well and the wind and the seed have all been circling is here given its most concrete possible image. Not a visit. Not an alliance. Assimilation, in both directions.

And the words I have spoken are spirit and are life keeps it from collapsing into the merely material. Both halves stand. This is why the Church has never been able to decide whether to explain this passage or simply to do it, and has mostly, wisely, done it.




The Bridge. The Christian East does not attempt an explanation of the mechanism and treats the attempt as a category error: the gifts are what they are, and the priest prays that they may be changed by your Holy Spirit, and no philosophy is inserted between the prayer and the bread.

The reader from the eastern lamps will recognise the structure even where the substance differs entirely. Total internalisation of a teaching — not studied but consumed, not admired but taken in until it is indistinguishable from the one who took it — is the goal of every serious path. You have words of eternal life is Peter admitting he does not understand and is staying anyway, which is what discipleship consists of in every tradition on earth.




The River. In the synagogue at Capernaum, the morning after the loaves: a teaching that empties the room, and twelve men with nowhere else to go.

℣ Lord, to whom shall we go? You have words of eternal life.

℟ One river, four streams.




Book VI
The Turning
The hinge of the story: a question asked at the far north of the country, an answer that is right and a follow-up that is wrong, a mountain of light, and the first plain word about a cross.


Chapter XXXVI
What Defiles a Person

Some Pharisees and scribes came up from Jerusalem and noticed that his disciples ate with unwashed hands — not a matter of hygiene but of the tradition of the elders, the accumulated body of practice by which the purity laws of the priesthood had been extended to every household in the land. They asked him why his people did not walk according to it. He answered by quoting Isaiah at them, and then gave an example.


Mark 7:6–13

6And he said to them, “Well did Isaiah prophesy about you actors, as it stands written: ‘This people honours me with the lips, but their heart is far distant from me. 7And in vain do they revere me, teaching as teachings the commandments of men.’ 8Leaving behind the commandment of God, you hold fast to the tradition of men.” […] 10“For Moses said, ‘Honour your father and your mother’ […] 11but you say, ‘If a man says to his father or his mother, “Whatever of mine you might have been helped by is Corban”’ — that is, an offering — 12you no longer permit him to do anything for his father or his mother, 13nullifying the word of God by the tradition you have handed down.”



The mechanism he names is precise and it is not exotic. A man declares his property dedicated to the temple. He keeps the use of it; what he loses is the obligation to spend it on his ageing parents, because it is now consecrated. A pious act, correctly performed, which happens to leave an old woman without support.

Then he called the crowd and said something that took the early Church a generation to absorb.


Mark 7:15, 20–23

15“There is nothing outside a person, going into him, that is able to defile him; but the things coming out of a person are what defile him.” […] 20And he was saying, “What comes out of a person, that defiles a person. 21For from within, out of the heart of people, the evil reasonings come out: sexual immoralities, thefts, murders, 22adulteries, greedy desires, wickednesses, deceit, licentiousness, an evil eye, blasphemy, arrogance, folly. 23All these evil things come out from within and defile a person.”



Mark adds the editorial comment in half a line, and it is one of the most consequential half-lines in the New Testament: cleansing all foods.


The Lens. Nullifying the word of God by the tradition you have handed down. Note that he does not attack the tradition for being tradition. He attacks a particular use of it: the use in which the observance has grown until it occupies the place of the thing observed.

It is the same failure he found in the outer court, where the machinery of access had filled the room the nations needed. Here the machinery of holiness has been used to cancel a commandment about mothers. Religion does not usually fail by rejecting God. It fails by producing a correct procedure that makes the love it was built to serve unnecessary.

And the positive teaching goes further than a reform. Defilement is relocated entirely — from the boundary of the body to the interior of the person. Nothing you eat, touch, or come near can make you unclean. This is the end of purity as a geography, and it is the ground of everything the Gospel will do next: it is precisely because defilement comes from within that he can eat with tax collectors, be touched by a bleeding woman, walk into a graveyard in Gentile country, and lose nothing.




The Bridge. The things coming out of a person are what defile him. The opening lines of the Dhammapada: all that we are is the result of what we have thought; it is founded on our thoughts, it is made up of our thoughts. If a man speaks or acts with an impure mind, suffering follows.

Both teachers place the source of impurity at the same point, and both therefore locate the practice at the same point: not the hands but the heart, not the observance but the intention that produces it. And in both traditions the observance is not abolished. It is put back under the thing it exists for.




The River. At a table with unwashed hands: a fence of pious practice used to cancel a commandment, and defilement moved out of the world and into the heart.

℣ What comes out of a person, that defiles a person.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXXVII
The Crumbs Under the Table

He got up and went from there into the region of Tyre and Sidon — foreign country, north-west, on the coast — and went into a house and wanted no one to know. He could not stay hidden. A Greek woman, a Syrophoenician by birth, whose little daughter was tormented, heard about him, came in, and fell at his feet. And what follows is the only argument in the Gospels that Jesus loses, and he loses it on purpose.


Mark 7:27–30

27And he was saying to her, “Let the children be fed first; for it is not good to take the children’s bread and throw it to the little dogs.” 28But she answered and says to him, “Lord — and yet the little dogs under the table eat from the children’s crumbs.” 29And he said to her, “Because of this word, go; the demon has gone out of your daughter.” 30And going away to her house, she found the child laid on the bed and the demon gone out.



Returning through the Ten Cities they brought him a man who was deaf and could barely speak. He took him away from the crowd, privately, put his fingers in the man’s ears, touched his tongue, looked up, sighed — and used his own language.


Mark 7:34–35

34And looking up into heaven, he groaned and says to him, “Ephphatha” — that is, “Be opened.” 35And his ears were opened, and the bond of his tongue was loosed, and he was speaking correctly.



In that Gentile country a great crowd gathered again and stayed with him three days with nothing to eat, and he fed four thousand from seven loaves and a few small fish, and seven basketfuls were taken up. Two feedings, in two territories: twelve baskets on the Jewish side of the lake, seven on the Gentile side. Afterwards, in the boat, he warned them against the leaven of the Pharisees and of Herod, and they thought he was annoyed because they had forgotten to bring bread, and he asked them — with an exasperation Mark does not soften — whether they had eyes and did not see.

Then at Bethsaida they brought him a blind man, and he led him out of the village by the hand.


Mark 8:23–25

23And taking hold of the hand of the blind man, he brought him outside the village; and spitting into his eyes, laying his hands on him, he was asking him, “Do you see anything?” 24And looking up he said, “I see the people — because I see them like trees, walking.” 25Then again he laid his hands on his eyes, and he looked intently and was restored, and was seeing all things clearly.




The Lens. Lord — and yet the little dogs under the table eat from the children’s crumbs. She does not dispute the priority. She accepts the whole framework she has been handed and finds the place in it where mercy fits, and he answers because of this word. Not because of her need, which was already there; because of what she said.

This is a woman with no covenant, no standing and no argument from justice, out-reasoning the Son of God in his own idiom, and being praised for it. The Gospel is not embarrassed by the exchange, and neither should we be. The wall between Israel and the nations, which the whole book has been leaning on, comes down here — pushed over by a mother from Tyre with one sentence.

And Mark then places the two-stage healing at Bethsaida deliberately, immediately before Caesarea Philippi. A man is touched and sees people like trees walking — genuine sight, and wrong. He is touched again and sees clearly. In the very next scene Peter will identify the Christ correctly and understand what it means entirely wrongly, and will need a second touch. Mark does not comment. He simply puts them side by side.




The Word. Ephphatha is Aramaic again, kept as it was spoken. And it is not a word for hearing. It is be opened — spoken over a whole man, not over a pair of ears.

The Latin Church took the word into the rite of baptism, where the priest touched the ears and lips of the one being baptised and said it. What is asked for in that rite is not the repair of an organ. It is the opening of the closed person: the ears that do not take anything in, and the tongue that is bound.




The River. In a house in Tyre and on a road in the Ten Cities: a foreign mother who argues and wins, a bound tongue loosed in Aramaic, and a man who at first sees people like trees.

℣ Ephphatha — be opened.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXXVIII
Who Do You Say That I Am?

He took them out of Galilee altogether, north to the villages around Caesarea Philippi — a town at the foot of Mount Hermon, built beside a great spring that pours out of a cliff, with a shrine of Pan in the rock face and a white marble temple to Caesar looking down on it. In front of that back wall of gods he asked the question.


The Confession — three witnesses


Mark 8:27–30 — And on the way he was questioning his disciples, saying to them, “Who do people say that I am?” And they told him, saying, “John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; and others, that you are one of the prophets.” And he was questioning them, “But you — who do you say that I am?” Answering, Peter says to him, “You are the Christ.” And he warned them sternly that they should tell no one about him.




Matthew 16:16–18 — And answering, Simon Peter said, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” And answering, Jesus said to him, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, because flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but my Father in the heavens. And I also say to you that you are Rock, and upon this rock I will build my assembly, and the gates of Hades will not overpower it.”




Luke 9:18–20 — And it happened, as he was praying alone, that the disciples were with him, and he questioned them, saying, “Who do the crowds say that I am?” […] And he said to them, “But you — who do you say that I am?” And Peter answering said, “The Christ of God.”






The Word. Matthew’s sentence turns on a pair of words that English cannot keep: σὺ εἶ Πέτρος, καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ — you are Petros, and upon this petra. One is a masculine noun meaning a stone or a piece of rock; the other is the feminine noun for rock as a mass, bedrock, the living stone of a cliff face. In Aramaic, which is what he actually spoke, both would have been the one word Kepha — which is why John records the new name as Cephas and not as a Greek pun at all.

Standing in front of the great rock wall at Caesarea Philippi with its niches full of gods, he tells a fisherman that this is what will be built on. Every subsequent argument in Christian history about which rock — the man, the confession, the Christ confessed — is an argument the sentence itself refuses to settle, because in his own language there was only one word.




The Lens. Who do people say that I am is a survey, and every answer to it is respectful and wrong. But you — who do you say that I am is the only question in the Gospels that cannot be answered on anyone else’s behalf.

That is why the book is arranged around it. Everything before this point has been evidence; everything after it is consequence. And note where the answer comes from: flesh and blood did not reveal this to you. Peter did not deduce it. Something opened in him, as the blind man’s eyes opened in the previous scene, and what he said was truer than he knew — which the next paragraph will demonstrate painfully.

And the gates of Hades will not overpower it. Gates are not an attacking weapon. The image is not a fortress under siege from death; it is death under siege, and the gates are the thing that gives way.




The River. At the spring under the cliff of the gods, at the northern edge of everything: one question that nobody can answer for you, and an answer that arrives from somewhere the man did not manufacture.

℣ But you — who do you say that I am?

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XXXIX
Take Up the Cross

From that moment — Matthew’s phrase — he began to show them something he had not said plainly before.


Mark 8:31–34

31And he began to teach them that it is necessary for the Son of Man to suffer many things, and to be rejected by the elders and the chief priests and the scribes, and to be killed, and after three days to rise. 32And he was speaking the word openly. And Peter, taking him aside, began to rebuke him. 33But he, turning and looking at his disciples, rebuked Peter and says, “Get behind me, Adversary! For you are not minding the things of God, but the things of people.” 34And calling the crowd to him with his disciples, he said to them, “If anyone wants to come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”



Six sentences after being told that his confession came from the Father, Peter is called by the name of the tempter. Both are true of him on the same afternoon. He had the right title and the wrong kingdom, and the wrong kingdom is the one the Adversary had offered on the mountain: authority without the cross.


Mark 8:35–37

35“For whoever wants to save his life will lose it; but whoever loses his life for my sake and the good news will save it. 36For what does it profit a person to gain the whole world and forfeit his life? 37For what could a person give in exchange for his life?”




The Word. The word in verses 35 to 37 is ψυχή (psychē) — translated life, soul, or self, and meaning all three at once: the living animate person, the one who says I. English has to choose and thereby loses the sentence.

Whoever wants to save his psychē will lose it. It is not primarily about martyrdom, though it includes it. It is about the whole enterprise of securing the self — the effort to preserve, defend and enlarge the one who says I, which is the ordinary business of a human life and which the saying calls a method of losing.

And deny himself is aparneomai, the same verb used a few chapters later of Peter in the courtyard denying that he knows Jesus. To deny oneself is to say of the defended self exactly what Peter will say of his Lord: I do not know this man.




The Bridge. Whoever loses his life will find it. At this sentence a Buddhist bows, because it is anattā stated in a Galilean accent: the self that is being so carefully preserved is the very thing preventing life, and it is not improved by defending it. The extinguishing of craving is not annihilation; it is the discovery that what was being clung to was never solid, and that what remains when the clinging stops is unspeakably more.

The Taoist reads it in his own idiom: the sage puts himself last and finds himself first; is it not because he has no personal interests that his interests are fulfilled?

Three traditions, one hinge, and none of them able to make it easier. This is the point at which every path stops being a comfort and becomes a demand, and all three say so plainly.




The River. On the road down from Caesarea Philippi: the first plain word about the cross, a right confession corrected within the hour, and a saying that costs the same in every language.

℣ Whoever loses his life for my sake will save it.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XL
The Mountain

About eight days later he took Peter and James and John and went up a high mountain, apart, to pray.


The Transfiguration — three witnesses


Matthew 17:2–5 — And he was transformed before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his garments became white as the light. And behold, there appeared to them Moses and Elijah, speaking together with him. […] While he was still speaking, behold, a luminous cloud overshadowed them, and behold, a voice out of the cloud saying, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I have taken delight — hear him.”




Mark 9:2–7 — And he was transformed before them, and his garments became gleaming, exceedingly white, such as no launderer on earth could whiten them. […] And Peter, answering, says to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here; and let us make three shelters — one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah.” For he did not know what he should answer, for they had become terrified. And there came a cloud overshadowing them, and there came a voice out of the cloud: “This is my beloved Son — hear him.”




Luke 9:29–32 — And it happened, as he was praying, that the appearance of his face became different and his clothing dazzling white. And behold, two men were speaking with him, who were Moses and Elijah; who, appearing in glory, were speaking of his exodus, which he was about to fulfil in Jerusalem. Now Peter and those with him had been weighed down with sleep; but having stayed awake, they saw his glory and the two men standing with him.






The Word. μετεμορφώθη (metemorphōthē) — he was transformed, changed in form. It is passive, and it is the same verb Paul uses of what happens to those who behold: we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image.

ἔξοδος (exodos), the word Luke puts in the mouths of Moses and Elijah, is the ordinary Greek for a departure or a way out — and it is also the title of the book in which Moses led a people out of slavery through water into a wilderness. On a mountain, with the lawgiver present, the coming death in Jerusalem is called an Exodus. It is not a defeat being politely renamed. It is a deliverance being correctly named.




The Lens. Nothing is added to him on that mountain. That is the whole of what the scene means. The light does not come down onto him from outside; the Christian East is emphatic on this point and has fought councils over it. What happens on Tabor is that they were changed enough to see what had always been the case. He was not made radiant. The veil over their eyes was lifted for a few minutes.

If that is true of him it is true, in the measure proper to a creature, of everything: the glory is not absent from the world and waiting to be imported. It is present and unseen. The mountain is not an exception to ordinary reality; it is ordinary reality with the lid off.

And note the timing. It comes eight days after the first announcement of the cross, and the conversation on the mountain is about the cross. The glory and the death are not alternatives, and the disciples are shown the second precisely because they cannot yet accept the first.

Peter’s response — build three shelters, stay here — is the perennial religious mistake, and Mark’s excuse for him is tender: he did not know what to answer, for they were terrified. One does not stay on the mountain. One comes down it, and at the bottom there is a boy on the ground and a crowd arguing.




The Bridge. Beholding, we are transformed into the same image. The whole hesychast tradition of the Christian East is built on this scene: the uncreated light of Tabor is not a symbol, and it can be seen, and the seeing changes the one who sees. The monks of Athos have spent a thousand years on that claim.

The parallel in the eastern lamps is exact in structure. The clear light is not produced by the practitioner and does not arrive from elsewhere; it is what is there when the obscurations thin. And in both cases the same warning is given to anyone who has glimpsed it: do not build a hut on the summit. Come down and be useful.




The River. High on the mountain in a cloud: a man not made bright but seen as he is, two prophets talking about an exodus, and three men who wanted to stay.

℣ This is my beloved Son — hear him.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XLI
At the Foot of the Mountain

They came down the next day and walked into a crisis. A great crowd, the scribes arguing with the nine disciples who had stayed behind, and a father who had brought his son and got nothing.


Mark 9:21–24

21And he asked his father, “How long a time is it since this has happened to him?” And he said, “From childhood. 22And often it has thrown him both into fire and into waters, to destroy him. But if you are able to do anything, have compassion on us and help us.” 23And Jesus said to him, “‘If you are able’ — all things are possible to the one who trusts.” 24Immediately crying out, the father of the child was saying, “I trust — help my untrust!”



He took the boy by the hand and raised him up, and gave him back to his father. And afterwards, privately, the disciples asked why they had not been able to do it, and he said: this kind can come out by nothing except prayer.

They went on through Galilee, and he did not want anyone to know, because he was teaching them again — the Son of Man is being handed over into the hands of men, and they will kill him, and having been killed, after three days he will rise — and they did not understand the saying, and were afraid to ask him.

At Capernaum the collectors of the temple tax came to Peter and asked whether his teacher paid it.


Matthew 17:26–27

26[…] Jesus said to him, “Then the sons are free. 27But so that we may not cause them to stumble — go to the sea, cast a hook, and take the first fish coming up; and opening its mouth you will find a stater. Take that and give it to them, for me and for you.”




The Lens. I trust — help my untrust. Four words in Greek, and no sentence in the Bible has been prayed more often by people who could not manage anything else. It is not a confession of failure that is then overlooked; it is accepted as sufficient, and the boy is healed on the strength of it.

Set it beside the previous chapter. The disciples had been given authority and had used it successfully before, and this time nothing happened, and he tells them the reason is prayer — that is, a relation, not a technique. What had worked once had become a method they could operate. Power that is retained as a capacity becomes a trade, and a trade fails in front of a hard case with a crowd watching.

The father’s honesty is the counterweight. He does not claim more than he has. He brings his exact holding, which is a fractured half-belief with a plea attached, and it is enough.




Marked. The stater in the fish’s mouth is the only miracle in the Gospels performed to avoid giving offence, and the reasoning is worth keeping. Then the sons are free — the tax is not owed by the one whose house the temple is. He pays it anyway, and says why: so that we may not cause them to stumble.

Freedom is asserted and then not exercised, for the sake of people who would not have understood. This house takes it as a rule for a community that holds an unusual reading of things: what you are free to do and what will help are different questions, and the second one is the one that governs.




The River. At the bottom of the mountain, in the dust with a crowd arguing: a father who could only manage half a sentence, and it was enough.

℣ I trust — help my untrust.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XLII
The Child in the Midst

On the road they had been arguing about something, and when they got into the house he asked them what it was, and they said nothing, because they had been arguing about which of them was greatest.


Mark 9:35–37

35And sitting down, he called the twelve and says to them, “If anyone wants to be first, he shall be last of all and servant of all.” 36And taking a child, he stood it in the midst of them; and taking it in his arms, he said to them, 37“Whoever receives one of such children in my name receives me; and whoever receives me does not receive me but the one who sent me.”



Matthew adds what he said next: unless you turn and become like the children, you will never enter the kingdom of the heavens — and then, immediately, the sharpest warning in the Gospels, about anyone who causes one of these little ones to stumble and the millstone that would be better for him. It is worth noticing that the tenderness and the severity are in the same breath. He is that gentle about children and that unforgiving about what is done to them.

Then the rule for a community that has to live together.


Matthew 18:15, 21–22

15“And if your brother sins against you, go and reprove him between you and him alone. If he hears you, you have gained your brother.” […] 21Then Peter, coming to him, said, “Lord, how often will my brother sin against me and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” 22Jesus says to him, “I do not say to you up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven.”



And to make the arithmetic unarguable he told them about a servant forgiven a debt of ten thousand talents — an absurd sum, more than the annual tax revenue of a province, a debt that could not be paid in a hundred lifetimes — who walked out of the audience chamber and found a fellow servant who owed him a hundred denarii, about three months’ wages, and took him by the throat.


The Lens. He stood it in the midst of them. Children in that world were not sentimental objects. They were legally powerless, economically useless, and socially invisible; a household counted its adult men. To set one in the middle of a room where grown men are ranking themselves is not a charming gesture. It is a demolition.

And the reason given goes further than humility. Whoever receives one of such children in my name receives me; and whoever receives me receives the one who sent me. A chain of identification runs from the least significant person in the room straight through to the Source. That is the practical form of everything this volume says about the divine presence in creation: it is not a doctrine about landscapes and stars. It is a claim about who is standing in front of you.

Peter’s as many as seven times was generous by the standards of his teachers, and it is answered by a number designed to stop the counting altogether. The parable that follows explains why. The disproportion between what has been released for us and what we are asked to release is ten thousand talents against a hundred denarii — and forgiveness in this teaching is never generosity. It is accuracy about the arithmetic.




The Bridge. Unless you turn and become like the children. The Tao Te Ching returns again and again to the infant: one who is filled with virtue is like a newborn child; the sage is told to return to the state of the uncarved block, to breathe softly like a baby, to be as one who has not yet learned to smile.

Neither teacher means innocence in the sentimental sense, and neither means ignorance. Both mean the absence of accumulated position — no rank to defend, no reputation to maintain, no store of grievances. That is why the child can be set in the middle of the argument about greatness, and why the argument cannot survive it.




The River. In a house in Capernaum, with the argument still hanging in the air: a child lifted into the middle of it, and a debt so large it stops the counting.

℣ If anyone wants to be first, he shall be last of all and servant of all.

℟ One river, four streams.




Book VII
The Light in Jerusalem
Autumn in the temple courts: water poured out at Tabernacles, a woman brought as a test case, a blind beggar who out-argues a court, and a shepherd who names sheep from another fold.


Chapter XLIII
Rivers of Living Water

He stayed in Galilee, because in Judea they were looking to kill him. The Feast of Tabernacles came round — the great autumn pilgrimage, when the whole country camped for a week in booths of branches to remember the wilderness, and the temple was lit at night by four enormous lamps in the Court of the Women, and every morning a priest carried water in a golden pitcher from the pool of Siloam and poured it out at the altar while the people sang.

His brothers told him to go up and make a public show of himself in Judea: no one does anything in secret and seeks to be known openly. John notes drily that they did not trust him either.


John 7:6–10

6Jesus therefore says to them, “My time is not yet present, but your time is always ready. 7The world is not able to hate you, but it hates me, because I testify about it that its works are evil. 8You go up to the feast; I am not going up to this feast, because my time has not yet been fulfilled.” […] 10But when his brothers had gone up to the feast, then he also went up — not openly, but as in secret.



Halfway through the week he appeared in the temple and began to teach, and the courts filled with argument: he has a demon; no, he is a good man; no, he leads the crowd astray; can the Christ come from Galilee? The authorities sent officers to arrest him and the officers came back empty-handed, and when they were asked why, they said the only thing they could think of: never has a man spoken like this.

And on the last and greatest day of the feast — the day of the water-pouring, when the pitcher was carried up from Siloam for the last time — he stood up in the middle of the court and shouted.


John 7:37–39

37On the last, the great day of the feast, Jesus stood and cried out, saying, “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink. 38The one trusting in me — as the scripture said, rivers of living water will flow out of his inmost being.” 39Now this he said about the Spirit, whom those trusting in him were about to receive; for the Spirit was not yet, because Jesus had not yet been glorified.




The Word. ἐκ τῆς κοιλίας αὐτοῦ — literally out of his belly, the innermost cavity, the deep interior. Not the heart as English sentimentalises it and not the mind. The word means the hollow at the centre of a person.

And whose belly? The Greek allows both readings and the ancient commentators divided over it: rivers flowing out of Christ, or rivers flowing out of the one who trusts. John’s own gloss — this he said about the Spirit, whom those trusting in him were about to receive — points to the second without cancelling the first. The source is one, and it becomes a source in whoever drinks. It is the promise at Jacob’s well repeated at the top of the temple steps, in front of a priest emptying a golden pitcher.




The Lens. He waits until the last morning of the water rite — the moment when the whole assembly is watching a small quantity of water being poured onto stone — and offers rivers.

The pattern is the same one as the six purification jars at Cana. The rite is not attacked. It is fulfilled past its own capacity: what the ceremony signifies in a pitcher is offered in a flood, and offered inside the ones who come. The temple economy moves water from a pool to an altar. He proposes to relocate the spring.

For the Spirit was not yet. John’s phrase is startling and he does not soften it. He does not mean the Spirit did not exist; She broods over the waters on the first page of Scripture and overshadowed a girl in Nazareth in the first pages of this story. He means that the mode of Her giving — indwelling, poured out on all flesh, a river in the belly of ordinary people — waited for the glorification, which in this Gospel means the cross. The water comes out of a wounded side before it comes out of anyone else.




The River. In the temple court on the last morning of the water rite: a pitcher emptied on the altar stones, and a voice offering rivers from the inside.

℣ If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XLIV
The Woman in the Middle

Early in the morning he came again into the temple, and all the people came to him, and he sat down and taught them. And the scribes and Pharisees brought a woman.


John 8:3–11

3And the scribes and the Pharisees bring a woman who had been caught in adultery, and standing her in the middle, 4they say to him, “Teacher, this woman has been caught in the very act of committing adultery. 5Now in the law Moses commanded us to stone such women. You therefore — what do you say?” 6They were saying this to test him, so that they might have something of which to accuse him. But Jesus, stooping down, was writing with his finger on the ground. 7And as they persisted in questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, “Let the sinless one among you throw the first stone at her.” 8And stooping down again, he was writing on the ground. 9And hearing it, they went out one by one, beginning from the elders; and he was left alone — and the woman, in the middle. 10And straightening up, Jesus said to her, “Woman, where are they? Did no one condemn you?” 11And she said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you. Go; from now on sin no more.”




Marked — the standing of this passage. These twelve verses are absent from the oldest manuscripts of John, and where later copies do carry them they sometimes appear elsewhere — after John 7:36, at the end of the Gospel, or in Luke after chapter 21. The style is closer to Luke’s than to John’s.

It is kept here, in its traditional place, and marked. What we have is a very old and independently transmitted memory that the copyists could not place and would not throw away — and, one suspects, did not always want to keep. A story in which a sexual sin is not punished is exactly the kind of thing an anxious tradition mislays. It survived anyway, moving from book to book, because the Church knew what it had.




The Lens. The trap is well built. The law of Moses prescribes stoning; Roman law reserved capital sentences to the governor. Say stone her and he is inciting an illegal execution; say let her go and he has set himself against Moses in the temple court. There is no third answer available in the terms offered — so he does not answer in those terms.

Let the sinless one among you throw the first stone. He does not deny the law, does not argue the case, does not so much as discuss her. He hands the stone back and specifies the qualification for throwing it. And they leave in the only order they could have left in: beginning from the elders, because the older a man is, the harder it is to pretend.

Then note the arithmetic of the ending. One person present that morning was in fact qualified to throw, and he is the one who says neither do I condemn you.

Go; from now on sin no more. The mercy is not indifference and the sentence does not end at the pardon. But observe the order, which is the order of the whole Gospel: the condemnation is lifted first, and the instruction is given to a woman who is already standing up.




The Bridge. He stooped down and wrote with his finger on the ground. Nobody knows what he wrote and the Gospel does not say, which is itself remarkable — the tradition had every opportunity to invent a text and never did.

What is preserved is the posture. In a courtyard full of men holding rocks and shouting a legal question, he crouches and makes marks in the dust and says nothing. The silence does the work; by the time he speaks, one sentence is enough. Any teacher of the eastern lamps would recognise the method. Meet a hard thing softly. Do not enter the argument on the ground it was staked out on. The still point is the strongest place in a loud courtyard.




The River. In the temple at first light, with the stones already in their hands: a question with no safe answer, met by a man crouching in the dust.

℣ Neither do I condemn you. Go, and from now on sin no more.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XLV
Before Abraham Was

The great lamps of the feast still stood in the Court of the Women, and the memory of the pillar of fire that had gone before Israel in the wilderness was in every mind. He spoke again.


John 8:12, 31–32

12Again therefore Jesus spoke to them, saying, “I am the light of the world. The one following me will never walk in the darkness, but will have the light of life.” […] 31Jesus therefore was saying to those Judeans who had trusted him, “If you remain in my word, you are truly my disciples, 32and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”



The argument that follows is the longest and hardest in the Gospel. They answer that they are Abraham’s offspring and have never been enslaved to anyone — which was not true of a people under Roman occupation standing in a temple rebuilt by a client king, and he does not point that out; he moves the ground: everyone who commits sin is a slave of sin. It escalates through paternity and honour and demons and finally arrives at the sentence for which they picked up stones.


John 8:56–59

56“Abraham your father exulted that he might see my day; and he saw it and rejoiced.” 57The Judeans therefore said to him, “You are not yet fifty years old, and you have seen Abraham?” 58Jesus said to them, “Amen, amen I say to you: before Abraham came to be, I am.” 59They picked up stones therefore to throw at him; but Jesus was hidden and went out of the temple.




The Word. πρὶν Ἀβραὰμ γενέσθαι, ἐγὼ εἰμί. Two verbs, deliberately different. γενέσθαι (genesthai) is the verb of coming into being — Abraham became; there was a moment before which there was no Abraham. εἰμί (eimi) is the verb of simply being, and it is in the present tense where every rule of Greek grammar requires a past one.

He does not say I was. Against a past that had a beginning, he sets a present with none. And it is the Name — the words given at the burning bush, the words spoken on the water at the fourth watch. Their reaction shows they understood perfectly: nobody stones a man for a chronological error.




The Lens. I am the light of the world. Set it beside the prologue — the true light, which enlightens every human being — and the claim is not that a lamp has been introduced into a dark room from outside. It is that the light by which anyone has ever seen anything at all has a face, and is standing under the temple lamps saying so.

And the truth will set you free is not an epigram about the value of accurate information, which is how the sentence is usually quarried out and hung over library doors. It has a condition attached in front of it: if you remain in my word — menō again, the abiding verb. Truth here is not a proposition to be agreed with but a place to be lived in, and the freedom is a consequence of residence.

The slavery he names is the deepest thing in the chapter. They claim political and ancestral freedom; he tells them the bondage is interior, and that a person who is being run by what he cannot stop doing is not free no matter who governs his country. The Gospel’s whole account of liberation begins here, and it will end in a garden with the announcement that the last binding thing has been undone.




The Bridge. Before Abraham came to be, I am. The eternal that does not become. Lao Tzu: there was something formless and complete, born before heaven and earth; silent and void, it stands alone and does not change.

The Buddhist speaks of the unborn, the unmade, the unconditioned — and says that if there were not the unborn there would be no release for the born. Here the unborn is speaking in a temple court, and the people who understand it exactly are the ones reaching for stones. That is worth sitting with. The reaction of the religious authorities is not ignorance. It is comprehension.




The River. Under the four great lamps in the Court of the Women: a present tense where the grammar demands a past, and a crowd that understood it well enough to reach for stones.

℣ Before Abraham came to be, I am.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XLVI
The Man Born Blind

Going out of the temple he saw a man blind from birth, and his disciples asked the question their whole religious training had prepared them to ask.


John 9:2–7

2And his disciples asked him, saying, “Rabbi, who sinned — this man or his parents — that he was born blind?” 3Jesus answered, “Neither this man sinned nor his parents; but so that the works of God might be made visible in him. […] 5While I am in the world, I am the light of the world.” 6Having said these things, he spat on the ground and made clay from the saliva, and smeared the clay on his eyes, 7and said to him, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” — which is translated Sent. So he went and washed, and came seeing.



What follows is the longest sustained scene in any Gospel with Jesus offstage for most of it: an inquiry. The neighbours argue about whether it is even the same man. He is brought to the Pharisees, because the clay had been made on a sabbath. His parents are summoned and refuse to answer, because they were afraid of being put out of the synagogue. The man is questioned twice, gets exasperated, asks whether his interrogators want to become disciples too, and is thrown out.


John 9:25, 30–33, 38–39

25He therefore answered, “Whether he is a sinner I do not know. One thing I know: that being blind, now I see.” […] 30The man answered and said to them, “Why, this is the marvellous thing — that you do not know where he is from, and he opened my eyes! […] 32From the age it has never been heard that anyone opened the eyes of one born blind. 33If this man were not from God, he could do nothing.” […] 38And he said, “I trust, Lord” — and he bowed down to him. 39And Jesus said, “For judgement I came into this world, so that those not seeing may see, and those seeing may become blind.”




The Lens. Who sinned? The question assumes a moral accounting behind every affliction, and it is asked about a man standing in front of them who has never in his life been asked anything else. Jesus refuses the premise flatly. Not this man; not his parents.

What he puts in its place is not an explanation of the blindness. It is a redirection: so that the works of God might be made visible in him. Read carefully, that is not a claim that God blinded a child in order to arrange a demonstration forty years later. It is a refusal of the backward-looking question — what caused this — in favour of the forward-looking one: what can be done here now. The Gospel consistently declines to give a theory of suffering and consistently does something about the sufferer.

And then the irony that carries the whole chapter: the man who cannot see is the only person in it whose sight improves. His testimony grows from the man called Jesus to a prophet to from God to Lord under interrogation, while the trained observers move in the opposite direction, from doubt to certainty to blindness. He knows less theology than anyone in the room and he holds the one unassailable position there is: one thing I know — I was blind, now I see.




The Bridge. That those seeing may become blind. The paradox is the property of every serious path. The Tao Te Ching: in pursuit of learning, every day something is added; in pursuit of the Way, every day something is dropped. The Chan houses tell the accomplished scholar to empty his cup before he is given tea.

Expertise is not the enemy. Expertise that has stopped being able to receive anything is the enemy, and there is no cure for it available from inside itself — which is why the beggar sees and the committee does not, and why the last words of the scene are the most alarming in the chapter: if you were blind, you would have no sin; but now you say, “we see” — your sin remains.




The River. From the temple gate to the pool called Sent: mud made from dust and spit, a man who washes and sees, and a court of experts going blind in the transcript.

℣ One thing I know: being blind, now I see.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XLVII
The Good Shepherd

He went straight on from that inquiry into the image that answers it: the sheep who know a voice, and the men who have just thrown one of them out of the fold.


John 10:2–5, 10–11, 14–16

2“But the one entering through the door is shepherd of the sheep. 3To this one the doorkeeper opens, and the sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. 4When he has put out all his own, he goes before them, and the sheep follow him, because they know his voice. 5But a stranger they will never follow, but will flee from him, because they do not know the voice of strangers.” […] 10“The thief does not come except to steal and kill and destroy. I came so that they may have life, and may have it in abundance. 11I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” […] 14“I am the good shepherd, and I know my own and my own know me, 15just as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep. 16And I have other sheep which are not of this fold; those also I must lead, and they will hear my voice, and there will be one flock, one shepherd.”



At the Feast of Dedication, in winter, walking in Solomon’s colonnade, they surrounded him and asked how long he would keep them in suspense — if you are the Christ, tell us plainly. He said the works he did in his Father’s name testified, and that his sheep heard his voice and no one would snatch them out of his hand, and then: I and the Father are one. They took up stones again, and he asked which good work they were stoning him for, and they said, for blasphemy — because you, being a man, make yourself God.


John 10:34–38

34Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your law, ‘I said, you are gods’? 35If he called those gods to whom the word of God came — and the scripture cannot be broken — 36do you say of the one whom the Father consecrated and sent into the world, ‘You blaspheme,’ because I said, ‘I am Son of God’? […] 38But if I do them, even if you do not trust me, trust the works, so that you may know and go on knowing that the Father is in me and I in the Father.”




Marked — two sentences this house builds on.

And I have other sheep which are not of this fold. Not other folds to be dismantled, and not sheep to be first made into these sheep. Sheep of his own, elsewhere, who will hear the same voice and answer it, and whose gathering is called one flock — never one fold. The distinction is exact in the Greek: aulē is the pen, poimnē is the flock. One shepherd, one flock, more than one pen. It is the plainest warrant in the Gospels for the way this house reads the traditions of the world, and we do not stretch it further than it goes: the voice is one and it is his.

I said, you are gods. He quotes the eighty-second psalm to a court accusing him of making himself divine, and the argument he draws from it is an argument from the lesser to the greater — if scripture itself can call gods those to whom the word of God came, the charge does not stand where it is being laid. The Christian East took the verse and built on it, and called the doctrine theosis: God became man that man might become god. Not by nature, which belongs to God alone; by grace and participation, which is offered to everything he made. That is the reading held here, and it is stated by the tradition long before it is stated by us.




The Lens. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. A Judean shepherd did not drive a flock from behind with a dog; several flocks shared a pen at night and in the morning each shepherd stood at the gate and called, and his own came out of the mixture at the sound. The sorting is done by recognition, not by force or by branding.

That is how everything works in this Gospel. Nobody is driven. What separates is the ability to recognise a voice — which is the same faculty the prologue calls knowing, the same one Nicodemus lacked, the same one the beggar had and the committee did not.

I came so that they may have life, and may have it in abundance. Set against the sentence in front of it — the thief who steals and kills and destroys — this is the Gospel’s answer to everything it has conceded about the ruler of this world. There is a real occupation and there is a real thief, and what stands against him is not a counter-force but a shepherd who has no weapon at all except that he will not run, and who intends abundance.




The River. At the sheepfold gate in the early light, and in Solomon’s colonnade in winter: one voice, one flock, and more folds than the men holding the stones could count.

℣ Other sheep I have, which are not of this fold.

℟ One river, four streams.




Book VIII
The Long Road
The journey south: a face set toward Jerusalem, seventy-two sent ahead, and the great parables of the road — the neighbour, the lost, the banquet, and the friend who will not stop knocking.


Chapter XLVIII
He Set His Face


Luke 9:51–56

51And it happened, when the days of his being taken up were being fulfilled, that he himself set his face to go to Jerusalem. 52And he sent messengers before his face; and going, they entered into a village of the Samaritans, to make ready for him. 53And they did not receive him, because his face was travelling toward Jerusalem. 54And seeing it, the disciples James and John said, “Lord, do you want us to tell fire to come down from heaven and consume them?” 55But turning, he rebuked them. 56And they went into another village.



From this verse Luke’s Gospel becomes a journey, and it takes ten chapters to cover a walk of three days. Everything in those chapters is told as happening on a road.

Three men offered to come with him along the way, and were answered in three sentences that between them close every comfortable door. The foxes have holes and the birds of the sky have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head. — Let the dead bury their own dead. — No one putting his hand to the plough and looking at what is behind is fit for the kingdom of God.

Then he appointed seventy-two others and sent them ahead of him, two by two, into every town he was about to enter.


Luke 10:2–9

2And he was saying to them, “The harvest is plentiful, but the workers few. Ask therefore the Lord of the harvest to send out workers into his harvest. 3Go — behold, I send you as lambs in the midst of wolves. 4Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals; and greet no one along the road. 5Into whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace to this house.’ […] 7Remain in that same house, eating and drinking what they provide […] 9and heal the sick in it, and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you.’”



They came back elated — Lord, even the demons submit to us in your name — and he answered with something they had not asked about, and then with a correction.


Luke 10:18–21

18And he said to them, “I was watching the Adversary fall like lightning out of heaven. […] 20Nevertheless, do not rejoice in this, that the spirits submit to you; but rejoice that your names have been inscribed in the heavens.” 21In that same hour he exulted in the Holy Spirit and said, “I acknowledge you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you hid these things from the wise and the intelligent and revealed them to infants. Yes, Father, because in this way it was pleasing before you.”




The Lens. He set his face. The idiom is from Ezekiel, where a prophet sets his face against a city; here it is set toward one, and the whole remaining book is walked in that direction. Nothing after this happens by accident.

Two things are refused in quick succession, and both are refusals of power. James and John want to call down fire on a village that would not give them beds — the exact gesture Elijah made on this same ground — and are rebuked for it. That is the end of religious violence in this Gospel, spoken to the two men who suggested it, in one line, with no argument.

And when the seventy-two return thrilled by their own authority, he tells them to rejoice in something else entirely. The demons submitting is real and he does not deny it. But an identity built on what you can do is a scaffold, and it comes down. Rejoice that your names have been inscribed — that is, rejoice in being known, which is prior to everything you accomplish and survives everything you fail at.




Marked. He exulted in the Holy Spirit. The verb is ēgalliasato — he leapt for joy, the same root used of the child leaping in Elizabeth’s womb. It is the one place in the Gospels where we are told what Jesus felt in the Spirit, and Luke says it was jubilation.

We keep the feminine pronoun for the Spirit throughout, and the picture this verse gives is worth sitting with: not the calm of a philosopher and not the dread of a prophet, but delight — a man laughing in the Spirit on a road, because the wise had missed it and the infants had not.




The River. At the turn of the road, with the face already set south: fire refused over a village, seventy-two sent out with no sandals, and a man laughing in the Spirit at who understood him.

℣ Rejoice that your names have been inscribed in the heavens.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter XLIX
Who Is My Neighbour?

A lawyer stood up to test him and asked what he must do to inherit eternal life. Jesus asked him what the law said, and the man gave the double summary — love God with all your heart and soul and strength and mind, and your neighbour as yourself — and was told he had answered correctly. Then, wanting to justify himself, he asked a second question, and it is a lawyer’s question: and who is my neighbour? — that is, where does the obligation stop?


Luke 10:30–35

30Taking it up, Jesus said, “A certain man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and he fell among robbers, who both stripped him and beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. 31And by coincidence a certain priest was going down that road, and seeing him, he passed by on the opposite side. 32And likewise also a Levite, coming to the place and seeing him, passed by on the opposite side. 33But a certain Samaritan, journeying, came upon him, and seeing him, he was moved in his inward parts. 34And coming to him he bound up his wounds, pouring on oil and wine; and setting him on his own animal, he brought him to an inn and cared for him. 35And on the next day, taking out two denarii, he gave them to the innkeeper and said, ‘Care for him, and whatever more you spend, I will repay you when I come back.’”



The road from Jerusalem to Jericho drops three thousand feet in seventeen miles through limestone gorges, and it was notorious. The priest and the Levite are not villains and Jesus does not call them any names: a man face down and possibly dead was a corpse-defilement risk, and a priest who touched a body could not serve. They had a reason. It was a good reason. They went past.


Luke 10:36–37

36“Which of these three seems to you to have become a neighbour of the one who fell among the robbers?” 37And he said, “The one who did mercy with him.” And Jesus said to him, “Go, and you do likewise.”




The Lens. He does not answer the question. He reverses it.

The lawyer asked who is my neighbour — a question about the boundary of an obligation, asked by a man standing safely inside his own category. Jesus tells a story and then asks which of these became a neighbour to the man in the ditch. The word has been moved from a class of people you owe something to, into a thing you either do or fail to do. There is no longer any boundary to find, because the category has stopped being a category.

And note the two men who pass. Their fault is not cruelty. It is that their obligation to the holy place made the man on the ground invisible — exactly the Corban mechanism again, a correct religious duty producing an abandoned human being. This is the third time the Gospel has shown us the same failure, and it is always the same shape.

He was moved in his inward parts — the gut-verb, the one used at Nain and before the hungry crowd and by the father who sees his son at a distance. In a parable about what God is like, it is a heretic foreigner in whom the divine compassion moves.




The Bridge. The Confucian tradition has ren, humaneness, the virtue of the fully human person, and defines it as what happens between two people. The Buddhist has karuṇā, compassion, and insists that it is not a feeling but a stance toward all beings without exception, and that the boundary drawn around one’s own group is precisely the illusion to be dismantled.

And the story is not told from the ditch upward. The hearer is not invited to identify with the Samaritan and feel generous. He is a lawyer of Israel, and he has been made to say aloud that a Samaritan is the hero of the story about what God requires — and then told, go and do likewise.




The River. On the descending road through the gorges: two good men with good reasons walking past, and a foreigner who stopped.

℣ Go, and you do likewise.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter L
One Thing Is Necessary

As they went on he entered a village, and a woman named Martha welcomed him into her house. Her sister sat down at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he said, while Martha was pulled in every direction by the serving.


Luke 10:40–42

40But Martha was being dragged about with much serving; and standing over him she said, “Lord, does it not matter to you that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her, then, to help me.” 41But answering, the Lord said to her, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and agitated about many things; 42but of one there is need. For Mary chose the good portion, which will not be taken away from her.”



Not long afterwards he was praying in a certain place, and when he stopped, one of his disciples said: Lord, teach us to pray, as John also taught his disciples. He gave them the prayer again, shorter than the version given on the mountain, and then a small indecent story about hospitality.


Luke 11:5–9, 13

5And he said to them, “Which of you will have a friend and will go to him at midnight and say to him, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves, 6since a friend of mine has arrived from a journey and I have nothing to set before him’ — 7and that one from inside answering will say, ‘Do not cause me trouble; the door has already been shut and my children are with me in bed; I cannot get up and give to you.’ 8I tell you, even if he will not get up and give to him because he is his friend, yet because of his shamelessness he will rise and give him whatever he needs. 9And I say to you: ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you.” […] 13“If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the Father out of heaven give the Holy Spirit to those asking him.”




Marked. The prayer is given twice, in two settings and two lengths — on the mountain in Matthew’s sermon, and here on the road at a disciple’s request. This volume treats them as two occasions and not as one displaced text, because a teacher gives his central material more than once.

The full apparatus of the prayer, with the Aramaic beneath the Greek, is set at chapter XXIII, When You Pray, and the meditative unfolding of every line is in Appendix A. Here Luke adds what Matthew does not: what it is like to ask.




The Lens. Martha, Martha. The doubled name is used in this Gospel only in moments of tenderness or warning — Simon, Simon; Saul, Saul; Jerusalem, Jerusalem. She is not being scolded for working. The word Luke uses of her is the same one used of the seed choked among thorns: she is being pulled apart, and the sentence names the condition precisely — anxious and agitated about many things.

Of one there is need. Not one dish instead of several, though it may have started as a joke about the menu. One thing, against the many that are dragging her in every direction. The contemplative traditions call this recollection: the gathering of a scattered person back into a single attention. Martha’s problem is not the serving; the Samaritan was praised for exactly that. It is that she is doing it in pieces.

And what she has lost while working is the thing she was working for: he is in her house, and she is not in the room.

Then the story of the friend at midnight, which is not a picture of a reluctant God. It is an argument from opposites — if even a bad neighbour will get out of bed to stop the knocking, how much more the Father. And note what the how much more delivers at the end of the sequence. Not the loaves. The Spirit.




The Bridge. Because of his shamelessness. The word is anaideia — literally the absence of shame, the willingness to keep hammering on a door at midnight in a village where everyone will hear. It is a startling word to attach to prayer, and it is the one he chose.

Every tradition that takes practice seriously ends up saying something like it. The Chan house will not open the gate for three days and the student stands outside in the snow. The Tibetan teacher refuses a student repeatedly and builds him towers to tear down. The point is not that the door is genuinely closed. It is that the knocking is the training.




The River. In a kitchen and at a shut door at midnight: one woman pulled into pieces by many things, and one shameless man who would not stop knocking.

℣ Of one thing there is need.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LI
The Finger of God

He was casting out a demon from a man who could not speak, and when the man spoke the crowds marvelled; but some said he did it by Beelzebul, the ruler of the demons, and others kept testing him for a sign from heaven.


Luke 11:17–20

17But he, knowing their thoughts, said to them, “Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and house falls upon house. 18And if the Adversary also is divided against himself, how will his kingdom stand? […] 19And if I cast out the demons by Beelzebul, by whom do your sons cast them out? […] 20But if I cast out the demons by the finger of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you.”



They asked for a sign and got a refusal: this generation is an evil generation; it seeks a sign, and no sign will be given it except the sign of Jonah — a man swallowed by the dark and vomited up alive, who preached to a foreign city and was believed.

Then a Pharisee invited him to eat and was astonished that he did not first perform the ritual washing, and Jesus said what he thought about it — and about the lawyers, when one of them protested that the criticism was insulting to their profession as well.


Luke 11:39–42, 52

39And the Lord said to him, “Now you Pharisees clean the outside of the cup and of the dish, but your inside is full of plunder and wickedness. 40Fools! Did not the one who made the outside make the inside also? […] 42But woe to you Pharisees, because you tithe the mint and the rue and every garden herb, and pass by the judgement and the love of God. These things it was necessary to do, and not to leave those others aside.” […] 52“Woe to you lawyers, because you took away the key of knowledge. You yourselves did not enter, and those entering you hindered.”




The Word. By the finger of God — Luke’s phrase; Matthew, giving the same saying, writes by the Spirit of God. Neither is a correction of the other. The finger of God is the expression the magicians of Egypt use when they can no longer duplicate what Moses is doing, and it is what wrote the commandments on the stone. Luke’s version puts an exorcism in a Galilean street into the same sentence as Sinai.

And note the tense of the conclusion: the kingdom of God has come upon you — aorist, an accomplished arrival. Not is near, not will come. Has arrived, here, in this room, demonstrated by one mute man talking.




The Lens. Did not the one who made the outside make the inside also? It is a question about metaphysics disguised as a remark about crockery, and it is the sharpest one-line statement of this volume’s whole reading.

There are two ways to fail here. One is to keep the outside and neglect the inside, which is what he is accusing them of. The other — which the religious mind reaches for as soon as it has been caught out — is to despise the outside altogether and call the material a distraction. He forecloses both in the same breath. The same God made both surfaces of the cup. There is no plane on which the inward is holy and the outward is not.

These things it was necessary to do, and not to leave those others aside. He does not abolish the tithing of garden herbs. He refuses to let it stand in for justice. This is the consistent move: never the destruction of the practice, always its subordination to what it exists for.

And the last woe is the heaviest thing said to any professional class in the Gospels. You took away the key of knowledge; you did not enter, and you hindered those entering. Not false teaching — obstruction. A door held shut by people who are not going through it.




The River. At a dinner table and in a street: a kingdom demonstrated by one man’s speech, and a key taken away by those who never used it.

℣ Did not the one who made the outside make the inside also?

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LII
Do Not Be Afraid, Little Flock

Thousands were now trampling one another to get near him, and he began speaking to his disciples first.


Luke 12:6–7, 22–24, 32–34

6“Are not five sparrows sold for two small coins? And not one of them is forgotten before God. 7But even the hairs of your head have all been numbered. Do not fear; you are worth more than many sparrows.” […] 22“For this reason I say to you: do not be anxious for your life, what you may eat, nor for the body, what you may put on. […] 24Consider the ravens: they neither sow nor reap, they have neither storehouse nor barn, and God feeds them. How much more are you worth than the birds!” […] 32“Do not be afraid, little flock, because your Father was well pleased to give you the kingdom. 33Sell your possessions and give alms; make yourselves purses that do not grow old […] 34For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”



Between the sparrows and the little flock he told the story of a man whose land produced well, who decided to pull down his barns and build bigger ones and say to himself, soul, you have many good things laid up for many years; rest, eat, drink, be glad — and to whom it was said that night, fool, this very night they are demanding your soul back from you; and the things you prepared, whose will they be?

Then someone told him about Galileans whom Pilate had killed in the temple courts, mixing their blood with their sacrifices — an atrocity, brought to him with the unspoken question underneath it.


Luke 13:2–5

2And answering he said to them, “Do you suppose that these Galileans were sinners beyond all the Galileans, because they have suffered these things? 3No, I tell you […] 4Or those eighteen on whom the tower in Siloam fell and killed them — do you suppose that they were debtors beyond all the people dwelling in Jerusalem? 5No, I tell you.”



On a sabbath in a synagogue he saw a woman who had been bent double for eighteen years and could not straighten up at all, and he called her over and said, woman, you have been released from your weakness, and laid his hands on her, and she stood up straight. The synagogue ruler was indignant about the day, and was answered: you untie your ox on the sabbath and lead it to water — and this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom the Adversary bound for eighteen years, was it not necessary that she be untied on the day of the sabbath?

And looking toward the city he was walking to:


Luke 13:34

34“Jerusalem, Jerusalem, killing the prophets and stoning those sent to her — how often I wanted to gather your children together, the way a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing.”




The Lens. Do you suppose that they were sinners beyond all the others? Twice, and twice the same answer: no. One atrocity by a governor and one accident with masonry, and in both cases the theology that reads suffering as a verdict is refused outright.

This is the second time the Gospel has closed that door — the first was the man born blind — and it is worth stating plainly, because the door keeps being reopened by people who mean well. Nothing in this teaching permits the reading of another person’s affliction as a measure of their standing. The world is a place where towers fall on people. The Presence that holds all things is not administering a tariff.

And what he puts in its place is not an explanation either. It is a call to turn around, addressed to the ones still standing — that is, to the only people who can do anything.




Marked. The way a hen gathers her brood under her wings. The image is deliberate and the whole tradition has noticed it: the one place where Jesus describes his own longing for the city, and he reaches for a mother bird.

This house holds that the maternal in God is not a metaphorical concession but a dimension of the thing itself — brooding over the waters, overshadowing at Nazareth, gathering under wings at Jerusalem. That is why we say She of the Spirit, and it is why the picture at the top of Luke’s lament belongs with the picture at the top of Genesis.

And you were not willing. The consent that was given by a girl at Nazareth is the same consent the city withheld. The wings are spread either way.




The River. Among thousands trampling one another: five sparrows not forgotten, a barn-builder out of time, and a bent woman standing up straight on the wrong day of the week.

℣ Do not be afraid, little flock.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LIII
The Places at the Table

He was watching how the guests at a Pharisee’s sabbath dinner chose the best couches, and he told them, in the form of practical advice, something that turned out not to be about seating.


Luke 14:10–14

10“But when you are invited, go and recline in the last place, so that when the one who invited you comes he will say to you, ‘Friend, move up higher.’ Then there will be honour for you before all those reclining with you. 11For everyone exalting himself will be humbled, and the one humbling himself will be exalted.” 12And he also said to the one who had invited him, “When you make a lunch or a dinner, do not call your friends nor your brothers nor your relatives nor rich neighbours — lest they also invite you in return and it becomes a repayment to you. 13But when you make a reception, call the poor, the maimed, the lame, the blind; 14and you will be blessed, because they have nothing to repay you with.”



Someone at the table said piously that it would be a blessing to eat bread in the kingdom of God, and got a story about a man who gave a great banquet and sent his slave to say that everything was ready, and about the excuses — a field, five yoke of oxen, a new wife — and about the master’s response: go out quickly into the streets and lanes of the town and bring in here the poor and maimed and blind and lame, and then, when there was still room, go out into the roads and hedges and compel them to come in, so that my house may be filled.

And to the crowds walking with him he said that anyone who did not carry his own cross and come after him could not be his disciple; and told them to sit down first and count the cost, like a man building a tower or a king going to war, and know what they were undertaking.


The Lens. They have nothing to repay you with. Every meal at that table was an instrument of exchange; the guest list was a ledger, and everyone in the room understood it. He proposes inviting people who cannot enter the ledger at all — and calls that blessed, precisely because the transaction cannot close.

This is the economy of the whole Kingdom stated at a dinner party. Grace that can be repaid is a loan. What he describes is a gift with no return leg, and it is offered as a description of God before it is offered as a rule for a host.

Compel them to come in. The phrase has an ugly history: it was quoted for centuries to justify forced conversion, which is an exact inversion of a parable whose whole subject is people who could not have been expected and had nothing to offer. The compulsion in the story is directed at the astonished poor who assume the invitation cannot be for them, and it means insist, do not take their embarrassment for a refusal. Nothing in the Gospel permits it to be read the other way, and this house says so plainly.




The Bridge. Go and recline in the last place. The Tao Te Ching: the sage puts himself behind, and finds himself in front; he does not display himself, and therefore he shines. And: the reason the river and the sea can be king of a hundred valleys is that they know how to keep below them.

The instruction is identical, and in both traditions it is a description of how reality works before it is a piece of etiquette. Elevation that you arrange for yourself is the least stable position in a room, and everyone at the table already knows it.




The River. At a sabbath table full of careful seating: a guest list that cannot repay, and a banquet filled from the roads and hedges.

℣ Call those who have nothing to repay you with.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LIV
Lost and Found

The tax collectors and the sinners were all drawing near to listen to him, and the Pharisees and scribes were grumbling: this man welcomes sinners and eats with them. So he told them three stories, and they are one story told three times, and the third is the greatest short story ever told.


Luke 15:4–10

4“Which person among you, having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the lost one until he finds it? 5And having found it, he lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing; 6and coming into the house he calls together the friends and the neighbours, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, because I found my sheep that was lost.’ […] 8Or what woman, having ten drachmas, if she loses one drachma, does not light a lamp and sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it? 9And having found it, she calls together the friends and neighbours, saying, ‘Rejoice with me, because I found the drachma which I lost.’ 10In the same way, I tell you, there is joy before the messengers of God over one sinner who turns around.”



Then: a certain man had two sons. The younger asked for his share of the property — which is to say, asked his father to be dead — and got it, and went to a far country and spent it all, and ended in a foreign field feeding pigs, longing to eat what the pigs ate. And he came to himself, and rehearsed a speech, and started home.


Luke 15:20–24

20And rising up he went to his own father. And while he was still far off, his father saw him and was moved in his inward parts, and running, he fell on his neck and kissed him. 21And the son said to him, “Father, I sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.” 22But the father said to his slaves, “Quickly, bring out the best robe and put it on him, and give a ring for his hand and sandals for his feet; 23and bring the fattened calf, kill it, and let us eat and be glad, 24because this son of mine was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.” And they began to be glad.



The older brother was in the field, and heard music, and would not go in. And his father came out to him too — which is the second time in one afternoon that a man of standing in a village runs or goes out to meet a son who has shamed him — and pleaded with him. And the story stops there, with the elder son still in the yard and the door open behind his father, and we are never told what he did.


The Lens. The three stories escalate deliberately. A sheep, which wanders off by stupidity. A coin, which is lost by no fault of its own and cannot even know it is lost. A son, who leaves on purpose. And in all three the finding is done by the one who lost, and all three end in a party, and the party is the point the grumblers were complaining about.

He ran. An elderly man of property in that culture did not run; running required gathering up the robe, and the exposure was shameful. He runs the whole distance to reach his son before the village does, and he interrupts the rehearsed speech before it can reach the part about being made a hired man. The confession is real and is not required to be complete. The robe, the ring and the sandals go on a man who still smells of pigs.

And note that the older son is not the villain of the story, though he is usually read as one. He is the one Jesus is actually talking to, and the father’s last speech is addressed to him with unbearable gentleness: child, you are always with me, and everything that is mine is yours. Both sons had to be brought in from outside the house. One had gone to a far country; one was standing in the yard.

The ending is missing on purpose. It is left open because the men listening to it were standing in the yard when he told it, and the door was behind him.




The Bridge. There is a story in the Lotus Sutra that runs so close to this one that it has startled readers for centuries: a son leaves his father’s house, wanders in poverty for fifty years, is found by his father — now immensely rich — and is so afraid of the great house that he can only be brought in slowly, by being given the humblest work in the yard and raised by degrees, until he is told at last whose son he is and what has always been his.

The two stories differ, and the differences matter: in the Buddhist parable the son must be brought along gradually because he cannot bear the truth, and in the Gospel the father runs before the son has even finished thinking. But both are about the same thing — a heir living as a beggar in the far country of his own forgetting, and a father who never stopped looking down the road.




The River. Somewhere on the road with the sinners crowding in: a shepherd carrying one sheep, a woman sweeping a floor by lamplight, and an old man running up a road in front of a whole village.

℣ This son of mine was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LV
The Steward and the Rich Man

He told his disciples about a manager who was about to be dismissed for wasting his master’s property, and who spent his last hours in office cutting the debts of everyone who owed his master anything — so that when he was out on the street those people would take him in. And the master, hearing of it, praised him: not for his honesty, which was nil, but because he had acted with foresight.


Luke 16:8–13

8And the master praised the unrighteous manager, because he acted shrewdly; for the sons of this age are shrewder toward their own generation than the sons of light. 9“And I say to you: make friends for yourselves by means of the mammon of unrighteousness, so that when it fails they may receive you into the eternal tents. 10The one faithful in the least is faithful also in much […] 13No household servant is able to serve two masters […] You are not able to serve God and mammon.”



The Pharisees, who were fond of money, sneered at him; and he answered with the only story he ever told in which a character in the next world has a name.


Luke 16:19–25, 31

19“Now there was a certain rich man, and he was clothed in purple and fine linen, feasting in splendour every day. 20And a certain poor man named Lazarus had been laid at his gateway, covered with sores, 21and longing to be fed from what fell from the rich man’s table; but even the dogs, coming, would lick his sores. 22And it happened that the poor man died and was carried away by the messengers into Abraham’s embrace. And the rich man also died and was buried. 23And in Hades, lifting up his eyes, being in torments, he sees Abraham far off and Lazarus in his embrace. […] 25But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that you received your good things in your lifetime, and Lazarus likewise the bad things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish.’ […] 31And he said to him, ‘If they do not hear Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded if someone should rise from the dead.’”




The Lens. The rich man is never named. The beggar is — and Lazarus is Eleazar, which means God has helped. In every other story of the period the wealthy man has a name and the beggar is scenery. Jesus reverses the credits.

And notice the accusation, which is never actually made. The rich man is not charged with fraud, cruelty, or having ordered Lazarus away from the gate. His sin is that there was a man at his gate for years and he stepped over him, and knew his name — he uses it twice in the conversation with Abraham, still treating him as somebody who might be sent to run an errand. Indifference maintained across a doorway for a lifetime is the whole of the case.

A great chasm has been fixed. It is worth seeing where the chasm came from. It was there in the story before anyone died: a gate, a threshold, a man inside and a man outside. Death did not create the separation. It made it visible and made it permanent, and turned the direction of the crossing around.

Neither will they be persuaded if someone should rise from the dead. Luke puts that sentence in the mouth of Abraham, about a man named Lazarus, and John’s Gospel will shortly report a man named Lazarus coming out of a tomb — after which the authorities plan to kill him too. The Gospel is not naive about what evidence accomplishes in a heart that has already decided.




Marked. Mammon is left untranslated here as it stands in the Aramaic and Syriac — mamona, wealth, property, that which is trusted in. He does not call it evil and does not forbid it. He personifies it, which is worse: he treats it as a rival master with a claim to service, and says that the two claims cannot both be honoured.

This house takes the passage as it stands and adds nothing to it. Money is a power that asks for worship. The question the Gospel puts is never how much a person has; it is who is being served.




The River. At a gate where a man lay for years: a beggar with a name, a rich man without one, and a chasm that was already there before anyone died.

℣ You are not able to serve God and mammon.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LVI
The Kingdom Within You

If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he turns around, forgive him — and if he does it seven times in one day and comes back seven times, forgive him. The apostles said: add faith to us. And he told them that faith the size of a mustard seed would move a mulberry tree into the sea, which is not encouragement about quantity but a remark about kind.

Then, on the way to Jerusalem, passing between Samaria and Galilee, ten men with leprosy stood at a distance and shouted.


Luke 17:13–19

13And they lifted up their voice, saying, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!” 14And seeing them he said to them, “Go, show yourselves to the priests.” And it happened that as they went, they were cleansed. 15And one of them, seeing that he was healed, turned back, glorifying God with a great voice, 16and fell on his face at his feet, giving thanks to him — and he was a Samaritan. 17And answering, Jesus said, “Were not the ten cleansed? And the nine — where? 18Were none found returning to give glory to God except this foreigner?” 19And he said to him, “Rise and go; your trust has made you whole.”



All ten were cleansed. Only one was made whole, and the difference between the two words is the difference between the nine and the one. And when the Pharisees asked him when the kingdom of God was coming, he gave the answer this whole volume has been walking toward.


Luke 17:20–21

20And being asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God is coming, he answered them and said, “The kingdom of God does not come with observation; 21nor will they say, ‘Look, here!’ or ‘There!’ For behold — the kingdom of God is within you.”




The Word. ἐντὸς ὑμῶν (entos hymōn). Two words, and the largest translation question in the Gospels.

Entos means inside, within. With a plural you it can mean within each of you, in the interior of the person; and it can mean among you, in your midst, in the space between you. It can also carry the sense of within your reach — in your hands, at your disposal.

The old English versions chose within you. Many modern ones choose in your midst, partly on the ground that the audience here is a group of Pharisees and it seems strange to tell them the Kingdom is inside them.

This house does not choose. The Greek carries all three and the Gospel means all three: the reign of God is interior to the person, present in the space between persons, and available now to anyone who will have it. What the sentence excludes is the one thing everyone wanted — a location, a date, and a direction to point in. Not with observation. You will not see it coming, because it is not travelling.




The Lens. Here is the central claim of this commentary, spoken by Jesus in a single line, and every other passage in this volume is a gloss on it.

The Kingdom is not a place we are waiting to be admitted to. It is the reality in which we already live and move and have our being, and the whole work of the Gospel is the opening of the faculty by which it is recognised — the second birth, the clean heart, the ears unstopped, the eyes anointed with mud, the disciple who abides in the word and comes to know the truth.

That is why the Samaritan leper is the one who is made whole while nine are merely cured. Ten bodies were fixed; one man turned around. Cleansing happened as they went, without anyone noticing; wholeness happened when one of them stopped and saw where it had come from. And he was, again, the foreigner — the sixth or seventh time in this Gospel that the one who sees is the one from outside.




The Bridge. The kingdom of God does not come with observation. The Chan houses say the ox is being hunted by a man riding it. The Taoist says the Way is not far off, and that a man who runs looking for it goes further from it with every step. The Pure Land teaching says that the light is already reaching you and that the whole difficulty is trust.

Not here, not there. Every tradition that has any depth has had to say this, and every one of them has had to say it against its own institutions, which prefer a location. It is worth noticing that he says it to a delegation of religious professionals, on a road, on his way to a temple.




The River. On the border road between Samaria and Galilee: nine men cured on the way, one man turned around, and a kingdom that will not be pointed at.

℣ Behold — the kingdom of God is within you.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LVII
The Widow and the Tax Collector

He told them a parable about the need to keep praying and not lose heart: a judge in a certain town who feared neither God nor man, and a widow who kept coming to him for justice against her opponent, and who wore him down — because this widow causes me trouble, I will give her justice, so that she does not wear me out by her continual coming. And he said: hear what the unrighteous judge says. And will God not do justice for his chosen ones who cry to him day and night?

Then, to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and despised the rest:


Luke 18:10–14

10“Two men went up into the temple to pray, the one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11The Pharisee, standing, was praying these things to himself: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like the rest of people — extortioners, unrighteous, adulterers — or even like this tax collector. 12I fast twice in the week; I give a tenth of everything I acquire.’ 13But the tax collector, standing far off, was not willing even to lift his eyes to heaven, but was beating his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, the sinner.’ 14I tell you, this man went down to his house made righteous rather than that one; because everyone exalting himself will be humbled, and the one humbling himself will be exalted.”



And they were bringing babies to him for him to touch, and the disciples rebuked them; and he called for the children and said, let them come, and do not prevent them, for of such is the kingdom of God. Amen I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child will never enter it.


The Lens. Everything the Pharisee says is true. He is not lying about the fasting or the tithe; he really is not an extortioner. The prayer fails on a technicality of grammar that Luke plants and never comments on: he was praying these things to himself. There is nobody else in his prayer. God is present in it only as an audience for a comparison.

And the tax collector’s prayer is seven words long, and the Greek has an article most translations drop: not a sinner but the sinner — as if he were the only one, which is how it feels from inside. He asks for mercy and offers no case.

This man went down to his house made righteous rather than that one. No process is described. Nothing is done to fix him, and there is no report that he changed his profession. What happens is that one man goes home carrying something he did not walk up the steps with.




The Bridge. The seven words of the tax collector became, in the Christian East, the Jesus Prayer — Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, the sinner — repeated with the breath until it says itself, which is the central practice of hesychasm and the closest thing in Christianity to what the eastern lamps call recitation practice.

A monk on Athos and a devotee of the Pure Land calling the Name and a man beating his breast at the back of the temple courts are doing recognisably the same thing: dropping every argument, keeping one short sentence, and letting it work.




The River. In the temple courts at the hour of prayer: one man reciting his accounts to himself, and one man at the back with seven words and no case.

℣ God, be merciful to me, the sinner.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LVIII
One Thing You Lack

He crossed the Jordan into the region beyond, and crowds came together again, and he taught them as he was accustomed. Some Pharisees came testing him about whether a man may release his wife, and he took them back behind the legal question to the first pages of the book.


Mark 10:6–9

6“But from the beginning of creation, he made them male and female. 7For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, 8and the two will become one flesh; so that they are no longer two but one flesh. 9What therefore God has yoked together, let a human being not separate.”



The provision Moses made, he told them, was written for hardness of heart. The question they had asked was where a man’s right ended; the answer he gave was about what a marriage is — and it is worth noticing that in a world where a husband could dismiss a wife almost at will, the effect of the teaching fell entirely on the side of the person with no power.

And as he was going out on the road, a man ran up and knelt in front of him.


Mark 10:17–22

17[…] one running up and kneeling before him was asking him, “Good teacher, what shall I do that I may inherit eternal life?” 18And Jesus said to him, “Why do you call me good? No one is good except one — God. 19You know the commandments […]” 20And he said to him, “Teacher, all these I have kept from my youth.” 21And Jesus, looking at him, loved him, and said to him, “One thing you lack: go, whatever you have, sell and give to the poor — and you will have treasure in heaven — and come, follow me.” 22But he, being appalled at the word, went away grieving; for he had many possessions.



How difficult it is for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God, he said, and they were astonished — wealth being generally understood as evidence of favour. It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle. And when they asked who then could be saved, he said: with human beings it is impossible, but not with God.

Later, James and John came and asked for the two seats at his right and left in his glory, and the other ten were indignant with them, and he called them together.


Mark 10:42–45

42“You know that those who are supposed to rule the nations lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. 43But it is not so among you. Rather, whoever wants to become great among you shall be your servant, 44and whoever wants to be first among you shall be slave of all. 45For even the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom in place of many.”




The Lens. And Jesus, looking at him, loved him. Mark alone keeps it, and it changes the whole encounter. What follows is not a rebuke and not a test. It is the specific thing this specific man needed, said with affection, and he could not do it — and he is allowed to walk away. Nobody runs after him.

That is the honesty of this Gospel about its own demands. It records the one occasion when a good man was invited and refused, and it does not resolve it. It also does not universalise the instruction: the fishermen were not told to sell their boats, Zacchaeus volunteered half rather than all, and the women who funded everything kept their property in order to fund it. One thing you lack was one thing, and it was his.

And the sequence Mark builds is deliberate: a man who cannot give up his possessions, followed by two men who want the best seats. Wealth and rank are the same disease presenting differently, and the cure prescribed for both is the same — a reversal so complete that the word for the highest position in the new order is slave of all.




The River. On the road beyond the Jordan: a good man loved and unable, and two men asking for thrones from someone walking toward a cross.

℣ Whoever wants to be first among you shall be slave of all.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LIX
Lazarus, Come Out

A certain man was ill: Lazarus of Bethany, from the village of Mary and her sister Martha — the same two women, and the same house. The sisters sent word, and the message they sent contains no request at all.


John 11:3–6, 14–16

3The sisters therefore sent to him, saying, “Lord, behold, the one you love is ill.” 4And hearing it, Jesus said, “This illness is not toward death, but for the glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it.” 5Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. 6So when he heard that he was ill, then indeed he remained in the place where he was for two days. […] 14Then therefore Jesus said to them plainly, “Lazarus died. 15And I rejoice for your sakes that I was not there, so that you may trust. But let us go to him.” 16Thomas therefore, the one called the Twin, said to his fellow disciples, “Let us go also, so that we may die with him.”



Bethany was two miles from Jerusalem, and by the time he arrived Lazarus had been four days in the tomb. Martha came out to meet him on the road, and Mary stayed sitting in the house. Martha’s first sentence is a reproach and her second is a hope, and they are both in the same breath.


John 11:21–27

21Martha therefore said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 22And even now I know that whatever you ask of God, God will give you.” 23Jesus says to her, “Your brother will rise.” 24Martha says to him, “I know that he will rise in the resurrection on the last day.” 25Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. The one trusting in me, even if he dies, will live; 26and everyone living and trusting in me will never die, to the age. Do you trust this?” 27She says to him, “Yes, Lord; I have trusted that you are the Christ, the Son of God, the one coming into the world.”



Then Mary came, and fell at his feet, and said the same sentence her sister had said, and wept; and the Judeans who had come to console her were weeping with her.


John 11:33–35, 38–44

33Jesus therefore, when he saw her weeping, and the Judeans who had come with her weeping, was enraged in the spirit and shook himself, 34and said, “Where have you laid him?” They say to him, “Lord, come and see.” 35Jesus wept. […] 38Jesus therefore, again enraged within himself, comes to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was lying against it. 39Jesus says, “Take away the stone.” Martha, the sister of the one who had died, says to him, “Lord, by now he stinks, for it is the fourth day.” […] 43And having said these things, he cried out with a great voice, “Lazarus, come out!” 44The one who had died came out, bound feet and hands with strips of cloth, and his face wrapped about with a face-cloth. Jesus says to them, “Unbind him, and let him go.”




The Word. Verses 33 and 38 contain a verb that English versions have been softening for four hundred years. ἐνεβριμήσατο (enebrimēsato) is used in Greek of a horse snorting; of a person, it means to be violently indignant, to be enraged, to shudder with anger. It is not sorrow, and it is certainly not deeply moved in the gentle sense the phrase has acquired.

And ἐτάραξεν ἑαυτόν — literally he agitated himself, he shook himself up.

Then, two words later, the shortest verse in the Bible: ἐδάκρυσεν, he shed tears — and it is a different word from the loud ritual wailing of the mourners around him, which John describes with a different verb entirely. The women are keening; he is crying.

So: rage, a shudder, and silent tears, standing outside the grave of a friend he is about to raise. He is not upset because the situation is beyond him. He is angry at death, at a graveside, three minutes before he empties it.




The Lens. Jesus wept — knowing exactly what he was about to do. The grief is not made unnecessary by the outcome, and this is the passage to hold onto when anything in this volume about the presence of God in all things starts to sound like a reason not to mourn.

He does not tell Mary that her brother is in a better place. He does not correct her reproach; both sisters accuse him with the same sentence and neither is answered with a defence. He asks where the body is, and he cries, and then he is angry.

I am the resurrection and the life. Martha’s theology was correct — I know he will rise on the last day — and it was a doctrine held at a distance, in the future tense. The answer moves it out of the calendar and into a person standing in front of her on a road. This is the pattern of the whole Gospel: the great things are not scheduled elsewhere; they are here, and they have a face.

Unbind him, and let him go. The last word of the scene is not a miracle but an instruction, and it is given to the bystanders. He calls the dead man out; the community takes the grave-clothes off. That division of labour has never changed.




The Bridge. Four days is not an accident of travel. A belief current at the time held that the soul lingered near the body for three days and departed on the fourth, after which there could be no question of a revival. John gives the number twice, and Martha’s blunt sentence at the tomb makes sure no reader misses it.

The tomb is a cave with a stone against it, and a man comes out of it wrapped in cloth. Everything about this scene is a rehearsal, and it happens two miles from Jerusalem in the week before the Passover. The difference, when the time comes, will be that nobody has to be told to take the wrappings off; they are found lying by themselves, and the face-cloth folded in its own place.




The River. At a cave mouth in Bethany on the fourth day: a man who wept knowing what he would do next, and rage at death standing three feet from its door.

℣ Lazarus, come out.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LX
The Plot, and the Road Through Jericho

Many of those who had come with Mary trusted him after that. Some went to the Pharisees and reported it. And the chief priests and the Pharisees convened the council, and the discussion was entirely practical.


John 11:47–52

47[…] “What are we doing? Because this man does many signs. 48If we let him go on like this, all will trust him, and the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation.” 49But a certain one of them, Caiaphas, being high priest that year, said to them, “You know nothing at all, 50nor do you reckon that it is better for you that one man should die for the people and that the whole nation should not perish.” 51Now this he did not say from himself; but being high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus was about to die for the nation — 52and not for the nation only, but so that he might gather together into one the children of God who had been scattered abroad.



From that day they took counsel to kill him. He no longer walked openly among them, but went away to a town called Ephraim on the edge of the wilderness, and stayed there with his disciples until the Passover was near.

Then the last stage of the road: down through Jericho, the oasis city in the Jordan valley, seventeen miles and three thousand feet below the city he was walking to. At the roadside a blind beggar heard the crowd and started shouting, and would not be quieted.


Mark 10:47–52

47And hearing that it was Jesus the Nazarene, he began to cry out and to say, “Son of David, Jesus, have mercy on me!” 48And many were rebuking him, that he should be quiet; but he was crying out much more, “Son of David, have mercy on me!” 49And standing still, Jesus said, “Call him.” […] 51And answering him, Jesus said, “What do you want me to do for you?” And the blind man said to him, “Rabbouni, that I may see again.” 52And Jesus said to him, “Go; your trust has made you well.” And immediately he saw again, and was following him on the road.



And in the town itself, a small rich man who had bought the tax franchise and was therefore both wealthy and hated ran ahead of the crowd and climbed a sycamore-fig, because he was too short to see over anyone.


Luke 19:5–10

5And when he came to the place, Jesus, looking up, said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for today it is necessary for me to remain in your house.” 6And hurrying he came down, and received him rejoicing. 7And seeing it, they all grumbled, saying that he had gone in to lodge with a man who is a sinner. 8But Zacchaeus, standing, said to the Lord, “Behold, half of my possessions, Lord, I give to the poor; and if I have extorted anything from anyone, I repay fourfold.” 9And Jesus said to him, “Today salvation came to this house […] 10for the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.”




The Lens. Caiaphas is right, and he does not know what he is saying. He means a piece of crisis management — one troublesome Galilean traded for the survival of an institution — and John hears a prophecy underneath it, and adds the clause that the high priest certainly did not intend: and not for the nation only, but so that he might gather together into one the children of God who had been scattered abroad.

That is the sentence this house has been walking toward since the shepherd spoke of other sheep. The scattered are gathered; they are not first made into something else and then gathered. And it is spoken, of all people, by the man arranging the execution.

Then the two men outside Jerusalem, and they are opposites in every respect. One has nothing and shouts until they let him through. One has everything the world can give and no way of seeing over the crowd, and climbs a tree, which is an undignified thing for a man of his position to do.

Both get the same treatment. The beggar is asked what do you want me to do for you — the same question, word for word, that James and John were asked when they wanted thrones, and this time it gets an honest answer. And Zacchaeus is not asked for anything at all: the only demand made of him is dinner, and the restitution is entirely his own idea, offered standing up, in his own house, before anyone has suggested it.




Marked. Rabbouni. The blind man of Jericho says it, and only one other person in the four Gospels says it: a woman in a garden on the first morning of the week, turning around.

It is the intensive of Rabbi — my master, my great one — and it is a word of personal attachment rather than of office. The Gospel gives it to a beggar who had been shouting and to Mary Magdalene, and to nobody else. We note it here so that it will be heard when it comes again.




The River. On the last road up from the oasis: a beggar who would not be silenced, a rich man up a tree, and a high priest prophesying more than he meant.

℣ The Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.

℟ One river, four streams.




Book IX
The Passion
The last week: a king on a borrowed donkey, tables overturned, the final arguments in the temple courts, a basin and a towel, and a garden across the Kidron.


Chapter LXI
The King on a Donkey

The Passover was near and the city was filling with pilgrims — perhaps two or three times its usual population, camped on every hillside. He came up from Jericho to Bethany, and from Bethany over the shoulder of the Mount of Olives, and at the descent, where the whole city and the temple platform come into view at once, the crowd went ahead of him and behind him, shouting.


The Entry — four witnesses


Matthew 21:8–9 — And the very great crowd spread their own garments on the road; and others were cutting branches from the trees and spreading them on the road. And the crowds going ahead of him and those following were crying out, saying, “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is the one coming in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!”




Mark 11:9–10 — “Hosanna! Blessed is the one coming in the name of the Lord! Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David! Hosanna in the highest!”




Luke 19:41–44 — And as he drew near, seeing the city he wept over it, saying, “If you had known, even you, in this day, the things that make for peace — but now they have been hidden from your eyes. […] They will dash you to the ground, you and your children within you, and they will not leave in you stone upon stone, because you did not recognise the time of your visitation.”




John 12:12–15 — On the next day the great crowd that had come to the feast, hearing that Jesus is coming into Jerusalem, took the branches of the palm trees and went out to meet him, and were crying out, “Hosanna! Blessed is the one coming in the name of the Lord — the King of Israel!” And Jesus, finding a young donkey, sat on it, as it stands written: “Fear not, daughter of Zion; behold, your king comes, sitting on a donkey’s colt.”






The Word. Hosanna is not a cheer, though it has become one. It is Hebrew — hoshi’a-na — and it is an imperative: save, please. Save us now. The crowd on the road is not applauding. It is begging.

And the things that make for peace in Luke’s lament carries a pun that only works in Hebrew and Aramaic and which every person in that crowd would have heard: the name of the city, Yerushalayim, has shalom inside it. He weeps over the City of Peace because it did not know the things that belong to peace.




The Lens. Every detail of the entry is a deliberate statement, and every one of them is a refusal. A donkey, not a horse — the animal a king rides when he comes in peace; a war-king comes mounted. A borrowed animal that has never been ridden. Garments and branches instead of a triumphal procession. And Zechariah’s line, which everyone present knew, and whose next verse says that the war-horses will be cut off and the battle-bow broken.

He is claiming the kingship and simultaneously specifying which kind, and the crowd hears the first half and not the second. Within five days the same city will be shouting something else, and the two shouts are not as inconsistent as they look: they wanted a king who would do something about the garrison, and by Friday it was clear that he would not.

And in the middle of the only public acclamation he ever received, Luke has him crying. He is not moved by the reception; he is looking past it at a city that is going to be levelled in a generation, and he is weeping over a thing that could still have gone another way.




John 12:20–24

20Now there were certain Greeks among those going up to worship at the feast. 21These therefore came to Philip […] and were asking him, saying, “Sir, we wish to see Jesus.” […] 23And Jesus answers them, saying, “The hour has come that the Son of Man may be glorified. 24Amen, amen I say to you: unless the grain of wheat, falling into the earth, dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.”




The Bridge. Sir, we wish to see Jesus. Foreigners at the feast ask to be introduced, and the answer he gives is about a seed going into the ground. Throughout this Gospel the hour has not yet come; the arrival of the nations is what makes him say that it has.

The image is one every tradition on earth has used because every farmer has seen it. What is buried is not lost. What refuses burial remains alone — the Greek word is emphatic, monos, solitary — and a single grain kept safe in a jar is the picture of a life that has preserved itself into sterility. The Taoist knows the turning of the seasons; the Buddhist knows that nothing is gained without the letting go; and here it is applied by a man to himself, four days before it happens to him.




The River. On the descent from the Mount of Olives, with the temple gold in full view: a king on a borrowed donkey, a crowd begging him to save them, and a man weeping in the middle of his own parade.

℣ Blessed is the one coming in the name of the Lord.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXII
The Fig Tree and the Tables

In the morning, going back into the city, he was hungry, and seeing a fig tree in leaf at a distance he went to it and found nothing but leaves — for it was not the season for figs. And he said to it, may no one eat fruit from you again, to the age. And his disciples heard.

Then he went into the temple and did what he had done at the beginning, and this time he quoted the prophets.


Mark 11:15–18

15And they come into Jerusalem. And entering the temple, he began to throw out those selling and those buying in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the money-changers and the seats of those selling the doves; 16and he would not allow anyone to carry a vessel through the temple. 17And he was teaching and saying to them, “Is it not written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’? But you have made it a cave of robbers.” 18And the chief priests and the scribes heard, and were seeking how they might destroy him; for they were afraid of him, because the whole crowd was astounded at his teaching.



Passing by in the morning they saw the fig tree withered from the roots, and Peter remembered and pointed it out. And he answered them about faith, and about the mountain thrown into the sea, and added a sentence that seems to come from nowhere and does not: and whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone, so that your Father in the heavens may also forgive you.


The Lens. Mark has wrapped the temple around the fig tree, and the sandwich is the interpretation: the tree is in leaf and bears nothing, and the temple is in full operation and bears nothing, and both are judged in the same two days.

A fig tree in leaf makes a promise. The early fruit appears with the leaves and before the main crop; a tree covered in foliage with nothing under it is advertising a harvest it does not have. That is the charge, and it is not against the nation and never was against a people — it is against a display of religion that has no fruit under the leaves, which is a thing that can happen to any tradition, including this one.

A house of prayer for all the nations. Mark alone keeps the last three words of Isaiah’s line, and they are the whole reason for the anger. Two Gentiles are in the story that same week, asking Philip whether they may see him, and the one court they could have prayed in has a cattle market in it.

And he would not allow anyone to carry a vessel through the temple. For an afternoon, he stopped the traffic. The great court was used as a shortcut between quarters of the city, and he closed it — a small detail that only Mark keeps, and the most striking of them all: the man who has just been proclaimed king spends his first day of office controlling the flow of pedestrians through a sanctuary so that it can be quiet enough to pray in.




The River. In the outer court on Monday morning, with the coins on the flagstones: a tree in leaf with nothing under it, and a house of prayer given back its silence for an afternoon.

℣ My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXIII
By What Authority

They came at him in relays all week, and the exchanges are recorded almost like a transcript.

First the chief priests and scribes and elders: by what authority do you do these things? He offered to answer if they would first say whether John’s baptism was from heaven or from men, and they conferred, and worked out that either answer cost them something, and said they did not know; and he said he would not tell them either. Then he told them about a man with two sons, and about tenants who beat the servants and killed the heir, and ended with a line from the psalms: the stone which the builders rejected, this has become the head of the corner. And they understood he had told the parable against them.


The Questions in the Temple — three witnesses


Mark 12:14–17 — “Teacher, we know that you are true and it does not matter to you about anyone […] Is it lawful to give the poll-tax to Caesar, or not? Shall we give, or shall we not give?” But he, knowing their play-acting, said to them, “Why do you test me? Bring me a denarius, so that I may see it.” And they brought one. And he says to them, “Whose is this image and inscription?” And they said to him, “Caesar’s.” And Jesus said to them, “Give back to Caesar the things of Caesar, and to God the things of God.” And they were utterly amazed at him.




Matthew 22:29–32 — And answering, Jesus said to them, “You are deceived, not knowing the scriptures nor the power of God. For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like messengers in heaven. And concerning the resurrection of the dead, have you not read what was spoken to you by God, saying, ‘I am the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob’? He is not God of the dead, but of the living.”




Mark 12:29–31 — And Jesus answered, “The first is: ‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one; and you shall love the Lord your God out of your whole heart and out of your whole soul and out of your whole mind and out of your whole strength.’ The second is this: ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.”






The Lens. Whose is this image and inscription? The coin bore the head of Tiberius and the words son of the divine Augustus, and simply carrying it into the temple courts was a small compromise everyone made daily. He asks his questioners to produce one, and they can.

Give Caesar back what has Caesar’s image stamped on it. And give God what has God’s image stamped on it — which the whole room knew from the first page of Genesis is the human being. The answer is not a tidy division of life into a religious sphere and a secular one, which is how it is usually quoted. It is a claim that the coin is a small thing with a small owner, and that the person holding it belongs entirely somewhere else.

He is not God of the dead, but of the living. The Sadducees, who accepted only the books of Moses, had built a trick question about a woman with seven husbands. He answers from Moses, and the argument is grammatical: God says I am the God of Abraham, in the present tense, centuries after Abraham was buried. If the relation holds, the person holds.

And when the scribe asks for the greatest commandment, the answer begins where every Jewish prayer begins — Hear, O Israel — and then binds a second commandment to it so tightly that the tradition has never been able to separate them again. The vertical and the horizontal are one movement. It is not possible to love the Ground of all being and step over a man at a gate.



The scribes, he told the crowds, liked long robes and greetings in the marketplaces and the front seats, and devoured widows’ houses while making long prayers. Then he sat down opposite the treasury and watched the crowd putting money in.


Mark 12:43–44

43And calling his disciples to him, he said to them, “Amen I say to you that this poor widow put in more than all those putting into the treasury. 44For they all put in out of what abounds to them; but she, out of her lack, put in everything she had — her whole life.”




Marked. The last Greek phrase is ὅλον τὸν βίον αὐτῆς — her whole living, her entire life. It is the same thing he is four days from doing, and Mark places her here, at the end of the public teaching, immediately before the discourse about the temple’s destruction. The last person he praises in public is a woman putting two of the smallest coins in circulation into the treasury of an institution he has just condemned. He does not tell her to keep them.




The River. In the colonnades all week: a coin with a man’s face on it, a commandment with two halves that will not come apart, and a widow spending her whole life in the treasury of a doomed house.

℣ Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXIV
The Discourse on the Mount of Olives

As he was going out of the temple, one of his disciples said, Teacher, look — what stones and what buildings! The platform blocks were some of the largest ever set by human beings; the whole complex had been under construction for nearly fifty years and was not finished.


Mark 13:1–2, 31–33

1[…] “Teacher, see what sort of stones and what sort of buildings!” 2And Jesus said to him, “Do you see these great buildings? There will certainly not be left here stone upon stone that will not be thrown down.” […] 31“Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away. 32But concerning that day or the hour no one knows — neither the messengers in heaven nor the Son — except the Father. 33Watch, stay awake; for you do not know when the time is.”



They sat down on the Mount of Olives, opposite the temple, and asked when. And what they got was not a schedule but a discipline: wars and rumours of wars, and do not be alarmed; false messiahs, and do not follow them; and above all, over and over, stay awake. Matthew adds three long parables to the end of it — ten girls waiting through the night for a bridegroom, half of them with oil and half without; a master who gives his servants money and goes away; and last, the scene that all three of them are pointing at.


Matthew 25:35–40

35“For I was hungry and you gave me to eat; I was thirsty and you gave me to drink; I was a stranger and you took me in; 36naked, and you clothed me; I was ill and you visited me; I was in prison and you came to me.” 37Then the righteous will answer him, saying, “Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink? 38And when did we see you a stranger and take you in, or naked and clothe you? 39And when did we see you ill or in prison and come to you?” 40And answering, the King will say to them, “Amen I say to you: inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.”




The Lens. This is the last teaching Jesus gives before the Passion, and it is the plainest statement in Scripture of everything this volume has been saying about the divine presence in creation.

Not you did it as though to me. Not I will count it as done to me. You did it to me — and neither group knew. Both sides ask the same question, in the same words: when did we see you? The righteous are as surprised as the others. Nobody in the scene was operating a religious calculation; the ones who fed a hungry stranger did it because he was hungry, and they are told afterwards whom they were touching.

That is the doctrine held here, and it is Jesus who states it. The Presence that fills all things is not encountered chiefly in prayer or in ceremony, and there is no register of the times you noticed. It is encountered in the person in front of you who needs something — and the identification is not figurative. If God is the ground in whom every creature lives and moves and has its being, then a hungry man is not a symbol of Christ. He is the place where Christ is met, and the meeting happens whether or not the one who feeds him knows any theology at all.

And no one knows the day or the hour, not even the Son. The Gospel records it without embarrassment, and the whole apparatus of prediction that has been built across twenty centuries is answered by it. The instruction is not calculate. It is stay awake — and the very next chapter is a garden where three men could not.




The River. On the hillside opposite the temple at dusk: great stones that will not stand, an hour that no one is given, and a King who says he has been the stranger all along.

℣ Inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these, you did it to me.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXV
The House at Bethany

Six days before the Passover he came to Bethany, where Lazarus was, and they made him a supper. Martha served, of course. And Mary took a pound of ointment of pure nard, very costly, and broke the neck of the flask.


The Anointing — three witnesses


John 12:3 — Mary therefore, taking a pound of ointment of pure nard, very costly, anointed the feet of Jesus and wiped his feet with her hair; and the house was filled with the fragrance of the ointment.




Mark 14:3, 6–9 — […] a woman came having an alabaster flask of ointment of pure nard, very costly; breaking the flask, she poured it down over his head. […] But Jesus said, “Leave her alone. Why do you cause her trouble? She has worked a beautiful work in me. […] She did what she could; she anticipated the anointing of my body for the burial. And amen I say to you, wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what this woman did will also be spoken, in memory of her.”




Matthew 26:8–10 — And seeing it, the disciples were indignant, saying, “For what purpose is this waste? For this could have been sold for much and given to the poor.” But knowing it, Jesus said to them, “Why do you cause trouble for the woman? For she has worked a beautiful work in me.”





Three hundred denarii — a labourer’s wage for a year — poured out in a minute. Judas objected on behalf of the poor, and John, writing long afterwards, records what he thought of that objection. And from there Judas went to the chief priests and asked what they would give him, and they weighed out thirty pieces of silver.


Marked. Mark and Matthew have the ointment poured on his head; John has it on the feet, wiped with her hair. Both are kept here. A head is anointed to make a king or a priest; feet are anointed to prepare a body for the grave — and the same act does both, in the same room, six days out.

This house reads the scene in a third register as well, and marks it plainly. The pouring of costly nard, the loosed hair, the house filled with fragrance: the language belongs to the bridal poetry of the Song of Songs, where the nard of the beloved gives out its scent while the king is at his table. The woman who anoints the Bridegroom before his death stands inside the oldest figure in Scripture, the marriage of heaven and earth, which began at Cana with the wine and will end in a garden with a gardener.

We do not identify her with the Magdalene; the Gospels do not, and John names her as Mary of Bethany. What we say is that the office is one and the same, and that the tradition has always felt it — wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what this woman did will be spoken. It is the only act by any person in the four Gospels of which that is said, and it was done by a woman with a broken jar, and the Church has kept the promise.




The Lens. She did what she could. It is the gentlest verdict in the Gospels, and it is a defence against the most respectable objection available — that the money should have gone to the poor.

He does not dismiss the poor; the sentence about always having them is a quotation from Deuteronomy whose next clause is a command to open your hand wide. What he refuses is the use of the poor as a rhetorical instrument to shame an act of love. There are moments when the calculation is the wrong response, and one of them is a woman who has understood what is about to happen when eleven professional disciples still have not.




The River. In a house at Bethany with the smell of nard in every room: a king anointed and a body prepared in one gesture, and thirty pieces of silver weighed out before the scent had faded.

℣ She has worked a beautiful work in me.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXVI
The Basin and the Bread

On the first day of Unleavened Bread they made ready, and when evening came he reclined at table with the twelve. John says what was in him as it began.


John 13:1–5, 12–15

1Now before the feast of the Passover, Jesus, knowing that his hour had come that he should cross over out of this world to the Father — having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end. […] 3Knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he came out from God and is going to God, 4he rises from the supper and lays aside his garments, and taking a towel he tied it around himself. 5Then he pours water into the basin and began to wash the feet of the disciples and to wipe them with the towel with which he was girded. […] 12When therefore he had washed their feet and taken his garments and reclined again, he said to them, “Do you know what I have done to you? 13You call me Teacher and Lord, and you speak well, for I am. 14If then I, the Lord and the Teacher, washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. 15For I gave you an example, so that just as I did to you, you also should do.”



Foot-washing was the work of a household slave, and specifically of a non-Jewish one; a Jewish slave could not be required to do it. Peter refused and then over-corrected, as he does, and was told that unless he was washed he had no part with him.


The Supper — three witnesses


Mark 14:22–24 — And as they were eating, taking bread and blessing, he broke it and gave it to them and said, “Take — this is my body.” And taking a cup, having given thanks, he gave it to them, and they all drank of it. And he said to them, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many.”




Luke 22:19–20 — And taking bread, having given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, saying, “This is my body, which is given for you; do this for the remembrance of me.” And likewise the cup after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you.”




Matthew 26:28 — “For this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out concerning many for the release of sins.”





He told them one of them would hand him over, and they were grieved and began to ask one another; and John, leaning back against him, asked who it was, and was told it was the one to whom he would give the morsel. And he gave it to Judas, and Judas took it and went out.


John 13:30, 34–35

30Having received the morsel, therefore, that one went out immediately. And it was night. […] 34“A new commandment I give to you: that you love one another; just as I loved you, that you also love one another. 35By this all will know that you are my disciples — if you have love among one another.”




The Lens. Knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands […] he took a towel. John puts the two clauses in one sentence deliberately. The washing of feet is not humility in spite of authority; it is what the authority is for. This is what having all things in your hands looks like when the hands belong to this particular Lord.

And note that Judas’s feet were washed. He is at the table, he is served, the water goes over his feet like everyone else’s, and the morsel — which in that culture was a gesture of honour from a host to a favoured guest — is handed to him personally. Nothing is withheld from the man who is leaving to arrange the arrest.

And it was night. John’s three shortest words in the Gospel, and they are not about the hour. The last chapter to speak of light and dark this way was the one about a man who came to him by night.

Four verbs at the table: took, blessed, broke, gave. The same four as on the hillside with the loaves, and the same four that two men will recognise on a road to Emmaus when the stranger does it at their table. The Church has done nothing since but repeat them.




The Bridge. In the Christian East the Thursday liturgy includes the bishop washing the feet of his priests, and it is not a pageant; it is the constitution of the office being re-enacted annually in front of witnesses so that nobody can forget what the office is.

The eastern lamps place the same weight on the same kind of act. The Zen master cooks. The abbot sweeps. The teaching about servanthood is never allowed to remain a teaching; it is required to become a chore, because a doctrine that never touches water and feet has a way of evaporating.




The River. In the upper room with the door shut: a towel, a basin, a broken loaf, and a man going out into the dark with clean feet.

℣ Just as I loved you, so you also are to love one another.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXVII
The Farewell Discourse

What follows in John is four chapters of quiet talking at a table, and it is the longest continuous speech in the Gospels. It begins with a comfort and a claim.


John 14:1–6

1“Let not your heart be troubled. You trust in God; trust also in me. 2In my Father’s house are many dwelling places; and if not, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? 3And if I go and prepare a place for you, I am coming again and will take you along to myself, so that where I am, you also may be. 4And where I am going, you know the way.” 5Thomas says to him, “Lord, we do not know where you are going; how are we able to know the way?” 6Jesus says to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”



Then he promises the one who will come when he goes, and from here to the end of the discourse this volume renders the Spirit’s pronouns as She.


John 14:16–18, 26–27

16“And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate, so that She may be with you to the age — 17the Spirit of truth, whom the world is not able to receive, because it does not observe Her nor know Her. You know Her, because She remains beside you and will be in you. 18I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming to you.” […] 26“But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name — She will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I said to you. 27Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. Not as the world gives do I give to you. Let not your heart be troubled, nor let it be afraid.”




The Word. παράκλητος (paraklētos) is built from para (alongside) and kaleō (to call): one called to stand beside you. It is a legal word — the friend who comes into court with you, the advocate, the character witness — and it also carries the ordinary sense of one who comforts and encourages.

Another Advocate. The Greek is allos, another of the same kind, not heteros, another of a different kind. What is promised is not a substitute of lesser quality but the same presence in a new mode: what had been beside them is going to be within them, which is exactly what verse 17 says.

Orphaned is orphanous, and it is the word it looks like. He tells men who are about to lose him that they will not be left as children with no parent — and then names who is coming.




Marked. From this chapter to the end of the discourse the Advocate is She. The Greek pronoun attached to paraklētos is masculine because the noun is masculine; the Spirit herself is pneuma, neuter; the Hebrew is ruach, feminine; and the Syriac churches, praying in his own language, said she for centuries.

We say She because of what the passage does. The one who is coming will teach, remind, testify, guide, remain, and dwell inside them so that they are not orphans. That is maternal work, and English has one pronoun that carries it. The choice is stated here, as everywhere in this volume, so that no reader mistakes an interpretive decision for the plain text.




John 15:1–5, 12–15

1“I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. […] 4Remain in me, and I in you. Just as the branch is not able to bear fruit from itself unless it remains in the vine, so neither can you, unless you remain in me. 5I am the vine; you are the branches. The one remaining in me and I in him, this one bears much fruit; because apart from me you are able to do nothing.” […] 12“This is my commandment: that you love one another as I loved you. 13Greater love than this no one has: that someone lay down his life for his friends. […] 15No longer do I call you slaves, because the slave does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, because everything I heard from my Father I made known to you.”




The Lens. I am the vine; you are the branches. Of all the images he could have chosen for the relation between himself and those who follow him, he chose one in which the two are not two things at all. A branch is not attached to a vine; it is the vine, extended. There is one life in the whole plant, and the sap does not stop at a border.

This is the closest the Gospel comes to stating the doctrine of this volume in botanical terms. Not identity — the branch is not the vinedresser, and it is not the root — and not separation either. Participation: the same life, differently located. Remain in me, and I in you, and the verb is menō again, the abiding verb, which has now run from the Baptist’s she remained upon him through the well and the bread and arrives here as the whole of the spiritual life in two syllables.

And then the promotion. No longer do I call you slaves — I have called you friends. The reason given is disclosure: a slave is not told the purpose, and they have been told everything. Friendship, in this definition, is the condition of having been let in on what is happening.




The River. At the table with the lamps low: an Advocate promised, a vine with one sap in all its wood, and men told they are no longer servants.

℣ Remain in me, and I in you.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXVIII
That They May All Be One

Then he lifted his eyes and prayed out loud in front of them, and the Church has called it the High Priestly Prayer ever since.


John 17:1–3, 20–23, 26

1[…] lifting up his eyes to heaven, he said: “Father, the hour has come. Glorify your Son, so that the Son may glorify you […] 3And this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and the one you sent, Jesus Christ. […] 20I do not ask concerning these only, but also concerning those trusting in me through their word, 21so that all may be one — just as you, Father, are in me and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may trust that you sent me. 22And the glory which you have given me I have given to them, so that they may be one just as we are one: 23I in them and you in me, that they may be completed into one […] 26so that the love with which you loved me may be in them, and I in them.”




The Lens. That they may be in us. This is the highest sentence in the four Gospels, and it should be read slowly, because it is not a prayer for good relations between Christians.

The unity asked for is measured against a standard: just as you, Father, are in me and I in you. Whatever the union between the Father and the Son is, that is the pattern — and what is prayed for is that human beings should be brought into it. Not observers of it, not beneficiaries of it. Inside it. I in them and you in me.

Everything this volume has said about the presence of God within, throughout, and beyond creation is contained here and is said by Christ himself, on the last night, in prayer, which is where a person says what he actually believes. The universe exists within God; the Son is in the Father; and the prayer is that the ones he is leaving behind should be drawn into the same interiority.

And this is eternal life: that they may know you. Not that they may go somewhere afterwards. Eternal life is defined, in the middle of the prayer, as a knowing — and the Greek verb is the continuous kind, the knowing that goes on knowing. It has already begun in anyone who has it.

So that the world may trust. The unity is not for the comfort of the faithful. It is offered as the evidence — which is a sobering thing to have been prayed for, on that night, by that man, about a Church that has spent two thousand years dividing.




The Bridge. That they may all be one. The Christian East reads this prayer as the charter of theosis: not absorption, not the disappearance of the person into an ocean, but perichōrēsis — a mutual indwelling in which the distinct remains distinct and is wholly interpenetrated by the other.

That is precisely the distinction a Buddhist reader will want made, and it is worth making carefully. What is described here is not the dissolution of the self into an undifferentiated absolute; the Son remains the Son and prays to the Father, and the disciples keep their names. And it is not two things standing side by side either. The Mahāyāna image of Indra’s net — infinite jewels, each reflecting all the others, each retaining its own place — is not the same doctrine and it is the nearest neighbour the eastern lamps have to it.

One flock, many folds. That they may be completed into one.




The River. With his eyes lifted and eleven men listening: a prayer that they should be brought inside the life of God, and that the world should know it by their being one.

℣ That they all may be one, as you, Father, are in me and I in you.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXIX
Gethsemane

They sang the Passover hymn and went out to the Mount of Olives. Across the Kidron valley, at the foot of the slope, there was a walled plot with an olive press in it, and he had often met there with his disciples — which is how Judas knew where to look.


Mark 14:33–38

33And he takes along Peter and James and John with him, and he began to be appalled and in anguish. 34And he says to them, “My soul is encircled with grief, to the point of death. Remain here and stay awake.” 35And going forward a little, he was falling on the ground, and was praying that, if it were possible, the hour might pass from him. 36And he was saying, “Abba, Father — all things are possible for you. Carry this cup away from me. But not what I want, but what you want.” 37And he comes and finds them sleeping, and says to Peter, “Simon, are you sleeping? Were you not strong enough to stay awake one hour? 38Stay awake and pray, so that you may not enter into trial. The spirit indeed is eager, but the flesh is weak.”



Luke, the physician, keeps two details the others do not: that a messenger from heaven appeared to him strengthening him, and that being in agony he prayed more intensely, and his sweat became like great drops of blood falling to the ground.


The Word. Abba. Mark keeps the Aramaic, as he keeps it at the little girl’s bedside and at the cross. It is the word a child uses at home, and it is the first word of the prayer he taught them — Abwoon d’bwashmaya. In the worst hour of his life he prays the prayer he gave away, and he prays the first word of it in his own language.

Carry this cup away from me. But not what I want, but what you want. Set that beside let your will happen, as in the heavens so also on the earth, and beside do not bring us into trial — and then beside what he says to the sleeping men three feet away: stay awake and pray, so that you may not enter into trial, which is the same clause of the same prayer, in the same garden, on the same night.

Everything he taught them to say, he is saying. This is the one place in the Gospels where we watch him use it.

Appalled and in anguish renders ekthambeisthai kai adēmonein — the first is to be struck with horror; the second is a rare and heavy word for the distress of a man who does not know where to put himself. Mark, who is the least emotional of the four, uses the two strongest words in his vocabulary here and does not soften either.




The Lens. All things are possible for you. Carry this cup away. He asks. He does not begin with resignation and does not perform serenity; he asks for the thing to be taken off him, on the ground, more than once.

Any spirituality that treats the request as a failure of faith has to explain this garden. The petition is made in full, and the surrender is added after it and not instead of it. Not what I want is only meaningful because there was something he wanted, and he said so.

The spirit is eager, but the flesh is weak is spoken about the three men asleep against the wall, and it is said without contempt. They had walked from Bethany, eaten a long meal, drunk four cups of wine, and it was past midnight; and Luke, kindly, notes that they were sleeping from grief. He wakes them three times and does not condemn them once.

And the answer to the prayer is not the removal of the cup. It is, in Luke, a messenger who comes and strengthens him so that he can drink it. That is very often the shape of the answer.




The Bridge. The Bodhisattva’s vow is to remain in the burning house until every being is out, and the vow is not made in ignorance of what it will cost. What the garden adds, and what no other tradition puts quite this way, is the record of the hour before — the sweat, the horror, the asking to be let off.

Neither the Taoist sage nor the Buddha is shown to us like this. The Gospel shows it, keeps it, and does not tidy it, and the whole weight of what the Church says about the incarnation rests on the fact that it was not tidied. Whatever is meant by the Word became flesh, it includes a man face down on the ground in an olive grove not wanting to die.




The River. Under the olives across the Kidron, past midnight: the prayer he taught them, prayed by him, in his own language, on the ground.

℣ Abba, Father — not what I want, but what you want.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXX
The Kiss and the Sword

While he was still speaking, torches came down through the trees: a detachment sent from the chief priests and the elders, with the temple guard, and Judas leading them.


The Arrest — four witnesses


Mark 14:44–46 — Now the one handing him over had given them a signal, saying, “Whomever I kiss, he is the one; seize him and lead him away safely.” And coming, immediately going up to him, he says, “Rabbi” — and kissed him warmly. And they laid hands on him and seized him.




Luke 22:48, 51 — But Jesus said to him, “Judas, with a kiss do you hand over the Son of Man?” […] But answering, Jesus said, “Let it go this far.” And touching the ear, he healed him.




John 18:4–6, 11 — Jesus therefore, knowing all the things coming upon him, went out and says to them, “Whom do you seek?” They answered him, “Jesus the Nazarene.” He says to them, “I am.” […] When therefore he said to them, “I am,” they drew back and fell to the ground. […] Jesus therefore said to Peter, “Put the sword into the sheath. The cup which the Father has given me — shall I not drink it?”




Matthew 26:52–53 — Then Jesus says to him, “Return your sword to its place. For all who take the sword will perish by the sword. Or do you think that I cannot call upon my Father, and he will at once furnish me with more than twelve legions of messengers?”





Then all of them left him and fled. And Mark alone keeps one more thing: a young man following, wearing nothing but a linen cloth over his body, who was seized, and who left the cloth in their hands and ran away naked.


The Lens. The last miracle before the cross is performed on a man who has come to arrest him, and it repairs damage done by one of his own.

That detail is the argument of the whole night. Peter reaches for the only instrument the world respects and is stopped in one sentence, and the sentence goes further than tactics: all who take the sword will perish by the sword. It is followed by the observation that force was available on a scale that would have ended the matter in a moment, and was not going to be used. The refusal is not weakness; it is a decision, made in front of witnesses, with the alternative explicitly named.

Every later use of coercion in his name is answered here, at the moment of maximum provocation, by the only person who had the standing to answer it.

Judas, with a kiss? — the last words spoken to him are his own name and a question, and there is no curse in them.




The River. Among the olive trunks in torchlight: a kiss used as a signal, a sword drawn and sheathed, and an ear healed on the head of a man who had come to take him.

℣ Shall I not drink the cup the Father has given me?

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXXI
The Fire in the Courtyard

They took him first to Annas, the old high priest, father-in-law of the man who currently held the office. It was night; the whole proceeding was irregular, and everyone in the room knew it. Annas questioned him about his disciples and his teaching, and got an answer that declined the premise.


John 18:20–23

20Jesus answered him, “I have spoken openly to the world. I always taught in synagogue and in the temple, where all the Judeans come together, and in secret I spoke nothing. 21Why do you question me? Question those who have heard what I spoke to them. Behold, these know what I said.” 22And when he had said these things, one of the officers standing by gave Jesus a blow, saying, “Do you answer the high priest this way?” 23Jesus answered him, “If I spoke badly, testify concerning the bad; but if well, why do you strike me?”



Then to Caiaphas and the assembled council, where they looked for testimony and could not make it agree — even the witnesses about the saying on the sanctuary contradicted one another. So the high priest put the question directly.


Mark 14:61–64

61[…] Again the high priest was questioning him, and says to him, “Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?” 62And Jesus said, “I am. And you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of the Power, and coming with the clouds of heaven.” 63And the high priest, tearing his tunics, says, “What further need do we have of witnesses? 64You heard the blasphemy. What does it appear to you?” And they all condemned him as deserving death.



And below in the courtyard, at a charcoal fire, Peter was warming himself.


Luke 22:60–62

60But Peter said, “Man, I do not know what you are saying.” And immediately, while he was still speaking, a rooster crowed. 61And turning, the Lord looked at Peter; and Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said to him, “Before a rooster crows today, you will deny me three times.” 62And going outside, he wept bitterly.




The Lens. The trial fails on its own terms. The witnesses do not agree; the case collapses; and the conviction is obtained only when the accused answers a direct question about himself. He is condemned on his own words, which is the one form of evidence the court was not permitted to rely on.

And note what the two men in the two rooms do with the same question. Upstairs he is asked are you the Christ, and answers I am — the phrase from the bush, from the water, from the temple court — knowing exactly what it costs. Downstairs Peter is asked whether he is one of his and says I am not. John’s Gospel puts the two I am sayings in the same building on the same night, one going up and one going down.

And turning, the Lord looked at Peter. Luke alone keeps it, and does not describe the look, and it would be a mistake to fill it in. Whatever was in that face across a courtyard, it sent a man outside to weep and did not send him away for good. Peter is the only one of the twelve whose failure is recorded in all four Gospels, and he is the one given the flock.

The fire is charcoal. There will be another charcoal fire, on a beach, with three questions.




The River. In a lit upper room and a cold courtyard below: I am going up the stairs and I am not going down, and a look across a fire.

℣ Before a rooster crows, you will deny me three times.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXXII
What Is Truth?

At dawn they took him to the governor’s headquarters, and would not go inside, so as not to be defiled before the feast; so Pilate came out to them. The council could condemn; only Rome could execute, and the charge presented to Rome was not blasphemy — it was sedition. We found this man perverting our nation and forbidding the giving of tribute to Caesar, and saying that he himself is Christ, a king.


John 18:33–38

33Pilate therefore went again into the headquarters and called Jesus and said to him, “Are you the King of the Judeans?” […] 36Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not out of this world. If my kingdom were out of this world, my officers would have been fighting so that I might not be handed over. But as it is, my kingdom is not from here.” 37Pilate therefore said to him, “So then you are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For this I have been born, and for this I have come into the world: that I might bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth hears my voice.” 38Pilate says to him, “What is truth?” And having said this, he went out again.



Learning he was a Galilean, Pilate sent him to Herod, who was in the city for the feast and who had wanted to see him for a long time and hoped for a sign; and he questioned him at length, and Jesus answered him nothing at all. So Herod and his soldiers treated him with contempt and dressed him in bright clothing and sent him back — and Luke notes that Herod and Pilate became friends that day, having been enemies before.

Pilate tried three times to release him. He offered them the customary Passover prisoner and they asked for Barabbas, a man held for insurrection and murder. He had him flogged and brought him out in a purple cloak with a crown of thorns pressed onto his head, and said, Behold the man! — and they shouted for the cross. Matthew keeps the message his wife sent him while he sat on the judgement seat: have nothing to do with that righteous man, for I suffered many things today in a dream because of him. And in the end the argument that moved him was not legal.


John 19:12, 15–16

12[…] But the Judeans cried out, saying, “If you release this man, you are no friend of Caesar. Everyone making himself a king speaks against Caesar.” […] 15They therefore cried out, “Away, away — crucify him!” Pilate says to them, “Shall I crucify your king?” The chief priests answered, “We have no king except Caesar.” 16Then therefore he handed him over to them, so that he might be crucified.




The Lens. My kingdom is not out of this world. The preposition matters and is usually mistranslated as of, which suggests a kingdom located elsewhere — a spiritual realm with no address on earth. What he says is that it does not originate here and is not held by the means that hold kingdoms here, and he gives the evidence: my officers would have been fighting. The proof that his reign is from somewhere else is that nobody is being killed for it.

It is emphatically a kingdom in this world. He has spent three years announcing that it has arrived, is within them, is among them, and that its subjects feed strangers and forgive debts. What it is not is another power of the same kind, competing for the same throne by the same methods. Pilate cannot conceive of such a thing, which is why he asks the question of a man who has just said he came to bear witness to the truth — and does not stay for the answer.

What is truth? It is the most famous shrug in history, and it is not philosophy. It is a busy administrator declining to look at the thing standing in front of him, because looking would create work.

And the last exchange is the darkest line in the Passion. We have no king except Caesar — said by the chief priests, in the week of the Passover, which is the festival of a people whose entire identity rests on having no king but God.




The River. In the governor’s forecourt at dawn: a kingdom that does not fight for itself, a question left unanswered, and a priesthood swearing loyalty to Rome in Passover week.

℣ For this I have come into the world: to bear witness to the truth.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXXIII
The Place of the Skull

They led him out carrying the crossbeam, and when he could no longer carry it they seized a man coming in from the fields — Simon, from Cyrene in North Africa, the father of Alexander and Rufus, which is the kind of detail a writer includes because the sons are known to his readers. A great crowd followed, and women who were beating themselves and wailing for him, and he turned to them.


Luke 23:28–31

28But turning to them, Jesus said, “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me; rather weep for yourselves and for your children. 29For behold, days are coming in which they will say, ‘Blessed are the barren, and the wombs that did not bear, and the breasts that did not nurse.’ […] 31For if they do these things in the green wood, what will happen in the dry?”



They came to the place called Golgotha, which means Place of a Skull, and offered him wine mixed with myrrh, and he would not take it. They crucified him, and two bandits with him, one on the right and one on the left. Pilate had a placard written in Hebrew and Latin and Greek — Jesus the Nazarene, the King of the Judeans — and refused to change it. And the soldiers divided his outer garments into four shares, one for each of them, and cast lots for the tunic, because it was seamless, woven in one piece from the top.


The Seven Words from the Cross


Luke 23:34 — “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”




Luke 23:43 — “Amen I say to you: today you will be with me in Paradise.”




John 19:26–27 — “Woman, behold your son.” Then he says to the disciple, “Behold your mother.” And from that hour the disciple took her into his own.




Mark 15:34 — “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” — which is translated, “My God, my God, for what have you forsaken me?”




John 19:28 — “I thirst.”




John 19:30 — “It has been finished.”




Luke 23:46 — “Father, into your hands I entrust my spirit.”






The Word. Four of the seven repay close attention.

Father, forgive them. Some of the oldest manuscripts do not carry this sentence, and the copyists who omitted it were not neutral; a prayer of pardon for the executioners is exactly the kind of line that gets quietly dropped. It is very early, it is entirely in character, and it stands here.

Paradise is παράδεισος (paradeisos), which is not originally a Greek word at all. It comes from Old Persian pairidaēza — walled around — and it means a walled garden. Greek borrowed it for the great enclosed parks of the Persian kings, and the Greek translators of the Hebrew Bible chose it for the garden in Genesis. So the word Jesus gives to a dying criminal is a gardener’s word. He is not promising a location in the sky. He is promising the garden, which is where the whole story began and where, in three days, it will be found to have started again.

Lema sabachthani is Aramaic, kept untranslated, and it is the first line of the twenty-second psalm — a psalm that begins in that abandonment and ends in a global assembly praising God, and which contains, in its middle, pierced hands and feet and men dividing garments by lot. A dying man quoting its first line is quoting the whole of it, as any rabbi’s hearer would understand. That does not make the cry less terrible. It means the terror and the trust are in the same sentence.

It has been finished is τετέλεσται (tetelestai), perfect passive of teleō: brought to its end, completed, carried through. It was the word written across a debt that had been paid and across an account that was closed. It is not I am finished. It is a single word announcing that a work has been accomplished, and it is the last thing he says before he gives up his spirit.




Marked. Woman, behold your son. He addresses his mother with the same word he used at Cana, at the first sign — the courteous γύναι — and the two scenes bracket the whole ministry: a wedding at the beginning, and at the end a new household constituted from the cross.

This house reads the moment as the founding of the spiritual family: the ties of blood are not abolished but are opened outward, and a woman and a man who are not related are given to each other as mother and son by a dying man who has no property to leave and disposes of the only thing he has. And from that hour the disciple took her into his own. It is the first act of the community that the rest of this book will call the Church.

And note who was standing there. His mother; her sister; Mary the wife of Clopas; Mary Magdalene; and one disciple. The women are named. The eleven, with a single exception, are not there to be named.




The River. On the low hill outside the gate, between two thieves: a garden promised to a criminal, a household founded from a cross, and a debt marked paid.

℣ It has been finished.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXXIV
The Burial

From the sixth hour there was darkness over the whole land until the ninth hour. And then the loud cry, and the end.


The Death — three witnesses


Mark 15:37–39 — But Jesus, letting out a great cry, breathed out. And the curtain of the sanctuary was torn in two, from top to bottom. And the centurion who was standing opposite him, seeing that he breathed out in this way, said, “Truly this man was Son of God.”




Luke 23:47–49 — And the centurion, seeing what had happened, was glorifying God, saying, “Truly this man was righteous.” And all the crowds who had come together for this spectacle, having observed the things that happened, were returning, beating their breasts. And all those known to him were standing at a distance, and the women who had followed him from Galilee, seeing these things.




John 19:33–34 — But coming to Jesus, when they saw that he was already dead, they did not break his legs. But one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and immediately blood and water came out.






The Word. The curtain of the sanctuary was torn in two, from top to bottom. Mark’s verb is ἐσχίσθη — torn, split — and it is the second and last time he uses it. The first was at the Jordan, where the heavens were torn open and the Spirit came down like a dove.

He has bracketed his entire Gospel between two tearings, and both are opened from above, and neither closes. What hung in front of the Holy of Holies was a woven barrier the height of a building, and it is destroyed at the moment a man on a hill outside the walls stops breathing. The one who tore the sky open at the beginning tears the veil at the end, and there is nothing left between.

And it is a Roman officer, standing in the execution detail, who makes the confession — the first human being in Mark’s Gospel to call him Son of God and mean it.



Evening was coming, and it was the day of Preparation, and the bodies could not remain on the crosses over the sabbath. Then a man who had kept quiet came forward.


The Burial — four witnesses


Mark 15:43–46 — Joseph from Arimathea, a respected member of the council, who himself was also waiting for the kingdom of God, taking courage, went in to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. […] And having bought a linen cloth and taken him down, he wrapped him in the linen and laid him in a tomb which had been hewn out of rock, and rolled a stone against the door of the tomb.




John 19:39–40 — And Nicodemus also came — the one who had come to him by night at the first — bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about a hundred pounds in weight. So they took the body of Jesus and bound it in linen cloths with the spices, as is the custom of the Judeans to prepare for burial.




Luke 23:55–56 — And the women who had come with him out of Galilee, following after, observed the tomb and how his body was laid. And returning, they prepared spices and perfumes; and on the sabbath they rested, according to the commandment.




Matthew 27:65–66 — Pilate said to them, “You have a guard. Go, make it as secure as you know how.” And going, they made the tomb secure, sealing the stone, together with the guard.






The Lens. Two members of the council bury him — the respected man who had been waiting for the kingdom and had said nothing, and the teacher who had come by night. Neither of them spoke up at the trial. Both of them come out into the open when there is nothing left to gain, and handle a corpse on the eve of a festival, which made them unclean for the whole of it.

Nicodemus brings a hundred pounds of myrrh and aloes — a royal quantity, absurd for a private burial, the amount used for a king. The man who could not understand being born from above understood this much: he brought a coronation’s worth of spices to a grave.

And the women watched where he was laid. Luke says it flatly, because it matters: they noted the place, went home, prepared what they needed, and kept the sabbath. The last people at the cross and the first at the tomb are the same people, and in between they rested, according to the commandment.

Then the stone, and the seal, and the guard, and a whole day of nothing. The Gospel has a silent sabbath in it, and every tradition that follows this story has kept it as a day when nothing is done, because there is nothing to do. It is the deepest hour in the book, and no evangelist writes a word about it.




The River. In a garden tomb before sundown, with a hundred pounds of spices and a borrowed shroud: a stone rolled into its groove, and one whole day of silence.

℣ And on the sabbath they rested, according to the commandment.

℟ One river, four streams.




Book X
The Rising and the Continuing Presence
The first day of the week and what followed: an empty tomb, a gardener in a garden, bread broken by a stranger, a breath in a locked room, and a fire on a beach at dawn.


Chapter LXXV
The First Day of the Week

They had rested on the sabbath according to the commandment. Very early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, they came to the tomb with the spices they had prepared, talking on the way about who would roll the stone back for them.


The Empty Tomb — four witnesses


Matthew 28:1–6 — Now after the sabbaths, at the dawning toward the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other Mary came to look at the tomb. And behold, there was a great shaking; for a messenger of the Lord, descending out of heaven and coming, rolled away the stone and was sitting on it. […] And answering, the messenger said to the women, “Do not be afraid, you; for I know that you seek Jesus who was crucified. He is not here; for he was raised, just as he said. Come, see the place where he was lying.”




Mark 16:2–8 — And very early on the first day of the week they come to the tomb, the sun having risen. And they were saying to themselves, “Who will roll away the stone for us out of the doorway of the tomb?” And looking up, they observe that the stone has been rolled back — for it was extremely large. […] “Do not be alarmed. You seek Jesus the Nazarene, the crucified one. He was raised; he is not here. […] But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he goes before you into Galilee.” And going out, they fled from the tomb, for trembling and astonishment had seized them; and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.




Luke 24:4–8 — And it happened, while they were perplexed about this, that behold, two men stood over them in flashing clothing. And as they became terrified and bowed their faces to the ground, they said to them, “Why do you seek the living one among the dead? He is not here, but was raised. Remember how he spoke to you while he was still in Galilee.” […] And they remembered his words.




John 20:1–8 — Now on the first day of the week Mary Magdalene comes early, while it was still dark, to the tomb, and sees the stone taken away from the tomb. She runs therefore and comes to Simon Peter […] “They took the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they laid him.” […] And stooping down he sees the linen cloths lying there; however he did not go in. Simon Peter therefore comes also […] and he observes the linen cloths lying, and the face-cloth which had been on his head, not lying with the linen cloths but wrapped up in one place by itself. […] and he saw and trusted.






Marked — the order of that morning. The four accounts of the first day cannot be flattened into a single sequence without cutting something out, and this volume does not attempt it. Matthew has two women; Mark three; Luke a larger group who are named afterwards; John names only Mary Magdalene, and her we do not know where they laid him preserves the others in a single pronoun.

What all four agree on is everything that matters, and the agreement is more impressive for the disorder around it: the first day of the week, at first light, women came to a tomb; the stone was moved; the body was gone; the announcement was made to them; and they were the first to carry it.

We give the morning as they give it: the women together at the tomb, Mary running ahead to Peter, the two men racing to the grave and finding cloth, and Mary going back and being left alone in the garden. Where the witnesses differ, the difference is left visible. A harmony that files down the edges of four testimonies produces a smoother story and a weaker one.




The Lens. The face-cloth not lying with the linen cloths, but wrapped up in one place by itself. John was there and remembered the laundry. It is the detail of a man who had run and stooped and looked, and it is the reason he gives for what happened in him: grave-robbers do not undress a corpse, and they do not fold.

Then Mark’s ending, which stops in the middle of a sentence — literally, in Greek, on the word for, with the women running away and telling nobody because they were afraid. The oldest copies end there, and the effect is deliberate whether or not the last page was lost: the tomb is open, the message has been given, and the book hands it to the reader with nobody yet having said anything. If it is going to be told, someone outside the text has to tell it.




The River. In the grey light with jars of spice and no plan for the stone: an open door, folded cloth, and a message given first to the people whose word would not have been accepted in a court.

℣ Why do you seek the living one among the dead?

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXXVI
Rabbouni

The men went back to their homes. She did not.


John 20:11–16

11But Mary had stood outside at the tomb, weeping. As she wept, therefore, she stooped down into the tomb, 12and observes two messengers in white, sitting — one at the head and one at the feet — where the body of Jesus had been laid. 13And they say to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She says to them, “Because they took away my Lord, and I do not know where they laid him.” 14Having said these things, she turned around to the things behind, and observes Jesus standing — and she did not know that it is Jesus. 15Jesus says to her, “Woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you seeking?” She, supposing that he is the gardener, says to him, “Sir, if you carried him off, tell me where you laid him, and I will take him away.” 16Jesus says to her, “Mary.” Turning, she says to him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni” — which is to say, Teacher.




John 20:17–18

17Jesus says to her, “Do not continue to cling to me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, and my God and your God.’” 18Mary Magdalene comes announcing to the disciples, “I have seen the Lord” — and that he had said these things to her.




The Word. μή μου ἅπτου (mē mou haptou). The verb haptomai means to fasten oneself to, to take hold of, to cling. It is a present imperative with the negative mē, and a present imperative under mē in Greek normally means stop doing what you are already doing — not never begin.

The old English touch me not reverses the sense entirely, and produces the picture that has dominated Western painting: a woman reaching and a man flinching away. Nothing in the Greek supports it, and the rest of the same morning refutes it: in Matthew, other women take hold of his feet and worship, and are not rebuked; eight days later Thomas is invited to put his hand into the wound. There is no prohibition of touch on the first day of the week.

She is already holding him. He is asking her to let go — for a reason he states in the same breath: for I have not yet ascended. This is not the moment for keeping. It is the moment for carrying the news.

We render it do not continue to cling to me, and we mark it, as we have marked it from the first page.




Marked — four things in one paragraph.

She turns twice. In verse 14 she turns around and sees him; in verse 16, after he says her name, she turns again. A woman already facing someone cannot turn to face him. The second turning is of a different kind, and the Greek word for turning is the ordinary word for conversion. She was looking straight at him and had not seen him. What opened her eyes was not evidence. It was hearing her own name said by someone who knew how to say it — he calls his own sheep by name, and they know his voice, and here the shepherd’s teaching is demonstrated on one woman in a graveyard.

She calls him Rabbouni. The intensive form, my master — a word of attachment, not of office. Two people in the four Gospels use it: a blind beggar shouting on the Jericho road, and this woman turning in a garden. Both had been given back something they had lost, and both used the same word for it.

She supposes him to be the gardener. She was not mistaken; she was early. The story that began in a garden with a man given the ground to tend, and passed through a garden across the Kidron where a man knelt on the ground and sweated, and promised a paradeisos — a walled garden — to a dying thief, ends with the risen Lord standing among the plantings at dawn and being taken for the man who works there. This house takes the identification as given rather than accidental, and lets it stand exactly as John wrote it, without explaining it away.

The seven trials. As declared at the outset: we read the seven demons of Luke’s travel note as a seven-fold stripping through which this woman had already passed. She is the one who does not go home. She stays at the cross when the men have gone, she watches where the body is laid, she comes in the dark with spices, she stands outside weeping when Peter and John have left, and she is the first person on earth to see the risen Christ, and she is sent by him to tell the apostles — which is why the tradition has called her, since the early centuries, the apostle to the apostles.

In the mystical register of this volume she stands within the oldest figure in Scripture: the Bride at the wedding of heaven and earth, who must release the visible form of the Bridegroom in order to receive the indwelling Spirit. That is a contemplative reading, marked as such, and it does not displace the plain account. The plain account is remarkable enough. A woman who had been through the fire was given the message first and told to carry it to eleven men who would not believe her.




The Lens. Do not continue to cling to me. Read it beside everything else in this book about grasping and it stops being a rebuff and becomes the last lesson.

He is not refusing her. He is releasing her, and the releasing is a promotion: go to my brothers. What she wants is the form she has lost and just recovered; what she is given instead is the mission, and the presence that will not be locked in a body she can hold on to. The whole doctrine of the Advocate depends on this — it is better for you that I go away, for if I do not go, She will not come to you.

My Father and your Father, my God and your God. He has never spoken like this before. Throughout the Gospels it is my Father, and once your Father when teaching them to pray; here the two are set in one sentence and the relation is handed over. What was his by nature is now theirs by adoption, and the first person to be told is standing in a garden with her hands still open.




The Bridge. Non-attachment is the most misunderstood word in the eastern lamps, and this scene is the best gloss on it in any scripture. She is not told to love him less. She is told not to hold the form.

The Buddhist knows the distinction exactly: clinging is not the same as loving, and grasping at the beloved shape is what turns love into suffering. The Taoist says that the named is not the eternal, and that to seize the manifested thing is to lose the Way that gave it. And the Christian East says the same thing in its own register: the ascension is not a departure but a change of mode, and he is more present after it, not less, because he is no longer at one address.

Do not continue to cling. Then go, and tell everyone.




The River. In a garden at sunrise, mistaken for the gardener: one name spoken aloud, one woman turning, and the first commission in the history of the Church given to her.

℣ I have seen the Lord.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXXVII
The Other Women, and the Guard

The rest of that morning is told by Matthew, and he sets two scenes against each other.


Matthew 28:9–10

9And behold, Jesus met them, saying, “Rejoice!” And coming to him, they took hold of his feet and bowed down to him. 10Then Jesus says to them, “Do not be afraid. Go, report to my brothers, so that they may go away into Galilee — and there they will see me.”




Matthew 28:11–15

11And while they were going, behold, some of the guard, coming into the city, reported to the chief priests everything that had happened. 12And gathering together with the elders and taking counsel, they gave sufficient silver to the soldiers, 13saying, “Say that his disciples came by night and stole him while we were sleeping.” 14“And if this is heard before the governor, we will persuade him and keep you out of trouble.” 15And taking the silver, they did as they were taught. And this account has been spread abroad among the Judeans until this day.




The Lens. Two groups leave the tomb that morning with a report, and money changes hands in only one of them.

The women are given a message and no payment and no protection, and they run. The guards are given silver and an indemnity and a story with an obvious hole in it — men asleep are not witnesses to what happened while they slept. Matthew keeps the detail because he is answering a rumour that was still circulating in his own community, and he answers it not by argument but by naming its price.

Rejoice — the first word of the risen Christ to anyone in Matthew’s Gospel — is the ordinary Greek greeting, chairete, which is what one says on meeting a friend in the street. After the tearing of the veil and the shaking of the earth, the first thing he says is hello.

And they took hold of his feet: the plainest evidence that the word to Mary was never a prohibition of touch. Within the hour, women are holding his feet, and nobody is told to stop.




The River. On two roads out of the same garden: one party carrying a message with nothing in their hands, and one carrying silver and a story that does not hold.

℣ Do not be afraid. Go, and tell.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXXVIII
The Road to Emmaus

That same day two of them were walking to a village about seven miles from Jerusalem, talking about everything that had happened, and a stranger fell in beside them and asked what they were discussing, and they stopped, looking miserable.


Luke 24:19–27

19[…] “The things concerning Jesus the Nazarene, who was a man, a prophet powerful in deed and word before God and all the people; 20and how our chief priests and rulers handed him over to a judgement of death and crucified him. 21But we were hoping that he is the one about to redeem Israel — and besides all this, it is now the third day since these things happened. […]” 25And he said to them, “O foolish and slow of heart to trust in everything the prophets spoke! 26Was it not necessary for the Christ to suffer these things and to enter into his glory?” 27And beginning from Moses and from all the prophets, he interpreted to them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself.



They reached the village and he made as though to go further, and they pressed him — stay with us, because it is toward evening and the day has already declined — and he went in to stay with them.


Luke 24:30–32

30And it happened, as he reclined with them, that taking the bread he blessed it, and breaking it he was giving it to them; 31and their eyes were opened fully and they recognised him — and he became invisible to them. 32And they said to one another, “Was not our heart burning within us as he was speaking to us on the road, as he was opening to us the scriptures?”



They got up that same hour, in the dark, and walked the seven miles back.


The Lens. We were hoping. It is the saddest phrase in the New Testament, and the man they are saying it to is the reason it is not true.

He walks with them for two hours without identifying himself, and lets them say the whole of their disappointment out loud before he corrects a word of it. Then he does not offer proof; he offers interpretation — the scriptures opened, which is what they will remember afterwards as the thing that set them alight.

But it is not the exposition that opens their eyes. They walk seven miles with the risen Christ explaining the whole of Scripture and do not recognise him. What they recognise is four verbs at a table: taking, blessed, breaking, giving. The same four as on the hillside with the five thousand and in the upper room two nights before. He is known in the breaking of the bread, and the instant he is known he is no longer visible — which is the Church’s entire experience of him ever since, stated in one sentence on the day it began.

Stay with us, for it is toward evening. They did not know who he was, and they asked him to stay anyway, because it was getting dark and he was alone on the road. Ordinary hospitality offered to a stranger is what brings him to the table. The King on the Mount of Olives had said as much: I was a stranger, and you took me in.




The River. On the road west with the sun going down: two men explaining the death of their hope to the one it happened to, and eyes opened by bread rather than by argument.

℣ Was not our heart burning within us on the road?

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXXIX
Peace Be With You

While the two from Emmaus were still telling it, he stood among them. The doors were shut, because they were afraid of the authorities.


The Locked Room — two witnesses


Luke 24:36–43 — […] he himself stood in the midst of them and says to them, “Peace to you.” But being terrified and becoming afraid, they supposed they were observing a spirit. And he said to them, “Why are you troubled, and why do doubts come up in your heart? See my hands and my feet, that it is I myself. Handle me and see, because a spirit does not have flesh and bones as you observe me having.” […] And while they were still disbelieving from the joy and marvelling, he said to them, “Do you have anything edible here?” And they gave him a piece of broiled fish; and taking it, he ate before them.




John 20:19–23 — […] Jesus came and stood in the midst and says to them, “Peace to you.” And having said this, he showed them the hands and the side. The disciples therefore rejoiced, seeing the Lord. He said therefore to them again, “Peace to you. Just as the Father has sent me, I also send you.” And having said this, he breathed into them and says to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. Of whomever you release the sins, they have been released to them; of whomever you hold them fast, they have been held fast.”






The Word. ἐνεφύσησεν (enephysēsen) — he breathed into. The word appears exactly once in the Greek New Testament, here; and it appears in the Greek Old Testament at the second chapter of Genesis, where God forms a man out of the dust of the ground and breathes into his face the breath of life. It appears again in Ezekiel, over a valley of dry bones: come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe into these slain, that they may live.

John chose the creation verb. In a locked room, on the evening of the first day of the week, the second Adam breathes into a huddle of frightened men, and the wording says what is happening: this is the beginning of the world again.

Receive the Holy Spirit. We say She of the Spirit throughout this volume, and here the reason is in the verb rather than the pronoun. What is given is breath, mouth to face, the way life is given to a newborn — and the noun beneath it all, in his own language, is ruach, which is feminine, and which hovered over the water on the first page of everything.




The Lens. He shows them his hands and his side. The wounds are still there.

That single fact governs everything this volume says about transformation. The risen body is not the old body repaired to factory condition, and it is not a shining replacement with the history sanded off. It carries the marks. What was done to him is not undone; it is taken up and kept, and it becomes the means of recognition. Nothing that has happened to a person is thrown away in the resurrection.

Then: just as the Father has sent me, I also send you — the pattern of the sending is the pattern of the incarnation; they are to go into the world the way he came into it, which is what the last three years have been demonstrating. And then the breath, and then the authority to release.

And he eats. Luke keeps the broiled fish because the early communities were already being told that a spiritual resurrection would be more dignified than a bodily one, and the answer given here is a man asking for something to eat in front of witnesses. Whatever else this Gospel is, it is not an escape from matter. It ends with a meal, as it began with a wedding.




The River. Behind a locked door on the evening of the first day: hands that still carry the marks, and a breath into the face that has only ever been given twice.

℣ Just as the Father has sent me, I also send you.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXXX
Thomas

One of the twelve was not there, and when they told him, he said what he said — and it has cost him his name for two thousand years, though nobody in the room had believed it either until they saw for themselves.


John 20:25–29

25The other disciples therefore were saying to him, “We have seen the Lord.” But he said to them, “Unless I see in his hands the mark of the nails, and put my finger into the mark of the nails, and put my hand into his side, I will never trust.” 26And after eight days his disciples were again inside, and Thomas with them. Jesus comes, the doors having been shut, and stood in the midst and said, “Peace to you.” 27Then he says to Thomas, “Bring your finger here and see my hands; and bring your hand and put it into my side. And do not become untrusting, but trusting.” 28Thomas answered and said to him, “My Lord and my God!” 29Jesus says to him, “Because you have seen me, have you trusted? Blessed are those not seeing and trusting.”




The Lens. He comes back for one man. The room is the same room, the greeting is the same greeting, and the only new thing is that Thomas is in it — and the invitation is offered in the exact words Thomas had used, which means someone had reported them, and which means the risen Christ arrives already knowing the terms of a doubt he was not present to hear.

Nothing is required of Thomas that was not offered to the others; they had been shown the hands and the side without asking. He is asking for the same evidence eight days late, and he gets it, and John never actually says that he touched.

And out of the demand for proof comes the highest confession in the four Gospels. Nobody else says my Lord and my God. The one who would not take it second-hand is the one who states it most completely — which is worth remembering the next time honest doubt is treated as a defect of character.

Blessed are those not seeing and trusting. The last beatitude in the Gospels, and it is spoken over the reader. Everyone who has ever come to this by hearing rather than by looking is being addressed in that sentence, and it is not a consolation prize; it is a blessing.




The Bridge. Every tradition eventually has to say something about the person who will not accept the teaching on authority. Most say something impatient. This one comes back through a locked door for him and offers a hand.

The eastern lamps insist that direct realisation is the point and that borrowed certainty is worth little; the Buddha told the Kālāmas not to accept a thing merely because a teacher said it. And here is the same respect from the other side: the demand for the direct is not scolded, it is met — and then a blessing is added for everyone who will not get that and must trust anyway.




The River. In the same room eight days later: a locked door opened for one absentee, the exact words of his doubt quoted back to him, and the highest confession in the book.

℣ My Lord and my God.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXXXI
The Charcoal Fire

Afterwards, in Galilee, seven of them were together, and Peter said he was going fishing, and they said they would come too. They caught nothing all night. At daybreak a figure was standing on the shore, and they did not know it was Jesus.


John 21:5–12

5Jesus therefore says to them, “Children, do you have anything to eat?” They answered him, “No.” 6And he said to them, “Cast the net to the right side of the boat, and you will find.” They cast therefore, and they were no longer strong enough to haul it in, from the multitude of the fish. 7That disciple therefore whom Jesus loved says to Peter, “It is the Lord!” Simon Peter therefore, hearing that it is the Lord, tied his outer garment around him — for he was stripped — and threw himself into the sea. […] 9When therefore they got out onto the land, they see a charcoal fire laid, and fish lying on it, and bread. […] 11Simon Peter went up and hauled the net onto the land, full of large fish — a hundred and fifty-three; and though there were so many, the net was not torn. 12Jesus says to them, “Come, have breakfast.”



And when they had eaten, he asked Peter the same question three times.


John 21:15–17

15[…] “Simon son of John, do you love me more than these?” He says to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I am fond of you.” He says to him, “Feed my lambs.” 16He says to him again a second time, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He says to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I am fond of you.” He says to him, “Shepherd my sheep.” 17He says to him the third time, “Simon son of John, are you fond of me?” Peter was grieved because he said to him the third time, “Are you fond of me?” and he said to him, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I am fond of you.” Jesus says to him, “Feed my sheep.”




The Word. A charcoal fire — ἀνθρακιά (anthrakia). The word occurs twice in the New Testament and both times in John: in the high priest’s courtyard, where Peter warmed his hands and said I am not, and here on a beach at dawn. The smell of the same fire, the same man, three questions to answer three denials. Nothing is said about the courtyard. The fire says it.

The three questions use two different verbs. Twice Jesus asks with agapaō, and both times Peter answers with phileō — the warmer, more personal word for the love between friends, and the lesser word if one is ranking them. The third time, Jesus drops to Peter’s word: are you fond of me? — and that is when Peter is grieved.

The two verbs overlap considerably in this Gospel and it would be wrong to build a doctrine on the pair. What is unmistakable is the movement: the questioner comes down to meet the answerer where he is. Peter will not claim the greater word after what he did in the courtyard, and he is not made to. He is met at the level he can honestly stand on, and given the flock anyway.




The Lens. Come, have breakfast. The restoration of the man who denied him is conducted over cooked fish on a beach by someone who lit the fire before they arrived.

Note the order. There is no interrogation, no confession extracted, no penance imposed. They eat first. The three questions come after breakfast, they are about love and not about failure, and each answer is met with a job. Whatever this Gospel understands forgiveness to be, it looks like being handed responsibility by the person you let down.

And the net was not torn. Luke’s earlier catch, at the calling, tore the nets and swamped the boats; this one holds. A hundred and fifty-three has been counted and allegorised for centuries — the number of known kinds of fish, a triangular number, the nations of the world — and John simply gives the figure, the way fishermen do, because someone counted them on the sand. What the sentence insists on is that the number was large and the net held.




The River. On the shore at first light, with the smell of charcoal: three questions for three denials, asked after breakfast, and each one answered with work.

℣ Feed my sheep.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXXXII
Go Therefore

The eleven went to Galilee, to the mountain he had appointed for them; and when they saw him they bowed down — and some doubted, which Matthew records in the same sentence, and does not explain.


Matthew 28:18–20

18And coming to them Jesus spoke to them, saying, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, immersing them into the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20teaching them to keep everything I commanded you. And behold — I am with you all the days, until the completion of the age.”




Marked — the longer ending of Mark. The oldest manuscripts of Mark end at 16:8, with the women running away and saying nothing. The twelve verses that follow in later copies — the appearances, the commission, the signs including serpents and poison, and the ascension — are a second-century addition, written in a different style, and the critical editions print them in brackets.

They are included here, as they have been included in the Church’s Bibles for eighteen centuries, and they are marked. Their content is otherwise attested; their promise about serpents and deadly poison is not, and no doctrine or practice should be built on it. This house says plainly what the manuscripts say, and keeps what the tradition kept.



And at the last, at Bethany, on the ridge above the city he had wept over.


Luke 24:50–53

50And he led them out as far as Bethany, and lifting up his hands he blessed them. 51And it happened, while he was blessing them, that he was parted from them and was carried up into heaven. 52And they, having bowed down to him, returned to Jerusalem with great joy, 53and were continually in the temple, blessing God.




The Lens. And they returned with great joy. That is the strangest sentence in the resurrection accounts and the one that decides how the whole book should be read.

He has just gone. By every ordinary measure they have lost him a second time, and there is no report of grief — they go back to the city that killed him and spend their days in the temple, glad. The only explanation the text offers is the last clause he gave them: I am with you all the days.

The ascension is not a departure to a location. It is the end of one address and the beginning of every address. While he was in Galilee he could not be in Judea; the limit of a body is a place. What is described here is the removal of that limit — the same presence, no longer local, and therefore available at every table, on every road, in every prisoner and stranger and hungry person, in the bread and in the breath. He does not leave the world at the ascension. He stops being in one part of it.

That is the whole doctrine of this volume, and it is not our invention: the last posture in which the disciples see him is with his hands raised in blessing, and the blessing does not stop when the seeing does.

I am with you all the days. The words are the last of Matthew’s Gospel, and they are the same two words that were spoken on the water in the dark and in the temple court and in front of the high priest: I am.




The Bridge. So the four streams come back to the one spring. The Taoist was told that the Way could not be named and here found it walking; the Buddhist was told that suffering has an ending and here found a man who went through the worst of it and came out with his wounds intact and his hands full of bread; and the Christian East was told that God became human so that humans might become God, and here found the promise kept, on a hillside, in a blessing that has not been withdrawn.

The Kingdom is not a place we hope to be admitted to. It is the reality in which we already live and move and have our being — and the whole work of this Gospel, from the Word in the beginning to the raised hands at Bethany, has been the opening of the eyes that see it.

And the Gospel does not quite end here. He had told them to wait in the city until they were clothed with power from on high, and they went back and waited, and there were ten days in which nothing happened at all. What came at the end of them is the last movement of this book.




The River. At the top of the ridge above Bethany, with his hands raised: not an ending but the loss of a location, and a blessing that did not stop when the seeing stopped.

℣ Behold, I am with you all the days, until the completion of the age.

℟ One river, four streams.




Book XI
The Fire and the Wisdom
Ten days of waiting, a fire that divides into tongues, and the figure who was beside God at the founding of the world — Holy Wisdom, and the woman in whom the tradition has seen her seat.


Chapter LXXXIII
The Ten Days and the Day of Fire

They went back into the city and up to the room where they were staying, and the list Luke gives of who was in it is worth reading slowly.


Acts 1:13–14

13[…] Peter and John and James and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, James son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot and Judas son of James. 14These all were persevering with one accord in the prayer, together with women, and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers.



That is the last time she appears in the New Testament, and it is in a room, praying, among a hundred and twenty people, waiting for the same Spirit who had overshadowed her thirty-odd years before. The one person present who already knew what it was to have the Holy Spirit come upon her was in the room when it happened to everyone else.

They waited ten days. Nothing is recorded of them except a decision about a replacement for Judas, taken by lot. Then came the fiftieth day.


Acts 2:1–4

1And when the day of Pentecost was being fulfilled, they were all together in the same place. 2And suddenly there came out of heaven a sound as of a rushing violent wind, and it filled the whole house where they were sitting. 3And there appeared to them tongues as of fire, dividing themselves; and it sat upon each one of them. 4And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues, just as the Spirit was giving them to utter.



Jerusalem was full for the festival, and the crowd that gathered at the noise heard something that made no sense: Galileans, and every man hearing his own dialect. Luke lists the nations — Parthians, Medes, Elamites, the people of Mesopotamia, Judea, Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya toward Cyrene, visitors from Rome, Cretans and Arabs. Some said they were drunk. Peter stood up with the eleven and said that it was nine in the morning, and then quoted a prophet.


Acts 2:17–18, 38–39

17“‘And it shall be in the last days,’ says God, ‘I will pour out from my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters will prophesy, and your young men will see visions, and your old men will dream dreams; 18and indeed upon my male slaves and upon my female slaves in those days I will pour out from my Spirit, and they will prophesy.’” […] 38And Peter said to them, “Turn around, and let each of you be immersed in the name of Jesus Christ for the release of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39For the promise is to you and to your children, and to all those far off — as many as the Lord our God may call to himself.”



About three thousand were added that day. And they held to the teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of the bread and to the prayers, and they held everything in common, and sold their property and distributed to any who had need, and broke bread from house to house, eating their food with gladness and simplicity of heart.


The Word. Pentecost is simply the Greek for fiftieth — the fiftieth day after the Passover sabbath. The Hebrew name is Shavuot, the Feast of Weeks: the wheat harvest, when the first loaves of the new crop were brought and offered. And in the tradition that had grown up around it, it was also the anniversary of the giving of the Law at Sinai.

Hold those three together and the day interprets itself. At Sinai there was fire on a mountain, a sound, and a law written on stone that a nation received from outside itself. In the upper room there is fire again — but it does not stay on the mountain. It divides, and a portion of it sits on each person in the room, and what is given is not written on stone but breathed into people. The rabbis said that the voice at Sinai went out in seventy languages, one for every nation, and that all the nations heard it and did not answer. On this fiftieth day the languages come out of the fire again, and this time somebody answers, and three thousand of them.

And it is a harvest festival. The first loaves of the new crop are brought in on the fiftieth day. Luke counts three thousand.




The Lens. It divided, and sat upon each one of them. This is the sentence the whole of the Gospel has been moving toward, and it is the reason the Farewell Discourse insisted that it was better for them if he went away.

While he was in a body he was in one place, and the presence of God was met by going where he was. What happens at Pentecost is the distribution of that presence — not thinned by being divided, as fire is not thinned by being divided, but seated on every head in the room and then, in the sermon Peter preaches over it, promised to everyone listening and to their children and to all those far off. The prophet quoted for the occasion says all flesh, and then, in case anyone should hear it narrowly, spells it out: sons and daughters, young and old, slaves male and female. There is no category in that list that is excluded, and two of them could not own property or testify in a court.

This is the answer to the tower at Babel, where one language became many and the people were scattered. Here the many languages remain — nobody at Pentecost is made to speak Hebrew — and the division is healed anyway, because each hears in his own tongue. The unity given by the Spirit is not uniformity. It is comprehension across difference, which is a far harder and better thing, and it is exactly what was prayed for on the last night: that they may all be one.

One flock. Many folds. Many languages, one fire.




The Bridge. Every tradition has a moment when a teaching stops being the property of a teacher and becomes the possession of a community, and every tradition marks it with an image of transmission — a lamp lit from a lamp, a flower held up and one man smiling, a robe and a bowl handed on in the night.

What is distinctive here is the arithmetic. The flame is not handed to one successor. It divides, and every person in the room gets a whole one, and the fire is not diminished. The Abbey keeps this as the charter of its own life: no lineage of a single holder, no key kept by an office, no one between a person and the Presence. Upon all flesh.




The River. In an upper room on the fiftieth day, with the city full for the harvest: one fire divided into as many flames as there were heads, and not one of them smaller for the dividing.

℣ I will pour out from my Spirit upon all flesh.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXXXIV
Sophia: She Who Was Beside Him

Long before any of this, the scriptures of Israel had a way of speaking about God’s presence in the world that used a feminine figure and a feminine noun: Hokmah in Hebrew, Sophia in Greek. Wisdom. She is not a metaphor politely introduced and dropped. She speaks in the first person, has a house, sets a table, calls in the streets, and is present at the founding of the world.


Proverbs 8:22–31

22“The Lord possessed me at the beginning of his way, before his works of old. 23From everlasting I was established, from the beginning, before the earth was. […] 27When he prepared the heavens, I was there; when he inscribed a circle on the face of the deep […] 30then I was beside him as a master workman, and I was daily his delight, playing before him at all times, 31playing in the inhabited part of his earth — and my delight was with the sons of men.”




Wisdom of Solomon 7:25–27

25For she is a breath of the power of God, and a pure emanation of the glory of the Almighty; therefore nothing defiled enters into her. 26For she is a radiance of eternal light, and a spotless mirror of the working of God, and an image of his goodness. 27And being one, she is able to do all things; and remaining in herself, she makes all things new; and in every generation, passing into holy souls, she makes them friends of God and prophets.




Sirach 24:3–9

3“I came forth from the mouth of the Most High, and covered the earth like a mist. 4I dwelt in high places, and my throne was in a pillar of cloud. […] 8Then the Creator of all commanded me, and he who created me caused my tent to rest, and said: ‘Pitch your tent in Jacob, and in Israel receive your inheritance.’ 9Before the age, from the beginning, he created me; and to the age I shall not fail.”




The Word. Three things in these passages are worth holding side by side with the Gospels.

Beside him as a master workman — Proverbs 8:30. The Hebrew word is disputed between craftsman and little child, and the same consonants carry both, which is why the next line has her playing. Whichever is chosen, she is beside him at the making of everything: an agent of creation, distinct and not separate.

He caused my tent to rest — Sirach 24:8. The Greek verb is kataskēnōsai, from the same root as skēnē, a tent. When John writes that the Word became flesh and pitched his tent among us, he is not inventing an image. He is finishing a sentence that Sirach began: Wisdom was told to pitch her tent in Jacob, and the Word pitched his among us.

A radiance of eternal light, a spotless mirror — Wisdom 7:26. The letter to the Hebrews opens by calling the Son the radiance of his glory, using the same rare word. The New Testament writers reached for the Wisdom vocabulary the moment they tried to say what Christ is, because it was the only vocabulary their scriptures had for a presence that is God, is with God, and is at work inside the world.




The Lens. And my delight was with the sons of men. Read the three passages together and what emerges is not an abstraction but a personage: the presence of God turned toward creation, delighting in it, playing in it, pitching a tent in it, entering holy souls in every generation and making them friends of God.

That is the panentheist claim of this volume, stated in the wisdom books centuries before the Gospels, and stated in the feminine.

The early Church did not decide what to do with her, and this house does not think it needs to be decided. Paul calls Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God, and the Fathers read Proverbs 8 as speaking of the Logos — which is why the greatest church of the Christian East is dedicated to Hagia Sophia, Holy Wisdom, and means Christ by it. The Syriac writers and others in the second century read the same figure as the Spirit, which fits her works exactly: breath, indwelling, the making of prophets, the renewal of all things. And the liturgy, East and West, has read the Wisdom passages on the feasts of the Mother of God for well over a thousand years.

Three readings, and the tradition has never chosen between them, because the figure is doing something that will not sit still in a single slot. Holy Wisdom is the whole outward movement of God toward what he has made — spoken as the Word, breathed as the Spirit, and received in a woman who said yes. She is not a fourth person and never was. She is the divine turned toward us, and every one of the three readings is looking at the same face from a different angle.




The Bridge. A reader of the Chinese classics arrives here without difficulty. The Tao gives birth to the ten thousand things and nourishes them without possessing them, and is called the mother of all under heaven and the mysterious feminine whose gate is the root of heaven and earth. She is not a goddess in a pantheon; she is the way in which what cannot be named turns toward what it has made.

The Buddhist has Prajñāpāramitā, the Perfection of Wisdom, addressed in the oldest hymns as Mother of all the Buddhas — she from whom the awakened are born, depicted as a woman, and understood not as a deity but as the wisdom by which anything is seen at all.

Three traditions, three continents, and in each of them the moment the ineffable turns toward the world, it is spoken of as she.




The River. At the founding of the world, before there was a deep to draw a circle on: someone beside him, playing, and delighting in the sons of men.

℣ When he prepared the heavens, I was there.

℟ One river, four streams.




Chapter LXXXV
The Seat of Wisdom

On the feasts of the Mother of God, in the Latin West and in the Christian East, the readings appointed have for centuries been the Wisdom passages. The Lord possessed me at the beginning of his way. I came forth from the mouth of the Most High. He who created me caused my tent to rest. The Church put those words in her mouth, and has never stopped.

The West gave the practice a title. In the litanies she is Sedes Sapientiae, the Seat of Wisdom — and the oldest and most widespread image of her in Christian art is exactly that: the Mother seated, upright, frontal, still, with the Child on her lap as on a throne. She is not looking at him. She is looking out at whoever is looking at her, and her body is the chair.


Sirach 24:19–21

19“Come to me, you who desire me, and be filled from my produce. 20For the memory of me is sweeter than honey, and the possession of me than the honeycomb. 21Those who eat me will hunger for more, and those who drink me will thirst for more.”




Marked — what is held here, and what is not.

This house reads Mary as the created personage of Holy Wisdom: the place where the Wisdom of God, who was beside him at the founding of the world, took a seat in a human life and was carried and fed and taught to walk.

The grounds are the tradition’s own, and they are four.

The liturgy put the Wisdom texts in her mouth, and did it early, and has never taken them back. That is not decoration. Liturgy is the oldest theology the Church has, and it settles what a community actually believes long before anyone argues about it.

The correspondences are exact. Wisdom was told to pitch her tent in Jacob; the Word pitched his tent in her. Wisdom is a pure emanation of the glory of the Almighty, into which nothing defiled enters; the Presence overshadowed her as the cloud overshadowed the tent. Wisdom passes into holy souls in every generation and makes them friends of God; she is the one soul into whom he passed in flesh.

She is the answer given by a human being. Wisdom in the older books calls in the streets and is largely refused. At Nazareth she is answered: let it happen to me according to your word. If Holy Wisdom is the whole outward movement of God toward what he made, then Mary is the point at which that movement was received — and the receiving is not passive. It is the single most consequential act of consent in the story.

Her one instruction to the human race is a wisdom saying. Whatever he says to you, do. Set it beside come to me, you who desire me, and be filled and the voice is the same voice.

And now what is not held.

She is not a fourth person of the Trinity, not a goddess, and not divine by nature. The doctrine of this house is the doctrine of the councils: one God in three persons, undivided. She is a creature — and that is the whole point of her, because the claim being made is that a creature can become the seat of the uncontainable, and that what happened in her is offered in its own measure to everything God has made. God became man that man might become god is said of us because it was first true of her.

Nor do we collapse her into the Spirit. We say She of the Spirit for the reasons set out in Appendix C, and we say Seat of Wisdom of Mary, and the two are not the same claim. The Spirit is God. Mary is the ground the Spirit overshadowed. What they share is that the tradition has always known that the divine turning toward creation is spoken of in the feminine, and has always been slightly embarrassed about it, and has kept doing it anyway.




The Lens. Follow her through this book and the shape is unmistakable. She consents at Nazareth and the Word takes flesh. She sings the Magnificat, which is the political programme of the Kingdom, before her son is born. She keeps all these words, throwing them together in her heart — which is the definition of contemplation. She sees the need at Cana before anyone else and calls forth the first sign. She stands at the cross when almost everyone has gone, and is given a son who is not hers, and a household is founded out of it. And she is in the upper room at Pentecost, praying, when the fire divides.

Beginning, middle and end: at the incarnation, at the first sign, at the cross, and at the descent of the Spirit. She is present at every point where the Presence enters the world in a new way, and at every one of them her part is the same — to be the place where it is received and to tell somebody else to do what he says.

That is what this volume means by calling her the Seat of Wisdom. Not a throne of gold. A woman who said yes and then stayed for the whole of it.




The Bridge. The reader from the eastern lamps will have recognised the posture long ago. Guanyin hears the cries of the world and turns toward them; Tārā is born from a tear and is called the mother of liberation; the Perfection of Wisdom is addressed as the mother of all the awakened. In every case the figure is not the ultimate — she is how the ultimate is met, and she is met in the feminine, and she is approached by people who are frightened and have nowhere else to go.

We do not equate them. Guanyin is not the Mother of God, and the Perfection of Wisdom is not a person who lived in Nazareth. What we observe is that wherever human beings have found the ineffable turning toward them with compassion, they have found it easier to say she, and that the Christian tradition, which had every doctrinal reason to avoid this, did it anyway — in its liturgy, in its litanies, and in the oldest image it ever made of a woman on a chair holding the wisdom of God on her knees.

So the four streams come back to the one spring. The Taoist was told the Way could not be named and here found it walking; the Buddhist was told suffering has an ending and here found a man who went through the worst of it and came out with his wounds intact and his hands full of bread; the Christian East was told that God became human so that humans might become God, and here found the promise kept — on a hillside in a blessing that was never withdrawn, and in a room ten days later when the fire divided and every head in it received a whole flame.

Go and read the four again. The finger points; the moon is the text. And the river is one.




The River. At the last: a woman on a chair with the Wisdom of God on her knees, and the words of Wisdom put into her mouth by a Church that could not quite say why and said them anyway.

℣ Come to me, you who desire me, and be filled.

℟ One river, four streams.




Appendix A
The Aramaic Our Father

He did not pray in Greek. The Gospels preserve his prayer in Greek because that is the language the Gospels were written in, but the words that came out of his mouth were Aramaic, and the Aramaic-speaking churches of Syria and Mesopotamia and further east have prayed it in that language, without a break, from the first centuries to this morning.

What follows is the prayer as the Peshitta carries it: first transliterated, then rendered as literally as English allows, then opened line by line at the roots, and finally set out whole as a prayer to be said.

The text

Abwoon d’bwashmaya

Nethqadash shmakh

Teytey malkuthakh

Nehwe tzevyanach aykanna d’bwashmaya aph b’arha

Hav lan lachma d’sunqanan yoma

Ushbq lan khaubayn

Aykanna d’ana d’shbaqan l’khayabayn

Wela te’lan l’nesyuna

Ela patzan min bisha

Metol d’lah d’malkutha wahayla wateshbuhta l’alam almin

The literal rendering








	Aramaic
	Literal English





	Abwoon d’bwashmaya
	Our Father in the heavens



	Nethqadash shmakh
	Let your name be made holy



	Teytey malkuthakh
	Let your kingdom come



	Nehwe tzevyanach aykanna d’bwashmaya aph b’arha
	Let your will happen, just as in the heavens, so also on the earth



	Hav lan lachma d’sunqanan yoma
	Give us today the bread of our need



	Ushbq lan khaubayn
	And release for us our debts



	Aykanna d’ana d’shbaqan l’khayabayn
	just as we also have released our debtors



	Wela te’lan l’nesyuna
	And do not bring us into trial



	Ela patzan min bisha
	But snatch us out of evil



	Metol d’lah d’malkutha wahayla wateshbuhta l’alam almin
	For yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory, to the ages of ages





What the familiar English lost








	Traditional English
	What the Aramaic says





	Our Father which art in heaven
	bwashmaya is plural — in the heavens, the whole unseen order, not one location above the clouds



	Hallowed be thy name
	nethqadash is an active verb from the root to set apart, to clear a space; a continuing action, not a static honorific



	Thy will be done
	nehwe is simply let it become, let it happen — nothing about being executed by subordinates



	Give us this day our daily bread
	lachma d’sunqanan is the bread of our necessity — concrete, what is actually needed now



	Forgive us our trespasses
	khaubayn is debts; trespasses is a later softening, and shbaq means untie, loosen, release — a knot, not a pardon from a bench



	As we forgive those who trespass against us
	d’shbaqan is perfect tense — as we have already released; the cord is cut before the asking begins



	Lead us not into temptation
	nesyuna is a trial, a testing, an ordeal — the crucible, not a small enticement



	Deliver us from evil
	patzan is violent — snatch away, tear loose, as a mother pulls a child from a fire



	(doxology bracketed or omitted)
	The Peshitta and the whole Syriac tradition carry the doxology as part of the prayer





The prayer opened at the roots

Abwoon d’bwashmaya. Ab is father, source, origin; the syllables that follow carry generation, a bringing forth, the sound of something being birthed. The word holds the fathering and the mothering of the cosmos in one breath, and it is spoken with a child’s familiarity. Bwashmaya is the heavens — the realms of light and vibration, the whole unseen order in which the visible one is held.


O Breathing Life, Birth-Maker of the shimmering realms, Source who fathers and mothers the galaxies into being, whose name is the sound of the universe unfolding.



Nethqadash shmakh. Qadash is to set apart, to make radiant, to clear a space for the Sacred. Not our praise offered upward to something already holy; a clearing of ground so that the light has room. Shmakh is your name — your essential note, your signature in all that is.


Let the sound of your true nature resonate in us; clear a space in our hearts where your light can dwell. Let your name be a fragrance that fills our being, a light that no shadow can dim.



Teytey malkuthakh. Teytey is come, with the sense of flowing and arriving, as a river reaches the sea. Malkutha is from a root that carries counsel and right guidance as much as territory: the reign of balance, the ordering principle, the I can of the cosmos.


Let the rhythm of your counsel move through us; let your realm of peace arrive like dawn on the hills, until every heart becomes a garden of your presence and the earth is governed from within.



Nehwe tzevyanach aykanna d’bwashmaya aph b’arha. Nehwe is a birthing word: let it come into being. Tzevyanach is your will — your desire, your delight; not a stern decree but the longing of a lover for the beloved. Aph b’arha — even so on the earth, in the density of matter, in this very soil.


Let your heart’s deepest desire be born into form, here, where our feet touch the ground. As the stars unwaveringly follow their paths, so let our lives move with your silent music, until heaven and earth are one breath.



Hav lan lachma d’sunqanan yoma. Hav is give, with an open hand on both sides. Lachma is bread, from a root that also means to join, to bind together, to be united — bread is what brings people to one table. Sunqanan is our lack, the essential need that only true sustenance fills. Yoma is today, this present moment, the only time anything can be received.


Hand us today the bread that makes us whole, the food that satisfies our hidden hunger. Let us taste the unity that lies beneath all separation, the nourishment of this very breath.



Ushbq lan khaubayn. Shbaq is to untie, to loosen the grip, to set a prisoner free. Khaubayn is our debts — what we owe because we failed to love, the accumulated weight of the kindness we did not do.


Loose the knots of our wrongdoing; untangle the threads of our guilt. Release us from the burden of what we have not lived, and let the wind of your mercy blow through us.



Aykanna d’ana d’shbaqan l’khayabayn. The same root returns, and in the perfect tense. The release is asked for in the measure it has already been given.


In the same way that we have already let go of the debts others owe us, cutting the chains of resentment, so let your forgiveness flood the space we have made. We have cleared the channel; now let your mercy run.



Wela te’lan l’nesyuna. Nesyuna is the great testing, the proving ground, the ordeal in which everything hangs in the balance — the crucible of transformation, before which any honest person trembles.


Do not lead us into the place of great testing, where faith stands on the edge of the abyss. Spare us the ordeal we are too fragile to bear.



Ela patzan min bisha. Patzan is urgent and physical: snatch, tear loose, pull out. Bisha is evil — the force of fragmentation, everything that pulls apart what belongs together.


But when the shadow rises, tear us loose from its grip. Snatch us back into your light, as a shepherd seizes the lamb from the wolf. Hold us in the unbreakable embrace of your goodness.



Metol d’lah d’malkutha wahayla wateshbuhta l’alam almin. Malkutha, the harmonious reign. Hayla, the power — the vital force that moves all things. Teshbuhta, the glory — the radiance, the beauty that shines out of the heart of the Divine. L’alam almin, to the ages of ages, through all cycles of time and beyond time.


For everything is already yours: the harmonious reign, the living strength that pulses through the worlds, the luminous beauty that holds all things together, from the beginning-less beginning to the endless end, and in this very moment. So be it. Amen.



The prayer entire


O Breathing Life, Birth-Maker of the shimmering realms, Source who fathers and mothers the galaxies into being: let the sound of your true nature resonate in us, clearing a space where your light can dwell.

Let the rhythm of your counsel move through us, until every heart becomes a garden of your presence and the earth is governed from within.

Let your heart’s deepest desire be born into form, here, where our feet touch the ground. As the stars unwaveringly follow their paths, so let our lives move with your silent music.

Hand us today the bread that makes us whole, the food that satisfies our hidden hunger. Let us taste the unity beneath all separation.

Loose the knots of our wrongdoing, untangle the threads of our guilt, in the same way we have already let go of what others owe us. We have cleared the channel; now let your mercy run.

Do not lead us into the place of great testing, where faith stands on the edge of the abyss. Spare us the ordeal we are too fragile to bear.

But when the shadow rises, tear us loose from its grip. Snatch us back into your light, as a shepherd seizes the lamb from the wolf.

For everything is already yours: the harmonious reign, the living strength that pulses through the worlds, the luminous beauty that holds all things together, from the beginning-less beginning to the endless end, and in this very moment. Amen.



A note on what this is. The literal rendering above is a translation. The expansions are not: they are a contemplative unfolding of the roots, of the kind the Syriac and Jewish commentators have always made, and they are offered as a way of praying rather than as a claim about what the Greek text says. Both are given here so that the reader always knows which is which. The prayer as the Gospels carry it stands at chapter XXIII, When You Pray, and at Luke’s shorter version in chapter L.


Appendix B
The Quasi-Gnostic Passages

Certain sentences in the New Testament describe this world as territory under hostile occupation, and they are startling enough that readers in every century have wondered whether the Gospel is telling a story much closer to the gnostic myth than the Church has usually admitted. This appendix sets out what those passages say, why the resemblance is real, and where the line falls.

What the texts say

In the wilderness the Adversary offers Jesus all the kingdoms of the inhabited world, and gives a reason: because it has been handed over to me, and to whomever I wish I give it. Jesus refuses the worship. He does not dispute the claim.

In the fourth Gospel he calls the Adversary the ruler of this world three times. Paul calls him the god of this age, and describes an order of things in which humanity walks following the ruler of the authority of the air — the sublunar zone between earth and heaven, which in the cosmology of the period was thick with powers.

Set together, these produce a picture: a world hemmed in under a hostile regime, a humanity living beneath a ceiling of malevolent influence, and a true God who must be revealed from beyond it.

Why the resemblance is real

The classic gnostic systems hold, in various arrangements, that this world was made by a lower and ignorant power; that the true God is beyond it and reached only by knowledge; that the human soul is a spark of light trapped in matter; and that salvation is escape — the ascent of the soul through the spheres, past the archons who guard them, back to the fullness of light.

Every one of those four points has a hook in the sentences above. The resemblance is not manufactured by hostile readers. It is there, it was noticed early, and gnostic teachers of the second century used precisely these verses.

Where the line falls

The New Testament goes a long way down this road and then stops, and the place where it stops is not arbitrary. Four things divide it from the gnostic myth, and they are load-bearing.

Creation is good, and the Word made it. The material world is not the work of a lesser or malevolent maker. All things came to be through him, and apart from him not one thing came to be. The earth belongs to the Lord and everything in it. Whatever the ruler of this world is, he is a usurper occupying someone else’s property, not the landlord.

The authority is delegated, temporary, and leashed. It has been handed over to me — handed, by someone with the standing to hand it. In the book of Job the accuser operates only within limits set for him. The occupation is real and it is on a lease, and the lease is not the deed.

Salvation is the redemption of bodies, not escape from them. The hope held out at the end of the New Testament is a new heaven and a new earth, and the redemption of our bodies — not the shedding of them. A consistent gnostic would recoil at a risen man asking for a piece of fish and inviting a doubter to put a hand in his side, and would have no use at all for a Gospel that begins with a genealogy.

The air is cleansed, not bypassed. In the letters the ascended Christ passes through the hostile realms and disarms them, and those who belong to him are said to be seated with him in the heavenly places. This is not a secret route out for an initiated few. It is a claim about territory: the occupied ground is being taken back.

The counterpoint is the prayer

The clearest answer to the whole question is the prayer he taught. Your kingdom come; your will happen, as in the heavens so also on the earth. It is not a request to be extracted from the world. It is a request that the world be recovered — spoken by people who are living inside the zone of conflict, under the shadow, and who ask in the same breath to be kept through the ordeal and torn loose from the evil.

What this house holds

We take the passages at full strength. There is a genuine occupation; the suffering of the world is not simply a curriculum arranged for our improvement; and the powers that thrive on conflict and fear are described in Scripture as having authority over the political order, which is a sentence worth reading twice before dismissing.

And we hold, with the whole tradition, that the diagnosis of the gnostics was wrong at the root. The problem is not matter. The problem is estrangement — and the answer is not flight but the arrival of the Kingdom into the very ground the usurper claims. That is why this volume is panentheist and not dualist: the Presence is not on the far side of a hostile sky, waiting for the enlightened few to climb. It is the ground in which the whole occupied world exists, and the Gospel is the account of it walking into that world on foot and taking it back by dying.


Appendix C
The Feminine Spirit

Throughout this volume the Holy Spirit is spoken of as She, and every occurrence is marked in the text where it falls. This appendix gathers the grounds in one place.

The grammar

Hebrew רוּחַ (ruach) — breath, wind, spirit — is a feminine noun, and is treated as feminine in the overwhelming majority of its occurrences in the Hebrew Bible. Aramaic and Syriac rucha is likewise feminine. Greek πνεῦμα (pneuma) is neuter. Latin spiritus is masculine. English has no grammatical gender and must choose a pronoun, and has conventionally chosen He, partly under the influence of Latin and partly because the noun paraklētos — Advocate, Helper — is masculine in Greek.

So the pronoun in English is a translator’s decision at every point. It always has been. The question is not whether to make a choice but which choice to make, and on what grounds.

Grammatical gender is not sex, and none of this establishes anything about the nature of God, who is beyond male and female and is the ground of both. That cuts in both directions: it is exactly why He cannot be defended as the literal truth of the matter, and exactly why She is not a claim about divine anatomy.

The Syriac witness

The churches that prayed in the language Jesus spoke used feminine forms of the Spirit in their liturgy and their hymns for centuries — in the Odes of Solomon, in Aphrahat, in the early Ephrem, and in the baptismal and eucharistic prayers of the Syriac East, where the Spirit is invoked to come and brood, to hover, to settle on the gifts. The masculine forms came in later, under Greek influence.

There is also the fragment of a very early Gospel used by the Aramaic-speaking Christians of Palestine, quoted by both Origen and Jerome, in which Jesus speaks of my mother the Holy Spirit. Neither of them thought it heretical; Jerome discusses it as a matter of Semitic grammar.

The imagery

The pronoun is a convenience. The imagery is the argument, and it is in the canonical text at every stage of this story:


	The Spirit hovers over the face of the waters at the beginning, and the Hebrew verb is used of a bird brooding over its young.

	She overshadows Mary at Nazareth, and the verb is the one used of the cloud that settled on the tent of meeting — the Presence the tradition calls the Shekhinah, a feminine noun, pictured as brooding.

	She descends as a dove at the Jordan, and remains — a nesting word.

	She is the one who brings to birth: unless one is begotten of water and Spirit.

	She is the Advocate who teaches, reminds, testifies, guides, and abides, and is given precisely so that the disciples will not be orphans.

	She is breathed into their faces in a locked room, mouth to face, the way life is given to a newborn.

	And Wisdom, in the older books, is she without ambiguity: present at the founding of the world, delighting, playing before God, and calling in the streets.



Gestation, brooding, birth, nourishment, indwelling, comfort, the giving of breath — these are the works assigned to the Spirit in Scripture, and they are maternal works. English has a pronoun that carries them.

What is not being claimed

We are not proposing a fourth person, a divine consort, or a goddess alongside the Trinity. The doctrine held in this house is the doctrine of the councils: one God, three persons, undivided, and the Spirit fully God with the Father and the Son.

Nor are we correcting the tradition. We are drawing on one half of it that the West largely stopped using, and we are doing it openly rather than by quietly altering translations. Every occurrence in this volume is marked at the point of use, so that any reader may see exactly where the Greek has been rendered by a choice and what the choice was.


Appendix D
The Seven Trials of the Magdalene

Luke, listing the women who travelled with Jesus and paid for the work out of their own money, writes one clause about the first of them: Mary, the one called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out. That clause is the whole of what the New Testament says about her past, and this volume reads it as the record of an initiation.

What is in the text

The words stand in our translation exactly as they stand in the Greek, and are not altered. What follows is commentary, marked as such at chapter XXVII and here.

The plain sense is that she had been tormented and was released. That is true, and this reading does not displace it.

The pattern of the seven

In the Aramaic-speaking world where her story begins, one narrative above all others attached seven to a woman’s transformation: the descent of Inanna. The goddess goes down through seven gates, and at each gate the keeper takes something from her — the crown, the rod, the necklace, the breastplate, the ring, the robe — until she stands stripped of everything she had been recognised by. She is hung on a hook. And she rises.

Seven gates, seven strippings, and then the return. It is one of the oldest stories written down by human beings, and everywhere it has travelled it has meant the same thing: that there is a way through which one goes down and is emptied of every mark of standing, and that what comes back is not what went in.

The Buddhist speaks of the kleshas, the afflictions, and their overcoming; the Taoist inner tradition speaks of the refining of the seven emotions; the Christian West made a list of seven of its own and set the whole spiritual life against them. The number is not arithmetic in any of these. It is the shape of a complete purification.

What this house holds

That Mary of Magdala came into the Gospel already having been through something. That the seven were not a misfortune she recovered from but a fire she came out of, and that the woman who emerges is a spiritual adept rather than a rescued unfortunate.

The evidence for it is not etymological. It is behavioural, and it is in all four Gospels:


	She is named first in every list of the women, in every Gospel, wherever she appears — except in the one scene where the mother of Jesus is present.

	She funded the ministry out of her own means.

	She is at the cross when eleven of the twelve are not.

	She watches where the body is laid, and notes the place.

	She comes back in the dark on the first day with spices.

	When Peter and the beloved disciple see the empty grave and go home, she does not go home.

	She is the first human being to see the risen Christ.

	She is the first to be given the resurrection message, and she is sent with it to the apostles.



That chain is not a coincidence of narrative placement. It is what a person who has already been stripped of everything looks like when everything is taken away again: she stays.

The apostle to the apostles

The title is not modern and not ours. It goes back to the early centuries — Hippolytus uses it of the women at the tomb in his commentary on the Song of Songs, and it is applied to her by name through the medieval West, in Rabanus Maurus and in Thomas Aquinas, who calls her apostolorum apostola. It says exactly what John’s twentieth chapter says: that the men who would carry the message to the world received it from her.

A separate confusion ran alongside that honour for fourteen centuries. From a homily of Gregory the Great in the year 591, the Western Church merged three women into one — Mary of Magdala, Mary of Bethany, and the unnamed sinful woman who anointed his feet in a Pharisee’s house — and the composite is what Western art has painted ever since. The Eastern churches never made the identification. Rome unmade it in the revision of the calendar in 1969, and in 2016 raised her commemoration from a memorial to a feast, with the reason given plainly: she is to be honoured as the apostles are honoured.

The Bride

In the mystical register of this volume, and marked wherever it is used, she stands within the oldest figure in Scripture: the marriage of heaven and earth, the Bridegroom and the Bride. The Gospel opens the theme at a wedding in Cana, sustains it in the Baptist’s the friend of the bridegroom rejoices at the bridegroom’s voice, brings it to the house at Bethany where a woman pours out nard on a body six days from burial, and closes it in a garden at dawn where the risen Bridegroom is taken for the gardener and a woman is told to stop holding on and go and speak.

We do not identify her with Mary of Bethany, and we do not read the figure as a claim about a marriage in history. We read it as the pattern of the whole Gospel — the divine and the human joined, the Bride who must release the visible form in order to receive the indwelling Spirit — and we say so openly, as we have said every interpretive choice in this book openly, so that the reader may always tell the text from the reading of it.
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