Introduction:

I do not remember being happy, at any time, in childhood.  Doubtless there were such times, but my main impression was of more or less constant unhappiness.  I now know that the misery was due to an absence of love.  That word was never used, in my hearing, nor the feeling more than fleetingly expressed.  I was also raised without God.  By the age of about twelve, I was consciously seeking answers, something to alleviate that deep unhappiness.  I thought about the God that did not exist, a lot.  I do not remember what I thought, what questions I had, or demands I made, but I do remember the conclusion I came to one night when I was about fourteen.  I decided that God did exist and that God was all that was good.  God was Goodness itself, I decided. 

When I was about sixteen I lived with my parents in Tubingen, Germany.  We took a trip at that time to England to visit an old family friend of my stepmother’s.  The neighbours of that friend had two girls about the same age as my sister and I and we became friends.  One evening, we were discussing God and I offered the conclusion I had come to, that God was all Goodness.  Jane, one of the girls, interrupted me, “God’s a lot more personal than that!  God is a person -- revealed in Jesus!”  I found this idea intriguing at the time and the word ‘personal’ stuck in my mind.  

Early the following year, while travelling with my parents and sister, I had an experience that brought the two ideas of God together.  That experience divided my life into before and after.  It was an experience that has been with me every minute in one form or another since, although it was 35 years ago.    

While sitting in the backseat of a Peugot in Northern Italy on the road to Venice in March of 1973, I encountered God.  It was morning and we’d left the hotel where we’d spent the night before about an hour earlier.  Later, I was to discover that we’d left a suitcase at the hotel, but that was later.  At the time we were driving and I was looking out the window and thinking of Jesus, but not praying.  I was thinking of an apocryphal story I’d read that morning in a booklet Jane had given me at Christmas.  I have no memory of the story except that Jesus was talking to his little brother Jose (named after Joseph?) about common sense.  That is all I remember of the contents of my mind.  

I was looking out the window at the passing scene which was a vineyard, bare except for stick-like plants tied to poles.  It was too early in the year for grapes.  What followed is very clear.  Literally, between one breath and the next, everything changed.  No one in the car noticed anything different.  Indeed, externally, nothing changed.  But for me… there was simply no comparison to before that one breath and after the one that followed.  

God was with me.  But ‘he’ wasn’t what I would have expected ‘God’ to be.  The only way I can describe how I felt was absolutely, serenely, happy.  Joy is much too weak a word.  This ecstasy was not an hilarity, or accompanied by a need to express it.  In fact, if felt ‘normal’ as though I’d always been this happy before… Before what?  Life here, I think, now – but I didn’t think that at the time.  What I did think was something like, “whew!! Finally, we’re back to normal!!” although nothing could have been further from ‘normal’ in my experience of ‘life’ then, or since.  The feeling, or rather, state, was the furthest from what ‘normal’ had been for me, and I am convinced, for anyone else.  I’ve since decided that what we believe is ‘normal’ is actually a kind of low grade mental illness and that condition of complete wholeness and happiness is what is ‘supposed’ to be normal.  And I knew that.  It was familiar.  Very familiar.  So familiar I can remember thinking, “how?  How could I have forgotten this!”  It seemed to me absurd that I had.  
What precisely was ‘this’?  This was a complete and limitless love.  It ‘should’ not exist; it is completely, irrationally infinite.  ‘It’ was tempered by nothing, nor qualified in any way.  And ‘it’ is God.  I didn’t experience a loving ‘divinity’; I experience Love as the source and end of everything.  Everything.  Nothing mattered or existed apart from it.  It is the point of everything.  I was astonished to discover that Love is quite simply all that matters.  Nothing else has any existence or relevance apart from it.  I also discovered that I knew that – had always known it, but had ‘forgotten’.
And it is the source of intense happiness.  Whatever else seems to give happiness, nothing gives happiness except Love and Love is God, the source of all Life itself.  It was an astonishing revelation and yet, it was one I then discovered, I had always known.   Further, the realisation led to my next realisation. 

The self that I ‘really’ am, was not primarily, or exclusively, of ‘this’ world, or of the body.  This knowledge was not a coherent, logical conclusion I thought through.  It was simply something that I had taken for granted ‘before’ (before when, again, was not clear to me then) and had forgotten, or got ‘distracted’ from knowing.  But ‘being’ with God or rather, this nucleus of astonishing, utter Love as the reason and point of all that is, felt right and ‘normal’ and familiar.  Moreover, I trusted it.  I remember babbling over and  over in my mind, “I trust you, I trust you, I trust you!”  Although, as I said, this Love was not a ‘you’ in the sense of a large ‘person’ like other persons, and yet, ‘it’ was also personal.  I could communicate with ‘it’ and did.  ‘It’ was both ‘only’ a Force in the sense of ‘just’ being Love itself, and the source of Life itself, like a gigantic quasar of radiating Love/Life, and also a person, personal, relational and I was simultaneously separate from it and a part of it.  Separate, and yet not.  I was, in its presence, like it.  I was like God.  I had no trouble loving all, everyone, even myself, the universe, God.  It was as natural as drawing breath.  More so.  It was synonymous with existence itself.  Loving and living were the same thing and it felt like heaven.  Indeed, that is what I have since concluded heaven is; the place where Love is Life – the two are the same thing.  

The experience did not last.  I do remember looking over at my sister at one point, who was sitting beside me in the backseat of the car, and she commented, “you look like you’ve got stars in your eyes!”  But I didn’t say anything to her then.  I had no way of putting the experience into words.  I did, stupidly, tell my father about it some weeks later.  His comment would be repeated, or the feeling behind the comment, in one form or another by others: “teenagers are always having ‘religious’ experiences!”

At the time, I would not have called the experience ‘religious’ or even ‘mystical’, as others have since called it.  It simply seemed like a return to reality.  A return to the existence as it really is, were we not to live in this massive distortion of existence that we call ‘the world’.  It was a brief return to sanity and to myself, as I really am.  It felt so immeasurably more ‘real’ than what we accept as ‘reality’.  Indeed, the only way I can really describe the difference in ‘state’ is to compare it to the difference between being awake and being asleep and dreaming.  When we wake from a dream, we ‘know’, are convinced, that the dream we had was a dream.  Often we feel relief.  When I ‘awoke’ from that ‘dream’, it was like awaking from the ‘real’ world into the nightmare we call the ’real’ world.   This world, is more ‘dream –like’ more unreal, than that state.  There was no feeling of relief.  Once I ‘awoke’ to the nightmare, and in comparison it is, I was not the all-loving image of Love Itself, but the distorted self that reflects a distorted, unloving world.  
However, over the following weeks I retained a portion of that ‘state’ especially when I did sleep.  Night time became my favourite time.  I could smell heaven in my sleep!!  That’s the only word I can use for it – the scent of heaven was both utterly beautiful and utterly familiar, but during the day, all was back to ‘normal’.
I now know, 35 years later, that my experience was not unusual; many, in one form or another have had an experience of God and the characteristics of that experience, the inability to find words, the sense of both familiarity and intense happiness, are common.  The awareness of the self as not being either defined or contained by the body, is also not a particularly unusual revelation.  While it is not, perhaps, commonplace, it was by no means unprecedented.  

What primarily has stayed with me and infused my understanding of Christianity ever since, and I became a Christian, is that this Love is not specifically or only Christian.  It was simply itself, literally everything.  By that I don’t mean that all is contained with in it, as in other religions or beliefs, although that may be true.  What I mean is that it was the only thing that is real.  Everything else is irrelevant.  For example, I did not have an impression of overwhelming majesty or righteousness, or justice or holiness.  All those things may indeed be apart of it – the only word that registered, that fit at all, was Love.  I could not think of anything else.  Nor did I think that all things were contained in Love – quite literally all I thought of was Love.   It was not, ‘love and…’  It was simply and only and exclusively, Love.  Love without limits or definition apart from Itself.  It was not contained by anything, nor limited by anything.  It gave meaning to everything else, good and bad, and everything else ‘meant’ it.   To say that God is unconditional love is accurate, but I have never before or since, encountered a love that unconditional, that exclusively and purely love.  
As I said, the experience did not remain.  It did change me, but not overnight.  One of the ways that my father argued that it had not happened, except as some adolescent hormonal surge, was that I was no different on the outside.  And that was fact.  I was still depressed, still mostly unhappy.  During the following 15 years, I alternated between a despair so deep that I contemplated, and attempted, suicide, and hope that was rooted in the experience in Italy.  During this time I stayed mostly within the university world.  By the time I was starting my PhD I was immersed in the ambience that surrounds academia of hyper rationality.  I knew at that time, that whatever faith remained from Italy would disappear if I stayed in that milieu.  As well, none of the Christian conventional mainstream or evangelical churches I’d attended, really made sense out of the experience of Italy.  While the love of God was preached, it was preached as one of God’s qualities, a dominant one, for sure, but God was also just or righteous or filled with wrath or holy.  None of these qualities reminded me of who I met in Italy.  

In 1987 I went to the Vancouver School of Theology to see if I could salvage anything from that experience of God.  I never doubted that it was God.  It is hard to explain, but such doubt was not really possible.  The Love I experienced was God and that was not up to me to believe or not.  God had walked in the room, so to speak, and was unmistakeably who ‘he’ was.  I put ‘he’ in quotation marks because I do not remember a sense of gender.  Love had no defining characteristics apart from itself.  But I did doubt myself and my ability to sustain life when that experience was over and neither the world nor the Christian religion coincided with that experience.  I had thought that the church, any church, in my ignorance I had no gauge to know difference between them, would support and enable the task I had come to believe was the uniquely human task, which is to love the way God is and for this, we need help.  I thought the church would help me and others do the impossible, that is, to love each other and the world, and ‘the enemy’, unconditionally.  My experience of the church was that it was concerned with making converts or promoting Jesus as saviour or in getting saved and love, again, was mentioned and mentioned a lot, but it wasn’t ‘all that is’ and further, it was most definitely specifically Christian and Christian in a basically western way, even when exported to other cultures and allowed to assume some of the trappings of those cultures.  
I found God again, not in joy the second time, but in despair.   I found him in hearing, at the Seminary, Jurgen Moltmann give a lecture on his book, The Crucified God.  Everything he said made sense in terms of my own suffering and the suffering of the world.  Of course, of course, Love must suffer in Christ, the one we call Love incarnated.  Suffering is both necessary and inevitable, for God and for us, if Love is the point of life.  Again, I have no words to really explain the importance of this realisation, which was not accompanied by a return of the previous happiness, but it saved my faith.  And saving my faith meant saving my life.  
Those experiences are the basis for my faith.  While I say that the Love that is God is not primarily Christian, yet I have since concluded, the gospel stories reveal the same God and the way to live with the knowledge of that God, my experience conferred.  I am convinced that the Father that Jesus reflects was the same God I experienced in Italy.  Moreover, that his story, the story of God on earth, living as a human being, is the story that exposes how we are to live knowing that God is unconditional love and that we are, as human beings, meant to be in ‘his’ image.  We, too, like Jesus, are both of divine origin and ‘merely’ human.  The one, we have forgotten, the second, seems to contradict and render impossible the other.  The life of Jesus, delineated in the gospel stories, reveals how we are to reclaim the truth we have collectively ‘forgotten’ as a species.  Christ is indeed, “the truth, the way and the life” because in practising the way, his way, we become who we really are and heaven has a chance to take root on earth.    

My subsequent education in English literature enabled me to interpret the gospels both according to that God who is Love and also according to what I learned of practical criticism.  Briefly, practical criticism is the interpretation of any written account according to the code that literature is written in.  This code is common to all languages and cultures.  It is by no means specific to English literature, which is what I studied.  The code is most used in aboriginal cultures and least used in western cultures, but still primary to its literature.  This code is the essentially the use of story, symbol, metaphor, simile, image, allusions and certain literary conventions, to transfer meaning.  The code uses words to transcend words, to do what words, alone, cannot do.  It evokes the imagination, the heart and the senses as well as addressing the mind.  In fact, it may bypass the consciousness and reason and speak directly to the unconscious or intuitive faculties.  It is the language of sign and picture, of gestures and ‘body language’, rather than of words.  It is the language that children are most fluent in and women have, in the past, been more familiar with.  It is the language of native peoples and often also of fringe groups or marginalised peoples.  It is not primarily rational or literal.  And in the West, it is present in literature, although often so covertly, it can be hard to detect.  
Wherever it is present, the reader, or audience, is hearing or witnessing pure meaning.  It is what makes any text, story, play or poem, alive.  It is what makes the word, the living word, timeless, ubiquitous and miraculous.  It is the language the Bible, and more importantly for a discussion of the life of Jesus, the gospels, are written in.  I came to believe that, although the gospels may or may not always record history, they can not be understood apart from this code and few in the west are fluent in it, especially once they reach adulthood.  The western world is suspicious of it.  The contemporary West sees it as of limited value.  Ours is an adult, rational perspective which distrusts “reading the signs”, as Christ put it.    

The code is the language I believe Jesus was fluent in, much to the irritation of his disciples.  He encouraged those who followed him to read the signs.  He knew that story, myth, parable, simile and metaphor were the vessels for God.   Jesus spoke of the kingdom of heaven as ‘like’ yeast in bread, or mustard seed, or a lost coin.  He lifted up symbols of fish, bread, wine and water.  But most importantly, he spoke in parables.  And his stories were about the people who listened to him.  
Those who either need, or can recognise, or to some degree practise, unconditional love, know that only this code can communicate that truth.  When I say ‘that truth’ I mean the truth that is, according to my experience and that of people who have had similar experiences, the only truth.  Only the code can put into words the wordless, can contain or give “flesh” to God.  Only the code can use words to transcend words.  The code is essentially a universal language.  Whatever other language one speaks, if s/he can understand the code, s/he can be understood anywhere at any time.  Those who speak it, speak as a human being to the human race.  Therefore, the experience in Italy and my training in the code have led to an interpretation of the gospels where the code Jesus spoke and lived reveal the way to reflect the unconditional love that is God.  
I believe that Jesus talked about himself and his life as if he were living a parable.  Not only did he tell parables, he himself was a parable.  He was ‘the man’ he referred to.  He called himself, ‘the son of man’ and his parable is the parable of the human race.  That is the story the gospel records.  It is the story of humanity and it is also the story of God.  

The parable of the Son of Man

The early Fathers were of the opinion that the expression, “the son of man”, was used out of humility and to show Christ's human nature, and this is very probable considering the early rise of Docetism. This is also the opinion of Cornelius a Lapide. Others, such as Knabenbauer, think that He adopted a title which would not give umbrage to His enemies, and which, as time went on, was capable of being applied so as to cover His Messianic claims -- to include everything that had been foretold of the representative man, the second Adam, the suffering servant of Jehovah, the Messianic king. 

"The Son of Man" was perhaps the title Jesus most preferred.  This preference has several possible meanings, but one of the most important interpretations is that Jesus saw himself as though he were a figure in a story, or more correctly, a parable.  He saw himself as an ‘Everyman’ -- which is one of the translations of ‘Son of Man’.  He saw himself as a generic human, not ‘special’ or particular or unique or, in any sense, ‘set apart’.  And this is fundamental to understanding the ‘parable’ that he lived and the reversals that are thematic to this parable.  His life was to be the parable of Everyman, that is, had the form and content that is applicable to every person who has ever lived, both before his birth and after his death.  Another ‘title’ that could be used of him is ‘the Human Being’ -- a title common to many aboriginal cultures and lore where a select few lead lives that are representative of all lives.  It is, in this sense, that Jesus can be called ‘the second Adam’ a man who identified himself with the human race and thus, his story is the story, a microcosm, that is, the story of an individual, who represents the macrocosm, which is the history of humanity.  Thus, I am reading the gospels as literature.  I do not mean by that they are not historical.  I mean, that they conform to the kinds of texts we call literature, of a creative written art, containing elements that we associate with literature, such as symbol, metaphor, theme and allusion.  These elements separate narratives that are purely history, where we expect the event related to be random and unshaped, simply a ‘happening,’ to narrative we expect to be shaped with a clear creative purpose, not necessarily polemical, but not random.  An analogy with music will make this distinction clear.  Music is shaped, ordered and creative sound organised in principles of melody or rhythm to create a final effect and thus, can be distinguished from random sounds or noise.  Thus literature, even if it is based on history, is not simply history.  But history recounted to reveal its literary cohesion.  
Therefore, as this is not a work of scholarship, I will not differentiate between those parts of the gospels, or Bible proper, that scholars identify as historically verifiable and those parts that are considered, ‘metaphor’.  I will treat all the words, sayings, incidents as equally ‘real’ and as well as equally ‘metaphorical’ and the whole gospel story as a ‘story’ or parable, even though the events depicted may very well have ‘really’ occurred.  I'm approaching the gospel this way because I believe that a big part of the point Jesus made with his life is that the metaphorical and the literal are not mutually exclusive, that universals become flesh, the abstract real, or material, and miracle, can be ‘natural’ or at least possible.  The distinctions between God and human, earth and heaven are human distinctions resulting from human reliance on Reason as God, that is, as the ultimate Reality.  But when compassion and unconditional love are substituted for Reason, Justice or the Law, or any of the other ‘false’ gods humanity has, especially in the West, substituted for unconditional love, then these distinctions break down.  Indeed, this is one of the most important truths that the life of Jesus reveals.  

That Jesus understood himself as an ‘Everyman’, is a complete refutation of individuality and a rejection of ego.  He did not set out to make a ‘name’ for himself.  His ‘ministry’ was not a ‘career’, or, if it was, a ‘career’, its culmination or ‘zenith’ was his public humiliation and destruction.  Jesus’ ‘glory’ was not a glorification of himself as an individual, but as one who drew all humanity to himself in the experience of suffering and death.  His glory was in his representation of everyone’s suffering.  His fame was in his identification with “the least of these”.  When he was most ‘famous’ was also when he was most publically rejected.  That is a ‘fame’ we can all aspire to, and one in which the least fortunate have the advantage.  Jesus was not proclaiming himself as himself, that is, as a kind of cult figure, but himself as both the image of everyone and as the image of God.  He thus had few defining characteristics, little to indicate particularity, which may be one of the reasons we have no personal descriptions of Jesus in the gospels. We don’t know what he looked like.  He ‘effaced’ himself.   He was everyone and no one.  He could say both, “when you do it for the least of these, my brethren, you do it for me” and also, “when you see me, you see the Father”.  Both are true.  Jesus wanted to reveal himself as the one with no name, both because ‘he’ is not specific to anyone, even to himself,  but common to all, and also because God has ‘no name’ that is, ‘he’ is simply “I Am that I Am”.   Jesus was ‘anonymous’ as an expression of divine humility and radical identification with the ‘merely’ human.  This humility proclaims him as simultaneously ordinary and godlike, which is the possibility of all humans who understand what it means to be fully in the image of God.   The irony, or ‘cross’, contained within that fact is that he was godlike precisely because he refused to be anything other than ‘only’ ordinary, ‘only’ human. 
Jesus’ attitude to himself is expressed in his attitude to his miracles.  The miracles he performed revealed, he claimed, the presence of God, but he did not ‘own’ them.  He frequently placed a miracle back on the recipient of it, “your (my italics) faith has made you whole, go in peace” or, admonished those who witnessed the miracle to secrecy, or proclaimed the miracle as evidence of the in-breaking kingdom, not of his own divine status.  Jesus did not publish or, more properly, ‘glorify’ himself.  He glorified The Human Being, and the human being’s potential to become what s/he already is, that is the image of God, or in other words, the child of God.   

We can see this renunciation of particularity and individuality as beautifully symbolised in the garment Jesus wore during his time on earth and, significantly, fought over by the soldiers during his crucifixion.  His garment, that was woven of all “one piece” without seams or hems, was thus, a kind of generic garment, a garment that symbolised all garments, and more particularly, the garment that symbolised and was thus most ‘fitting’ for its wearer, The Human Being.  This descent into anonymity, an anonymity that yet contained a secret specialness, was prefigured at his birth, where he was both so ordinary that he could not be found, he blended so well into the general population, and also, simultaneously, extraordinary, for those who knew where to look, like the wise men, or the shepherds.  

In John () Jesus proclaims himself as “the way, the truth and the life”.  In light of his chosen no-name ‘name’, this proclamation can be understood as his affirmation of the life of Everyman as the way to the kingdom.  One must accept one’s generic status as a human being, neither more nor less important than any other human being on the planet.  One must forgo the ‘specialness’ that ego confers, the particularity and sense of oneself as anything other than like everyone else.  To forgo this specialness flies in the face of Western culture, but ‘the way’ has always been counter culture, no more so (and no more less so!) than in previous ages.  The ‘way’ if understood properly, has never been popular.  It has always been a way of littleness, of commonness or humility, a way of understanding the self as simply human and thus defined and confined by strident limits. 
The other side of this understanding according to the parable that Jesus lived, is that to be ‘only human’ is to participate in the divine, and indeed, to be potentially capable of ‘supernatural’ abilities, but abilities not reserved for a select few, but common to all who ‘break bread’, that is, the human race.  As well, to be human is to be so beloved as to be worth the death of Life Itself, to be worth the harrowing of Hell.    

However, the story also suggests that Christ’s divinity is more than that of the ‘average’ ordinary human, although it remains inseparable from it.  His is an ‘exceptional’ life, one that can be properly understood as divine, and yet one that he extends to any that would follow him.  Of what is this exceptional divinity comprised?  It is comprised of a paradoxical willingness to be not only ordinary and no more important than anyone else, but also to be extraordinarily unimportant by assuming the condition of the lowest of the low, the anawim.  Jesus’ ‘special’  human vocation was to be more than human by being less than human, not in the sense of subhuman, but in the assumption of his role as “the least of these”.  He chose to participate in the life and experience of the poorest of the poor and thus, conversely, and as is characteristic of the reverse logic that is Love, enter a deeper, broader divinity or ‘specialness’.  His ‘special’ humility saves others – indeed, has the power to save the world.  Ours can as well if we accept the condition of ultimate poverty that is the lot of being human, the ‘naked ape’, but which does not offer its benefits unless chosen.  Such a condition is easier for those for whom it is initially not chosen, those born to overt poverty or weakness and requires ‘special grace’ for those not born to it.  In short, if we want to be ‘special’ according to the new dispensation Christ ushered in, then we must be willing to be glorified as he was glorified, through a public and protracted suffering, rejection, humiliation and death.  Understandably, few in the West, where ‘specialness’ is understood in quite different terms, would accept such a “glory”.  
In many respects, Western civilisation, like the Roman civilisation of Jesus’ time, is a civilisation founded upon ego; indeed it is the triumph of ego over all the forces that challenge ego.  Capitalism, in particular, is predicated upon triumph of one will overcoming the wills of many.  Satisfaction of the demands of ego confers the recognition and security that are the only forms of ‘eternal life’, or salvation, the world can offer.  Fame and wealth offer some immunity from the limitations of the human condition.  The ‘salvation’ of ‘the way’ offers no such immunity.  It is a narrow, circumscribed way, the “narrow road” indeed.  It demands a full acceptance of the limits and confines, the poverty inherent in being human.  However, ‘the eternal life’ that ‘the way’ offers is not that of a name ‘living on’, or of posterity.   It is not a metaphor, but the literal, flesh and bone resurrection.  Thus its ‘immortality’ is more real, less metaphorical, or in ‘name only,’ than the ‘immortality’ the world confers on a select few.
Yet, this resurrection, like Christ’s anointing and birth, is witnessed only by a few in relative obscurity.  In the dispensation that Jesus ushered in, if one is to be ‘the’ One, s/he must be the servant of all and suffer the suffering of all, or, in other language, die for the world as well as die to the world and its definition of salvation.  None of this is ‘reasonable’.  Indeed, this paradigmatic reversal makes sense, not if Reason is God, but only if Love is God.  
Therefore, the story of Jesus can be understood as a parable about how the human being, who is every human being, can discover and live his/her divinity, rooted in love, while simultaneously challenged by that which is not love, not divine, and not immortal – in short, how the infinite, divine being can live within the strident limits of time and space, which define the finite being.  Jesus’ story is the story of how ‘the son of man’ can consciously become, as he already in one sense is, ‘the son of God’.  His story is how to live deliberately what he was created to be.  The paradox he lived is that humans were not wrong to want to be "like God".  Indeed, humanity was created "like God" as Genesis reveals.  The race was created "in his image".  It is the human vocation to be "like God".  The difference that Jesus preached and lived was of what, precisely, that divinity consists.  

The divinity that made "The Son of Man" into "The Son of God" was not a divinity of power or knowledge, of reason, or even of justice or righteousness.  Jesus' parables, and much more importantly, his own life, reveal that none of those things expose the essence of God, the quality or attribute, if you like, that is "most" God, that is God.  While Justice, Power, Reason, Righteousness and Holiness are attributes of God, none are God.  In John, the final, revelation of the true nature of God is asserted: God is Love.  Love makes God, God, and makes humans, like God.  This fact is extremely difficult for the unaided reason to fully grasp because Love is not primarily rational.  As one philosopher put it that captures the incomprehensibleness of God’s nature, “God is not loving; God is Love”.  God is not a person, however big, or even a Force, however powerful – who loves.  The words could be reversed and the sense might become clearer: Love is God.  Love is the Ultimate Reality.  Love is the source of all being, all Life as well as being the ‘end’ or goal of all things, all Life, all existence: it is Alpha and Omega, the “Ancient of Days” the reason behind Reason, the point of everything.  Every time we feel love, we feel God, every time we act out of love, we are acting like God, mimicking ‘him’ if you like.  To love is to be like God – yes – but more, to love the way God loves is to fully participate in being in God’s image which is the human vocation.   
Firstly, we must understand what we mean by love when we refer to it as God.  The best translation for the contemporary mind is Unconditional Love.  The qualifier ‘unconditional’ is critical.  It is the adjective ‘unconditional’ that makes love ‘supernatural’ and miraculous.  It is not of this world.  The word ‘unconditional’ makes of this ‘kind’ of love a difference not only of degree but of kind.  It makes of this love a mystery.  The conundrum, or cross, ‘unconditional’ love presents to the human creature is simply that it has no conditions, no limits and finally, no real definition; like Yahweh ‘himself’ ‘it’ is simply Being Itself, an ultimate pre-existing source upon which everything else derives its identity or ‘self’.  The image of the burning bush also represents this kind of limitless love, an end in itself.  It has no ‘bad’ limits, like ego gratification or self-interest or fear or desire, but also no ‘good’ limits.  It is not contained by reason, or justice or righteousness or morality or holiness or even common sense.  It is this awareness of its infinitude that is so terrifying, initially, for humans.  Unconditional Love is not human, or at least, not human as we normally experience ourselves; it is divine.  Everything in human experience, including, of course, life itself, is defined by limits, beginnings and endings.  Nothing is infinite.  
Unconditional love is, in a real sense, alien to human experience.  It is not temporary because it is not restricted to time.  It is eternal.  Humans do not live, or love, unconditionally.  Human beings live and love with an ‘end’, both in the sense of an agenda and also in the sense of a finish, in sight, whether this is conscious or not, simply because that is the reality of being finite mortal beings.  Humans always love for a ‘reason’, that is, because someone is like me, that is, my friend, or desirable, as in my beloved, or ‘good’, as in my hero, or is my flesh and blood, as in my child, or because one needs to ‘love’ to survive, materially and emotionally.   The Love that is God has no end in sight; it is endless.  For humans to love the way God loves is neither natural nor rational, although both reason and nature can aid in the endeavour.  However, finally, the ability to love this way is extremely difficult and inevitably requires self denial of one form or another.  
The love that Christ called us to live as images, or sons, of God is first and foremost, a discipline.  It requires training, testing, and application.  To attempt this discipline is to be a disciple and some are more ‘naturally’ gifted at the task, or have a ‘natural’ edge, that others do not.  In the task of reflecting unconditional love, children and caregivers, the poor and the outcast, the handicapped and the marginalised, have the edge.  Those in families have a ‘natural’ understanding of what is required.  The least ‘naturally’ endowed for this discipline are the independent, strong, single men and women, the ones who need no one to live.  Of the disciples, Peter best fits this idea of a strong man.  His name ‘the rock’ will have dual connotations, as we shall see.  Strong men must deliberately choose this vocation as it is not one that they, from their life circumstances, have any natural ‘aptitude’ for since their very strength and autonomy are liabilities.  Thus the training of Peter reveals the training of the least well suited of the followers of Jesus and yet, he is also the one who will not relinquish this training because he knows who Jesus is.  He too reaches his goal of reflecting God here as God is in heaven, but his was a particularly difficult education. 

Vulnerability and dependence are preconditions for the love we are to live because discipleship is about making ourselves the heart in the world, in the image of the One who is the heart of the universe, the heart of all Being.  This heart is the most important ‘part’ of God, the ‘part’ that is, mysteriously, the whole, and through which every other attribute of God, such as power, omniscience, justice, or holiness, is filtered, transformed and coloured.  Every other attribute that humans ascribe to Godhead is ‘tainted’, if you like, with the one thing that defines God, that is, Love.  We are to love deliberately and unconditionally as God does.  We are not to reflect God’s power, intelligence or righteousness unless we first reflect the heart of God to the whole of creation.  That is the most important ‘part’ of God, the “one thing necessary” and the part that only humans can reflect. 
The corollary of this definition of God as Love is that sin is unlove.  The adversary is the one against love, who promotes unlove.  In practise, unlove, or sin, is cruelty and its expression is contempt.  Cruelty and contempt define sin.  God is never, for any reason, contemptuous.  Cruelty and contempt can either be expressed in the overtly sinful behaviour of sinners and criminals or disguised as the ‘righteousness’ of  Pharisees.  However it is dressed, it is the opposite of God.  Cruelty is attractive in the world, especially if it is disguised, because it is usually equated with strength and dominance.  It seems to enhance viability and promote power.  It is characteristic of the predator, not the prey, and thus, is appealing if survival is the chief goal of existence.  
Why is cruelty in humans sinful and why can only human beings reflect the Love that defines God?  Why is this way of being like God specifically reserved for humanity?  The reason that humans can reflect God is the result of a quality that is particular to our species in such a way that ensures that no glory, as defined by the ego, can be corrupted by it.  We are able to be most like God, at heart, because we were created weaker and more helpless, more defenceless than any other creature.  We, as the naked ape, are in many respects, the least adapted to survival.  We are born at the bottom, “the least of these”.  It is our extreme vulnerability, our prolonged dependency in childhood and old age, as well as our life-long neediness, best symbolised by hunger, that enables us to need love to a degree that no other species can equal.  Our fragility and awareness of that fragility is unique.  Only we, “know that [we] are naked” that is, defenceless and uniquely vulnerable.  This knowledge, the knowledge of our nakedness, or poverty, is experienced as humiliating by the ones who chose something besides Love as God.  That this weakness, or ‘nakedness’, is considered shameful by Adam and Eve alerts the Father to the knowledge that they have chosen something other than Love to be their God.  Had the original human pair not chosen something besides Love for their God, their nakedness, their complete neediness, would be a source of joy and celebration, not seen as something to be ‘covered up’.  In rejecting their nakedness, they rejected the way of weakness, vulnerability and poverty in favour of a way of strength, power and invulnerability, conditions which ego seeks.    

This weakness, that empires despise and usually reject, is the source of divinity.  It is love, unconditional love that makes us divine, and our weakness makes us capable both of seeking and practising that love. Only humans need love to exist, due to our extreme vulnerability, and therefore are motivated to generate the love that is necessary for existence.  For a child to grow, and in particular, to thrive and grow mentally healthy, s/he requires love, perhaps even more than food.  Unlike any other species, we quite literally cannot live by bread alone!  Further, humans need and long for unconditional love, for ‘eternal’ love, or infinite love.  In short, we long for ‘heaven’, that is, a divine love that is without limits, but realise shortly after being born, that it is not here.  We need and long to know we are loved regardless, but realise early in our lives, that we will not be.   The inherent tragedy of being human, which could be symbolised by a cross, is that humans crave unconditional love but cannot practise it.  We yearn to receive it, but cannot give it.  Christ’s message, his life and death, announced how we can fill that uniquely human craving.  It is not only that God, as Unconditional Love meets the individual heart’s desire for unconditional love, ‘he’ also requires that we emulate ‘him’ in giving what we don’t naturally have, to meet every human heart’s desire.  
Since this is a uniquely human need, it is also a unique opportunity to develop our nascent capacity for love and, in particular, for the kind of love that is basically impossible in a world defined by limits and finitude.  We can be like God in a way that  other species cannot, or at least not consciously, because we both need to be and long to be loved.  We can choose to love the way Love loves, that is, unconditionally.  We can choose to love even if we do not want to and even when we do not ‘feel’ love.  We can understand and practise a kind of love that is not natural or reasonable or even, in some ways, moral.  We can decide to love our enemies.  We can also learn to love the whole world, not just those whom it is naturally either easy or necessary to love.  This possibility is divine.  We can love for love’s sake, with no other end in view.  And therefore only we can bring in “the kingdom” that is, the rule of unconditional love and thus create heaven on earth.  
Of course, this possibility costs.  In fact, the cost is enormous.  With the possibility of loving the way God loves comes the capacity to suffer as only humans can.  We can suffer not only physically, but mentally, psychically, emotionally and spiritually, or, for want of a better word, existentially.  We can suffer almost as unconditionally as we can potentially love.  In this world, love and suffering are inseparable simply because, as Satan tells Jesus at his temptation, the world is under the control of the adversary of love, i.e. Satan: “all power and dominion have been given to me”.   Love is not in control of this planet.  Bringing in the kingdom, which can be understood as ushering in the rule of unconditional love, is a subversive act.  It is an act which will be ‘punished’ by ‘the one’ in charge and ‘his’ best weapon is to ensure that love, particularly unconditional love, is always risky, always dangerous.  Why the dominion of the world has been “given to” one that is the adversary of love is a question we can return to.  Enough to say here that while limited human love can be learned without too much suffering, limited beings can not learn limitless, infinite love without suffering.  Unconditional love necessitates suffering, and even extreme suffering, partly because it strains the very condition of being human in a limited context by its very limitlessness and also because it must be chosen against the ‘prince of this world’.    
As well, unconditional love must be consciously known for what it is.  We must choose to love when nothing natural or reasonable compels us to.  To love unconditionally may mean, and frequently does mean, choosing against feeling, inclination, desire and our own best interest.  Otherwise, it is not unconditional.  But as we will explore more later, the greatest, most powerful deterrent to loving unconditionally is suffering, or the possibility of suffering, and if this barrier is not breeched, then love remains conditional and limited.  Suffering, and particularly the extreme kind of suffering that can be rightly termed unconditional suffering, must be accepted if ‘ordinary’, conditional love is to become divine, unconditional love for the whole world.  

Thus the unique opportunity that the human creature’s unusual weakness offers is also its greatest danger, not because it may cause him or her to lose his or her life, although it often does present this possibility, but because it may and almost certainly will, mean the failure to be what is our vocation to be.  It is simply too difficult for the vast majority to swim against the tide of nature, powerful feeling, self interest and ‘the ruler of this world’ to follow Love and love the enemy.  Furthermore, the huge capacity for suffering can generate a huge capacity for fear.  We can fear not only for our lives, and we are the only species that knows just how conditional, just how temporary, or fragile, our lives are, we can fear for our sanity.  We can fear a broken heart and a broken mind.  We can fear possible loss on numerous levels.  Our fear is almost as unconditional as our ways to suffer.  Thus fear is a potent tool in the campaign against love.  We have good reason for our fear, and our reason knows this.   Thus Reason, as well as other ‘virtues’ or ‘strengths’ can be co-opted in the denial of love and, in fact, we can see the arsenal arrayed against Love when Christ, who personifies Love, comes.  But all the justice and righteousness and reason, as well as the evil, that are arrayed against ‘him’ gain their power from fear, the terror that comes with being human. 
The task of being human then is fraught and fragile from the outset which helps  better understand the Genesis story of ‘original sin’.  As we’ve said, in this story, the human creature chooses to be like God in ways other than like the vulnerable loving heart of God.  This ‘other way’ can be summarised as knowledge, in particular, ‘the knowledge of good and evil’ which is actually a knowledge of evil, since ‘good’ was already ‘known’ or experienced.  This choice, which facilitates strength and power, making the human creature less fragile and dependant, also gives the control of the world, not to Love, but to something else.  This ‘something else’ can be understood as Satan, the one who isn’t Love, whatever else ‘he’ is.   He may be ‘good’ in that ‘he’ represents Justice or Knowledge or Morality, he may indeed, appear like ‘an angel of light’, or ‘he’ may appear as ‘he’ really is, the adversary of Love, that is, evil.  What is certain is that ‘he’ is not unconditional love and, therefore, he is against it when seducing the human creature to reflect or obey anything besides what s/he was created to reflect or obey.

This choice separates the human creature from the power which could ensure the goal of unconditional love is reached, that is, the heart of God.  If something besides love is chosen as God, as the ultimate reality or first priority in life, then the possibility of becoming, here, what God created the race to be, is forfeit.  We cannot love unconditionally without the source of Love ‘himself’ both modeling what that love is like in practise, or empowering us with that love as we attempt to practise it.  The relationship with God was essential for the fulfillment of the human project to reflect God on earth as ‘he’ is constantly reflected in ‘heaven’, that is, the domain where Love is synonymous with Life. 
If we understand unconditional love and the riddle that it poses for a soul that needs to develop it, not just ‘have’ it, that is be ‘born’ to it, then we can understand some things that are otherwise mysterious.  If it is the uniquely human vocation to love the way God loves, then that love must be chosen.  It cannot be ‘automatic’ or even ‘natural’.  In one sense it is.  We are all created, ‘naturally’ reflecting God, but also there is a sense in which we must chose to be who we were created to be.  This world is the perfect place to make this choice because, unlike heaven, here there is a choice.  Here there is the choice between unconditional love and the ego.   Here, where the world has been given to the one who is unlove, we can choose unlove as opposed to love.  As there is no unlove in God, or in the place where Love rules, i.e. heaven, unlove cannot be chosen.  Evil must be possible if Good is to be chosen.  
However, the Good that is chosen is an unconditional Good, a limitless Love, and again, that can only be chosen in a milieu of limits and conditions.  Firstly, because limits and conditions exist in the first place, which they do not in the place where Love is in charge, i.e. ‘heaven’, except insofar as anything is limited by love, and secondly because only in a place where ultimate conditions, ultimate ‘tests’ if you like, can an unconditional love that breeches those conditions, be chosen and developed.  Evil, or unlove, and the unspeakable suffering it can cause, are necessary for a love that loves in spite of them.  Only with conditions that are all but un-breechable, can love be revealed as completely un-breechable through breeching them.   Or, in other words, only in a world defined by Golgotha, with the possibility of the death of Life Itself, can the Love of God be revealed as stronger, or more ultimate, than any other consideration or power, even Life Itself.  The darkness has to be so complete that when it cannot put out the light the unconditional nature of that light, or love, can be known and seen for what it truly is.  Only here, where unlove is in charge, can we choose to suffer rather than to hate, to die rather than to surrender love, and thus, only here is love, that makes such choices, revealed as miraculous, infinite and divine.   

This is a divinity that the human creature is meant to choose and develop here, where it is not automatic, but because of the very stridency of the conditions, needs help in choosing.  As Genesis suggested, by choosing unlove in the first place, which is the same as saying, by choosing the conditions that need to be breeched in order to be like God, the human creature has separated him/herself from the one who could provide such necessary aid.  Christ then is necessary for this return to the original human vocation of practising unconditional love here as it is practised ‘in heaven’, because the human creature, on ‘his’ own, cannot do ‘it’ alone.  We need one to show us ‘the way’.  Sporadic and rudimentary attempts are made and some do intuit the ‘truth’ of ‘why we are here’ but as a movement and ‘a way’ and particularly, as something the whole species engages in,  the task of unconditional love is basically impossible without coaching, instruction, modelling and inspiration.  Inspiration, because more than anything, we need to be infused with the desire to accept our human vocation and the stamina to see the necessary ‘training’ to its conclusion, which may or may not be realised in any one life.
‘The Way’ that Christ ‘showed’ the human race is the way of suffering that can be summarised by the word, compassion.  Actually, Christ’s ‘name’, or identity can also be summarised as Compassion, or, as the one who suffers ‘with’.   Compassion is only possible in a world where love is not in charge and suffering, which comes from evil, is possible.  Without suffering, compassion is unnecessary.  But if compassion is developed as one’s dominant trait, even when it is no longer ‘necessary’ in the sense that suffering no longer exists, then it remains as evidence of Love’s fullness or capacity.  It is the kind of love that encompasses all other forms of love, includes and fulfills them.  Without compassion, all other forms of love, that of eros, friendship or family, are limited by ego.  Compassion, because it breeches the un-breechable condition of suffering is the only love that makes any other love, unconditional, endless or eternal.  With the acceptance of suffering, love becomes universal and ultimate.  
This is the other reason why suffering is a necessary condition for the development of unconditional love.  Suffering unites the human race.  Suffering is the one condition every one, or Everyman, shares with every other one on the planet at any time and at any place.  It is, especially since the fall when Love was dethroned as God, almost the definition of being human.  To be human is to suffer.  This human-wide suffering is the result, as we’ve said, of the race’s unique vulnerability and weakness.  Thus, the kind of human love that best approximates the love that is God while we live as limited beings in a limited context, that is, the world, is summarised by compassion, which means, ‘to suffer with’.  It is the love that loves for no reason, other than that the other, or “neighbour”, is suffering.  It is love for the one who would otherwise, for reasonable or natural reasons, not be loved.  Compassion is potentially limitless because all it needs to exist is suffering and there never will be a dearth of suffering while ‘the prince of this world’ continues to be ‘given dominion’.  Indeed, suffering can also be understood to partake of something ‘supernatural’ simply because it is also, seemingly, without limits either in time or space.  It is what is often called, “the human condition”.   Its universal nature makes of it, then, something that approximates ‘eternity’ such as we experience the eternal in a temporal setting.  Suffering is inevitable.  When we suffer we experience something that is universal, timeless and common to every human being that has lived, does live, and will live.  It then can offer a place of entrance for the eternal into human experience, sharing as it does that divine characteristic of being unconditional.  Suffering is the place where every human being meets the whole human race on common ground and also, then, simply by virtue of this immense and mysterious inclusiveness, the place where the human being meets the unconditional Itself, that is, God.  Suffering provides the opportunity for the human being to be like God because when we experience it we are also like every other human being who has ever lived.  What unites us to the whole of humanity, unites us to God.  If we permit ourselves to experience it and, perhaps more importantly, remember it, we participate in a mystery, in something universal, timeless and unconditional, which characterises the eternal or the divine.  
Only as a whole species in history on this planet, is the human story experienced as without end or beginning, outside of the context of time and place.   Thus the human race is ‘divine’ or limitless, while each individual is simply human and limited.  However, when one human being, as a ‘son (or daughter) of man’ or as ‘only’ a human being, identifies with the whole human race, s/he potentially becomes ‘divine’, or without context, definition or finitude.  S/he has ‘no name’, no specific individuality.  Such a one is, therefore, also divine simply because s/he participates in the universal and the eternal.  Further, for this identification to take place, that is, for a human to reflect the entire human race, s/he must acknowledge, and even identify with, the one characteristic that s/he shares with everyone, that is, suffering.  Other conditions cannot claim such universality.  Not everyone has been successful or prosperous or even happy.  Hopefully most have, at some point, but joy or success, are not guaranteed.  What is guaranteed is that everyone, at some point, will suffer, however rich or successful or prosperous s/he also is.  And the kind of love that makes this identification possible is compassion.  That compassion is the kind of love that is predicated only upon the condition of suffering, means that it also has the potential to, like suffering, overcome all other conditions or differences.  If the divine nature is characterised by an absence of limits, then compassion best expresses the divine nature.  When Christ declares that on the cross he draws the world to himself, he proclaims the timeless, limitless nature of suffering and compassion.    Thus, for us, here, in a place and time where suffering is inevitable, to say that God is Love, is to say that God is Compassion and is thus, suffering with the whole human race. Or, as Jurgen Moltman put is so succinctly, “[w]here men suffer because they love, God suffers in them and they suffer in God”.  Love and suffering are indivisible in this world.  
Another way to understand the conflation of compassion with divinity is available through a study of the words that are used to ‘name’ God in the Bible.  God is a verb in both the OT and the NT.  In the OT, Yahweh is the ‘name’ God gives himself, meaning “Being Itself”: He is the “I Am”, meaning, Yahweh is existence itself. ‘Being’ is both verb and noun.  Yahweh, in Hebrew, fully noun, suggests that a process is also an accomplished fact.  This apparent contradiction is symbolised beautifully in the Old Testament image of the burning bush, something forever in motion, or process, that is ‘burning’, is also never consumed by that process and remaining, simultaneously, stationary, or fixed.  Here, the image suggests that God is both Being and also Becoming, fixed and changeless and yet, also, in process.  As well, a burning bush is a perfect image of divinity as it symbolises its own unconditional nature, its own mystery or ‘impossibility’ in time and space. 


However, the image of the burning bush also can be seen as a foreshadowing of God’s identification with the mystery of being human, which is to live the contradiction of becoming, consciously, what we already are, unconsciously, that is, the image of God.  We were created in God’s image and we must also consent to being in God’s image.  As well, we are beings that live the central contradiction of being fully finite, subject to severe limits, and yet house an immortal element which is infinite.  This ‘element’ is the mystery of the soul which defies clear definition.  The soul is the ‘part’ of each human which cannot be grown in a Petri dish.  The soul is the person and yet it cannot be located or explained.  It, like the kingdom of heaven, is “in the midst of you” but no one can say where it is; it is the ‘aspect’ of each one of us that is divine.  We are all ‘sons (and daughters) of man’ becoming, as we also already are, children of God.  We too are ‘burning bushes’, contradictions or impossible conundrums.  We are finite, material, mortal beings continually ‘burned’ alive by the spirits or souls within us which are immortal offspring of the one called Life.   Humans experience a perpetual “auto-da-fe” in being not what we seem to be, in short, to suffer being who we are.  We are literally, ontologically, “impossible” creatures.  
In the New Testament, God is called “Emmanuel” which means “God with us” or, “Being Itself, With Us”.  The preposition ‘with’ is what makes God, Being Itself, into Emmanuel, that is, Love Itself.  ‘With’ defines what Love means.  “God-with-us” means God, as in Yahweh, as in Life Itself, is being ‘himself’ at the same time and in the same place as we are, here in the world of space and time.  Thus God is defined in Emmanuel in relationship to us.  Ultimately what this means is that Life Itself is Love Itself – that Being is Being-With.  Jesus’ claim that he and the Father are one, is a claim for the essential unity of Life and Love, that they are finally, the same thing in compassion because to be ‘with’ us here means, as we’ve said, to suffer.  
Just as we cannot live in the world without suffering and further, suffering not only our creaturely condition as living contradictions, that is, immortal souls in mortal bodies, but as Douglas Hall put it so well in God and Suffering, also the ‘unnatural’ or ‘supernatural’ and ‘unreasonable’ suffering that sin causes. (quotation from Douglas Hall here) Sin, or the refusal to love, causes not simply the bearable suffering that being human, a living contradiction or ‘burning bush’, causes, but also the unbearable, or unconditional, seemingly limitless suffering that sin causes.  Both must be suffered by Being Itself to be ‘with’ us, or to love us, as we are here in time and space.  To love as God loves means to be with the beloved in suffering.  
God, therefore, is expressed in the one who calls himself, ‘the son of man’ or, in other words, the human being who is with the human race and who identifies with being human.  As suggested, the suffering that sin causes has some of the mysterious unconditional nature that is also true of the love that God is.  That fact is one of the reasons Christ uses the word “must” when he repeats that “the son of man must suffer”.  As we’ve said, suffering is like death, or another universal condition, hunger, ubiquitous to the human race.  Images of broken bread and the cross are specific to Christ because they are specific to the human race.  Christ’s words declare that what unites us irrevocably with everyone that has ever lived or will live also unites us to God.  
Compassion trumps other forms of human love, such as eros, in the gospel stories because it is indiscriminate.  Eros is particular and specific.  It excludes others and focuses on one.  It focuses on the beauty and perfection of the beloved, but is repulsed by imperfection and ugliness.  The experience of erotic love is neither universal nor eternal except insofar as it is attached to compassion.  Eros is, in many ways, deferred in the gospel stories.  It was not a precondition for Jesus’ birth and did not figure prominently in his life, although, I think we can see that it expressed itself covertly.  Eros was for later.  The images Christ gives is of brides waiting and a wedding feast after.  But the consummation of the union between humanity and God is, firstly, a consummation of agony, suggested by Christ’s words on the cross, “it is finished” or ‘completed’, which is what the word ‘consummated’ means, ’to complete’.  Then, after that agony, eros, new life, abundant life, fecundity, or resurrection, fulfilled in the image of the wedding feast.  But first, suffering and thus, first, compassion.  Without compassion, eros is sterile and temporary.  The wine at the wedding feast in Cana runs out until the presence of compassion, himself, replenishes it.  Compassion, in many ways, is the stamina of love as it needs, as we’ve said, nothing to exist or maintain itself except the felt suffering of another.  
Such an emphasis on a selfless, suffering love as opposed to a self-fulfilling, joyful love will not be popular in contemporary culture.  Those who are willing to hear that God is Love may not be willing to hear what kind of love, and its cost, God is.  Jesus had enemies and some of them were also his friends.  However, Christ was faithful to his vocation as compassion personified until the end, even when his own understandable rebellion against suffering, asserted itself in Gethsemane.  He too would have preferred eros to compassion.  The desire to enjoy life is natural, to willingly suffer, especially when eros is absent, is not.  To say, “when eros is absent” is to say the motivation that might make suffering ‘acceptable’ to the lover, is absent.  This is synonymous with saying that the beloved does not inspire the overwhelming desire that is itself a justification for suffering.  It is probably safe to say that the contemplation of the beloved’s beauty and perfection did not motivate Christ in Gethsemane.  We, the human race, are Christ’s beloved and we are told that he died while we were yet sinners, meaning, still morally and spiritually undesirable.  

And yet, there is a passion in compassion and the passion of Christ is expressive of a yearning and a desire that is inspired by the preciousness, the ultimate worth, of the beloved.  This worth, however, is not revealed in desirability so much as in suffering.  The beloved is perceived as priceless because s/he suffers.  But this reason for passionate commitment to the beloved is neither obviously reasonable nor natural, as such a commitment would be were the beloved valued for her/his perfection.  To suffer when the one need not suffer, except that another is suffering, seems irrational and even, in a sense, as Nietzsche so eloquently put it, against life, against what is natural.  His argument that “the pale Christ” has drained the life from the species is a valid one if life is understood apart from compassion.  Nietzsche’s point parallels the revulsion many in the first world feel at the necessity of suffering central to Christ’s message and life.  Is not happiness also ubiquitous?   Is not success and joy within everyone’s reach?  Is not joy the goal of life and such a morbid preoccupation with suffering missing the point of the ‘victory’ Christ claimed?  Particularly in the West, suffering and particularly the extreme suffering the crucifixion can be seen to represent, seems psychologically unhealthy.  

That happiness and success are within the reach of all and joy and contentment the goal of life, I will leave to members of third world countries, or exploited minorities, or the chronically ill, mentally and physically, that is, the poor, to answer.  The term ‘the poor’, like the term ‘the rich’, must be understood to include much more than material poverty.  ‘The poor’ are more properly those who must suffer, who have no choice, whether this suffering is caused by human cruelty and indifference or ‘natural’ calamity such as disease or disaster, yet it removes the choice to suffer from the one who is afflicted by it.  The idea that we can all choose to be happy, theoretically even if ‘afflicted’, is central doctrine of the religion of capitalism and the American dream as it has been exported to the global culture.  How possible this always is remains to those who must suffer to answer, not to those who firmly believe that happiness is always a possibility because they themselves are not aware of suffering either in themselves or others.  Many worship at this church and many who would also call themselves followers of Christ.  Furthermore, the suggestion that suffering is necessary is rejected by the followers of Christ in the gospel story as well as in our contemporary culture.  But when Peter rejects Christ’s inevitable suffering and death, he is called “Satan” – that is, he is identified with the adversary of love.  It could be argued that the preoccupation with success and happiness and the refusal to suffer, so central to the first world, is also potentially Satanic. 

It is Satanic in part because success and happiness divides people.  As we’ve said, success is not ubiquitous.  Not everyone can be successful as success is defined in the contemporary West or, for that matter, at any other time in history.  Success, like eros, is exclusive, not inclusive.  It is particular, specific and defined.  It divides people from each other in definitive categories of ‘winners’ or ‘losers’.  The successful are perhaps best termed, the ‘rich’ in terms of the gospel story, as wealth, like poverty, can be seen not simply as material wealth, although it is also this, but physical, social or emotional health and abundance.  These conditions are reserved for some, not all, and that has always been true.  There is a chasm between Dives (the rich) and Lazarus (the poor) that is unbridgeable.  Further, in that image, Christ is with Lazarus because whatever separates us from each other separates us from God.  If success separates us from those who have failed, as it almost always does, then it also separates us from God.  
Only compassion bridges that gulf.  If Dives accepts the suffering of others, in fact, chooses to suffer with Lazarus, that is, share his condition, if the successful one identifies with those termed failures and losers, then he risks his success.  This was the quandary the rich young man found himself in.  To potentially sacrifice happiness, wealth, success, health to be with the millions who do not have these things, to, if you like “give [them] to the poor” and follow the one who personifies compassionate love, is a desperately hard choice.  This is the choice Christ places before the rich who would be more than ‘merely’ righteous, that is, those who have followed the commandments but yet want ‘eternal life’ as the rich young man claims to want.  Here the sense of giving away wealth has several meanings.  It does mean literally losing capital, giving away money.  But it also means dispersing the self and the core of wealth, or life, we are all born with.  It means, also in a sense, sacrificing joy, or eros, now, temporarily.  And why should he? “[y]ou will have riches in heaven”.  Such a deferral of gratification seems not only irrational, but according to a contemporary mindset, once again, vaguely unhealthy, especially in the contemporary west with its exclusive emphasis on this world, this life, the present, in time as we know it.  Such a focus is also characteristic of much contemporary Christianity.  Any focus on ‘life after death’ is considered antiquated and essentially sick and this perspective is shared by the mainstream church, except those branches of it considered fringe and thus, irrelevant.  And yet, how is this view compatible with the one who proclaimed, “to live, you only have to die”?  
Thus, to give up life now for the prospect of life later, is basically impossible, especially in the contemporary West.  Jesus, in shaking his head sorrowfully when the rich young man cannot pass the test of unconditional love, acknowledges this. “(quotation here from story)”  If the disciples’ task is to learn and practise the unconditional love of God here, wealth and success are severe handicaps simply because they are so very hard to sacrifice should love make such a sacrifice necessary.  Compassion here repeats the same theme of deferral, of happiness surrendered.  The beatitudes reinforce this idea that it is better to be happy later, that it is in fact a “woe” to have what one wants now.  The beatitudes make the reversal that unconditional love requires in terms of conventional expectations, explicit.  If the human vocation is to learn to love as God loves here, that is, to be in God’s image on earth, advantages and disadvantages are understood very differently.  Wealth, popularity, success, happiness are all “woes”, obstacles, impossible hurdles.  Grief, failure, rejection and poverty are “blessings” because they make this kind of love easier.  There are fewer barriers that must be broken and the ones that there are, are more easily breeched.  As we shall see in the story of “The Prodigal Son” even sin, and its inevitable degradation, makes comprehension and acceptance of the human vocation easier than righteousness and safety.  
There is something about the vocation, “the way” Christ dramatised, that is inimical to a normal, happy life if we take the call to radical compassion seriously.  It is important to understand this rogue element, this sense of something almost sinister and alien, entering our experience, before we can fully comprehend, or begin to practise a love, which, strictly speaking, is not natural, isn’t even really human, and yet, when practised, is the fulfillment of the human creature as the image of God.  As we’ve said, such a notion has always been counter culture!  Sacrifice now for the sake of some future ‘bliss’ where, after the suffering compassion necessitates, “the wedding feast”, Christ’s image for the kingdom of heaven, becomes possible?  Suffer now for some mysterious promise of erotic fulfillment, or the “feast”, or, as a contemporary theologian would likely put it, for “…pie in the sky by and by”?  This takes a faith few have and is so against the 21st century mindset to be as essentially ‘blasphemous’ in the affluent West as it was in the first century.  
It is an easy choice for those already deprived of these good things by the sin that divides the world into rich and poor, haves and have-nots, Dives and Lazaruses.   Only when happiness and success and joy are truly as available to all, everyone on the planet, as suffering has always been, will compassion and eros unite, and this-worldly happiness will be considered as necessary for the disciple of Christ as the acceptance of suffering.  But when happiness is as universal and unconditional, as limitless and infinite here as it is in heaven, then heaven will indeed be on earth, the kingdom will have come, Christ will have returned, and God’s will, will be done here as it is in heaven.  To quote Hamlet, this is indeed a consummation devoutly to be desired.  And the gospel images make clear although fulfillment and happiness are deferred by the disciple of Christ, they are not denied.  The promise of resurrection and of feast is always present and moreover, there are hints and foreshadowings of this feast even before it is ‘realised’.  Eros is covertly present even in the apparent denial of it that compassion often requires.  
However, the poverty endured now in compassionate solidarity with the poor is still experienced as privation, as suffering.  Indeed, in order to facilitate the bringing in of the kingdom, the disciple of love is often forced to choose.  The discipline of compassion is hard, especially for those for whom suffering has not been an obvious and unavoidable fact of their lives.  Christ expanded compassion in ‘unnatural’ ways.  It is to be lived not only for those who seem to have a ‘just’ or reasonable claim on one’s compassion, but extends to all, to everyone, to anyone.  It is one thing to have compassion for a beloved other, as we’ve said, for one who ‘naturally’ inspires our compassion.  It is another matter to have compassion for a stranger or, even, an enemy.  
However, the connection between suffering and love is perhaps made most explicit in the parable of “The Good Samaritan”.  This parable is offered as an answer to the question, “who is my neighbour?”  To paraphrase the parable, the answer could simply be, the neighbour is either the one who is suffering, that is the man attacked by robbers and left to die, or the Samaritan who compassions him, and seeks to ease his suffering.  The love that the Samaritan expresses is simply because his “neighbour” suffers.  He stops on his way to wherever for no other reason.  Thus, the answer to the question, “who is my neighbour” is the image of two men, jointly suffering, one simply suffering his ‘passion’ (the word means ‘suffering’) and the other,  suffering with him in compassion.  Therefore, if someone is suffering, that someone is ‘your neighbour’ and, if you respond to that suffering, you are ‘his’ neighbour.  “Neighbour” is defined by passion, or suffering, and compassion, that is, suffering with.   

This love necessitates stopping.  It means, that for a time, life is put on hold.   There is something about suffering that elicits urgency.  It neutralises all other concerns, takes precedence over all other goals, including the goal of happiness, or eros, which, in the West, we are taught to pursue.  For the one suffering this urgency is simply felt.  Nothing happens until the suffering eases.  For the one who is not forced to stop, it requires a choice to stop.  Nothing compels him to stop except the dual presence of suffering and love.  Love makes the neighbour’s suffering his suffering.  Neither man can arrive at where he was going, until the task of suffering and attention to the task of easing suffering, is completed.   How long is that?  Well the facile answer is, as long as it takes.  The answer in terms of bringing in the kingdom is, as long as it takes to learn to practise the kind of love that God is.  Until anyone’s suffering on the planet is unendurable to us – we must stop our lives, our pursuit of our own happiness, and attend to the task of easing that suffering.  There are only two roles in the story that matter.  Both are characterised by suffering.  If we want to live with strangers and even enemies as though they were neighbours, that is, in a dispensation where God/Love rules, then our choice is either to suffer or to attend to the suffering of others and, in the interim, that means no ‘getting on with life’, no continuing on with ‘the good life’ and no pursuit of personal happiness.  

There will be a time where the suffering of any of us anywhere will be the business of all of us everywhere.  When my sister or brother, or more properly, neighbour, anywhere on the planet is suffering, I will not be happy until his pain is attended to.  We will feel for each person as though s/he was our child or beloved neighbour; her suffering will be our suffering, his misfortune, our misfortune.  When we feel that the misery of anyone is simply unbearable, requiring our immediate attention, then the kingdom will have come and shortly after, the wedding feast will begin.  Until such time, compassionate suffering with the poor is the detour love compels us to make.  If we make it though, the feast is a feast indeed, a feast not just of body, but of heart and soul, not just of here and now, but of eternity, not just of some, but of all: “pressed down, shaken in good measure”.  The rule of Love ushers in the abundant life lived not only in heaven, but on earth.    
However, before God’s will is done on earth, as it is in heaven, then compassion, suffering love, must become the norm.  Further, it is not simply some suffering for some people that must be accepted.  It is the unconditional suffering of all persons, symbolised in the gospel story by crucifixion, that must be not only accepted, but chosen.  Even more than the difference between the objects of our compassion being those who we feel some ‘natural’ love as opposed to those for whom we feel either indifference or antipathy, even more than the one who receives our suffering love, is the kind of suffering we are called to.  It is not a ‘normal’ or ‘natural’ suffering.  The compassion Christ lived and died was of an extraordinary or ‘supernatural’ suffering, the suffering as we’ve said, that arises from un-love or sin, the kind of suffering for which we use the word ‘damnation’.  
Only humans can ‘suffer’ damnation.  Only humans can ‘die’ on so many levels in so many ways.  Only humans can endure not just death, but the ‘second death’ that is, death-in-life.  We can torture each other to death.  Only we can be that cruel (without even realising it!) and also suffer that cruelty to the extent we can.  Only we can know all our lives that we must suffer and die and endure a Gethsemane followed by a Golgotha.  Suffering is thus the final frontier, because, as Peter dramatised with his betrayal, suffering, especially a protracted suffering seemingly endless suffering, even more than death, is the condition we all desperately seek to avoid.  Intense, prolonged suffering makes us all cowards and all potentially cruel.  It is a ‘sinful death’ that seems to be endured on all levels.  Christ’s death was a death of all the dimensions of his humanity.  His was the death of a criminal and social outcast.  As such, he was to be annihilated, that is, his identity and worth erased as well as his life ended.  He was to be food for dogs, less than animal.   It was physical (certainly this), social, death by execution not by natural causes.  It was a mental or psychic death that drives one mad before his body dies.  It was a death of the heart, where one is utterly rejected, ridiculed and humiliated, abandoned by the human race and by his closest friends.  Finally, it was a spiritual death, the worst death, where one feels damned, abandoned by God, ‘bad’ beyond redemption.  Fear of this ‘death’ makes us want to make it a firm condition on our love.  And it is precisely because it seems the one place nothing ‘good’ or healthy or natural or ‘right’ can go, that the son of man, in solidarity with all humanity, must go.  In the story of Jesus, the consummation of God’s love for humanity is expressed in the agony of the cross where God, paradoxically, as Jurgen Moltman points out in The Crucified God, shares our condition as creatures who feel abandoned by God.  This is the final human suffering, the profundis, the ultimate depth, the experience of being abandoned by God, and even this limit, as impossible as it is in every logical or natural sense, is suffered by God in Christ.  In God, abandoned by God, we have yet another image of the burning bush – an impossible conundrum yet made visible for human eyes.  

Moreover, it is once again, paradoxically, precisely this seeming ‘limitlessness’ of the human capacity to suffer and die on so many levels, that makes it the entry place for the limitless love that is God.  It is also our felt limitless capacity for suffering that is the measure of our capacity to love without limits.  We know that if we can suffer that much, we can also love that much!  Thus sin, that ‘enabled’ a kind of suffering unique to humans, a kind of suffering that can only be described as ‘crucifixion’ or damnation, also enabled the full revelation of who God is, what ‘he’ is ‘really’ like, and also the love that we too are capable of, should we chose it.  Without sin and the unnatural, protracted suffering it can cause, we would not know either the depth and height of God’s love, nor the depth and height of our own.  It is as though only the very darkness that sin enables can truly expose just how bright and deathless the light that is Love can be.  Sin, enabled the cross, the suffering that is specific to the human race and which it has forced, to one degree or another, the rest of creation to participate in, and the cross enabled the fullness of Love to be revealed.  Therefore, this kind of unconditional suffering is the opportunity, or occasion, for the manifestation of a kind of unconditional love that is as unnatural and insane as sin is.  Without the cross, creatures could never know they were loved without limits by Love for no other reason than that they themselves suffered.  The very thing that inspires such intense horror, can be, from the perspective of unconditional love, the opportunity for awe, for even the disbelieving heathen to proclaim, “truly this is the son  of God!”
Christ, as compassion personified, therefore accepts, indeed chooses the experience of unconditional suffering and thereby transforms love into Love, human love into unconditional love or divine love, turns water into wine.  Similarly, the choice to suffer transforms other more defined or conditional kinds of love into unconditional love.  Those who accepted and suffered with Christ, this unbearable suffering caused by sin, ‘at the foot of the cross’ accepted a suffering which is not part of the definition of any other ‘kind’ of human love, such as philia, or friendship, or eros, and thus revealed the primacy or lordship of compassion.  Christ, and those who remained with him in suffering, are ‘glorified’ by compassion which similarly glorifies us when we practise it.  
Love is, if you like, the reflecting agent which enables one to be mirrored in the other.  It is the medium where we can see the image of one in the other.  How this works is clear when we look at the figures that make up the tableaux on Golgotha.  In that ‘scene’ we can see the image of both God and of the human race.  That ‘picture’ or image, so often depicted by artists, can be understood as a kind of ‘photograph’ of God and,  simultaneously, also an image of “the son of man” or the human race, reflecting ‘him’.  Which is God and which is Man?  Is Christ to be identified with God? And the ones at his feet, with the human race?  Such distinctions break down when one realises that all that were there were there only because they loved one who must suffer.  Those who were there were there because suffering and love had become the same thing.  Similarly, distinctions between ‘natural’ or understandable ‘kinds’ of love and divine love also break down.  All in that scene were characterised by an unconditional love, a love motivated by compassion first and other ties after.  Painters symbolise this unity in love by depicting haloes around those ‘glorified’ by love.  Jesus and those who suffer with him share the same halo, the same shimmering light reflected between them and which also joins them and makes them one.
 As well, the scene offers, as the manger scene also does, an image of incarnation, of God made manifest.  At Golgotha the figures ‘at the foot of the cross’ reflect the one hanging on the cross.  We know this because they are ‘with’ him in his agony.  His agony is their agony.  Together they ‘express’ the image of God and Man as it is ‘lived,’ or made flesh, here.  To say that Mary and ‘the disciple Jesus loved’ were not suffering as much as Jesus is not to understand love.  Mary also participated in the crucifixion, as any mother who has watched a child die, understands immediately and completely.  There is simply no fate worse.  To watch a child die, and die slowly, is to feel ‘damned’:  a living death, a death worse than death.  Indeed, no onlooker could doubt that she would have preferred a thousand times to be herself the one hanging on the cross had she thus been able to spare her child.  But she had no choice except to watch, and love required that she did watch because that is all she was permitted to do and because love required that she not abandon him in his agony.  One could argue that her love was a ‘natural’ love as it was maternal and this point would be valid.  Indeed, maternal or parental love may come closest of all human loves to the unconditional love of God, a point made by Jesus in the story of “The Prodigal Son”.  The fact, however, that human parental love routinely falls short of what it could be suggests that is usually also more conditional.  However, it remains one of the ‘natural’ ways the human animal can understand the love God is.  Thus, parenthood, if fully undertaken as a baptism, can lead to God precisely because it can offer this possibility of crucifixion and unconditional suffering love. 

Indeed, all of the natural loves can lead to the supernatural love, that is unconditional love, if dominated by compassion.  The philia that the “disciple Jesus loved” and eros, in the figure of Mary Magdalene whose love for Jesus and his love for her, possibly containing an element of the erotic, can segue into the  unconditional love of God if compassion, the need to suffer with the beloved, is stronger than fear.  For those at the foot of the cross, and Mary Magdalene is in some accounts also figured there – love was stronger than fear, because to be seen with this man was dangerous.  For these, no future crucifixion is necessary as it is for Peter.  They are also being crucified with the crucifixion of the beloved.  
The love of the disciple who stands with the women can be understood as the love called ‘philia’ or friendship.  His love is the least obviously ‘natural’ in the sense that unlike maternal or erotic love, it has no biological component, however fleeting that component is in motherhood, or unexpressed it is for Mary Magdalene.  “The disciple that Jesus loved” was not, to our knowledge, attached by any other bond.  His whole identity, his name, is bound only by Jesus’ love for him.  He is defined by Jesus.  He does not exist apart from Jesus; he is fully his image.  He is truly ‘his friend’ in that, as friendship implies, he ‘likes’ Jesus and is like him.  His agony beholding the suffering of the one he likes and is like, was such that he was willing to risk possible recognition and retaliation, a retaliation which could easily have meant his own crucifixion, precisely the fate Peter was rightly afraid of, just to be with Jesus in his agony.  He thus, like Mary and Jesus, revealed and expressed God.  He was where, if you like, God would be, were God not hanging on the cross.  He was “Jesus” not on the cross and his agony in compassion was as intense as Christ’s passionate agony.  Love unified them – a fact affirmed by Jesus when he tells him that Mary is now his mother as well, that the, “disciple whom Jesus loved” was to take his, Christ’s place in his mother’s life.  He, then, who had no other tie than love, is bound to Christ and incarnation again occurs.  The spiritual and the biological meet.  The “disciple Jesus loved,” who chooses to be with Christ in his agony, acquires a blood tie of kinship with him – Jesus tells him they share the same mother.  The spiritual kinship between them, expressed in suffering on one side and ‘suffering with’ on the other, is made ‘biological’ and Mary is again the medium.  That is why he is ‘the disciple’ and is justly part of the image of God revealed by Jesus.  
It is this suffering and compassion that makes love stronger than any other consideration – especially the fear that is the final and most formidable barrier any human can confront.  This barrier, two women, both called Mary, and an unnamed disciple – surmount  through love, which begins, if you like, ‘naturally’ but ends, as divine or super-natural.  Peter will surmount natural fear as well, eventually – but in his case he will have to be lead into suffering.  His discipleship is more a matter of obedience to a love he never really understands in ‘this’ world and is never completely ‘natural’ to him.  In short, for Peter, the love personified by Christ remains irrational and unnatural and yet, he follows him anyway.  His way into ‘eternal life’ then is a fitting metaphor for the church, the ‘rock’ upon which religion is based, particularly in the West where reason and power dominate.  
             This revelation of what God is, the world did not know or ‘see’ before Jesus.  There were prophecies, intuitions, images of it, as in Isaiah’s suffering servant, but only with the declaration made at the foot of the cross when the centurion proclaims, significantly, a heathen, as Jurgen Moltmann points out, is Compassion conclusively proclaimed to be the Son of God, that is, the human image of the divine source of existence.  Empathy and Compassion are revealed to be Yahweh ‘Himself’, here, with us.  The resurrection simply confirms this fact.  The resurrection proves that the Source of Love is also the Source of Life.  When we see Emanuel, we see Yahweh: “when you see me, you see the Father” and, “I and the Father are One” and, “before Abraham was, I am.”  But, only those who were ‘with him’ while on earth will see this fact, while on earth.  Not everyone ‘sees’ the resurrection or the essential connection between Compassion and Eternal Life.  Only those who must suffer will, as will those who are with those who must suffer.
The implications are staggering.  Empathy and compassion are thus not ‘nice’ virtues some have and others lack and this lack need not be seen as fatal.  Indeed, this lack is fatal in an ultimate sense.  Compassion is not an ‘attribute’, the presence of which is negotiable in some situations, or a pleasant ‘frill’ that can be dispensed with when ‘real’ problems need to be solved.  To do so is to dismiss God.  To do so is to dismiss the divinity within ourselves.  To do so is to dismiss the source of Life and thus, the only real source of healing available to us.  In short, Compassion is, “the one thing necessary” that Jesus repeatedly refers to for entrance into the kingdom.  Only those who have been with the poor, i.e., those who must suffer, will be with God.  Otherwise, they can be with him and never know him, see him and never recognise him, touch him and not know who they have touched and thus, not be healed.  Compassion is the knowledge of God, the experience of God while we live in a world that requires suffering as this world does.  Without compassion, ‘God’ is just another anonymous statistic easily overlooked, both at his birth and at his death.    
When the creed tells us that, “he will come again to judge the living and the dead” it means that compassion is the ultimately reality, or ‘God’, by which we will all be ‘judged’, if you like, or measured against.  Not ‘judged by God’ in the sense of a righteous Judge judging that we have not been kind enough, but rather, when God is revealed as Love, as this unconditional empathy for all suffering, then we will inevitably be forced to see it as the ultimate reality, the ultimate point and reason for our existence and what we were called as creatures in the image of God to live here, where it is most necessary.  It is then, not a case of a large, powerful figure ‘damning’ us, but of being forced to see that we have completely missed the point of our lives, that is, completely missed knowing who we are and who God is.  The truth is that God is Love and love is Compassion, while we are here, and we were created to be in this image.  Those facts can be evaded here: they cannot be there and there will be no knowledge more painful than knowing we totally missed being who we are.  To be lacking in compassion will feel fatal, like ‘the second death’ or to use other language, like ‘damnation’.

However, even here, in our ‘damnation’ God is with us, the gospel story reveals.  God understands and forgives completely our refusal to know who ‘he’ is and, thus, who we are, simply because ‘he’ understands, and has lived himself, our understandable reluctance, and in some cases, as in Peter’s, outright refusal to suffer.  Love and Suffering are united conclusively in the image of the cross, and thus, to refuse to love, and as we’ve said, by extension, to refuse to suffer with those who ‘must’ suffer, is to ‘damn’ ourselves.  But even there, God will journey with us into the consequences of that refusal.  He has said that he is, “with us always”.  To not love is to be damned, but we are even there loved and accompanied by Love.  This fact was put so beautifully by Jurgen Moltmann. God is, through Christ, “brother of the damned and God of the God-forsaken”.  We will also see how this truth is dramatised by Christ’s forgiveness of Peter when Peter forsook the one who ‘must’ suffer, a forgiveness extended so appropriately and poetically in the question: “do you love me?”  

Ultimately, then, there is no final damnation if the story of Christ is understood properly.  The human race is saved by love, in love, with love.  Because even after forsaking Love in a seemingly ‘final’ way, as Peter did when he forsook Jesus as, to our knowledge, the story does not record Peter returning to the crucified Jesus and ‘correcting’ his mistake, while Jesus was still hanging, alive, on the cross, yet he is still redeemed by love.  Nor is there any record of Peter asking for forgiveness for his dereliction.  Yet Peter is saved by love.  And not simply Christ’s love, which has already been revealed as endless, but by Peter’s own love which will also prove to be endless, however imperfect and finite it has been at certain intervals of his story.  Peter too will love unconditionally; he too will be crucified, a crucifixion he will choose, just as ‘the one who went before him’ had chosen it.  That is the end of Peter’s story, when he does not flee the suffering he had earlier fled. That is Peter’s glorification and his salvation and it is perhaps understandable that he had not wanted anything to do with it earlier in his life!  

As we’ve just established, Peter does not return to accompany Mary and the ‘disciple-whom-Jesus-loved’ at the foot of the cross.  He missed his chance forever in terms of time and space, that is, this world, to be included in that tableaux or ‘picture’ of the faithful remnant who remained with Jesus in his agony.  During Jesus’ earthly ‘life’ Peter remains absent while Jesus suffers.  In essence, he remains, during Christ’s ‘life’, what Christ called him when Peter verbally refused suffering as the goal of Love – he remains, for Jesus, ‘Satan’, the adversary of love, while Jesus is still suffering.   “Outside” Peter then weeps, which we all will when we realise after our ‘time’ is over that we have forsaken those here that were forced to suffer.  However, such a ‘sin’ is not the end for us as it wasn’t for Peter.  So the story tells us.  Indeed, the story has no ‘end’, just as Love has no end.  
The bad news, the story also tells us, is that because our salvation is assured, we too must suffer.  There is no evading being one of the figures in the picture.  We must either be on the cross, or at its foot.  Moreover, if such a suffering is fled, then love will demand, “do you love me?”  The only answer to the risen figure of love personified is, “you know I do.”  That reply ‘damns’ Peter in the world’s terms, but saves him in terms of ‘heaven’, the kingdom where love rules.  Peter’s threefold confession of love for Love, seals his fate: “you will be taken where you do not want to go.”  However, his confession of love also effectively undoes his threefold betrayal, “before the cock crows” which can be seen to symbolise, or signal, the ‘limit’ or ‘ending’ of his chance not to betray, that is, to still be with Christ in his glory/agony.  When he three times affirms his love for Christ, he thus casts his lot in with the one who he previously betrayed and effectively begins his life again, a ‘new creature’ a ‘son of man’ consciously choosing the road to suffering and resurrection.  In a number of ways, he will re-trace Christ’s steps and reflect his image, even and especially, in death.  Peter walks ‘the way’ – and is finally glorified by accomplishing his human task of being able to love, without conditions, the one he professed to love.  Peter too is, then, another variant on the theme of “Everyman”, another ‘Son of Man’ becoming, what in one sense he already is, a ‘Son of God’.  He’s another variation on the theme of humanity finding out what it is to be human, with a twist; he is, after all, crucified according to rumour, upside down. 

What is clear is that there are no limits to this story.  Peter’s story is also our story.  There are as many variations on it as there are people and yet, in its broad outlines, it is the same story.  How can we become what we are created to be, that is, in the image of God?  How can we learn to love unconditionally in a plane of existence defined by limits?  This task is particularly difficult as the world will ‘crucify’ us if we try and this must be understood: “the world has hated me; it will also hate you”.  How to live unconditional love without suffering?  That is what Christ wanted in Gethsemane and the reader cannot help knowing that had there been another way, it would have been provided.  There clearly is not.  Suffering, and in particular, the unbearable suffering the cross symbolises, is the necessary limit that must be eventually breeched, the final and hardest.  But the way to make such suffering fruitful, a suffering that gives life and results in resurrection, is to choose it.  If it is unavoidable – and when this is proven to be true – then to choose such suffering is to make it an expression of compassionate love for all those who also have no choice but to suffer.  It is to be in conscious, deliberate, chosen solidarity with their suffering, not just as a nice sentiment, but as fact.  To unify through choice one’s own pain, with the pain of the world, is to make it an act of unconditional love and thus, to liberate God in history.  Such lived and suffered Compassion is immensely fruitful.  It literally gives life. To suffer for love releases the source of Life ‘himself’, Yahweh, into history and ‘redeems’ the horror that sin causes, indeed, transforms it into unconditional life, the life that ‘rolls away the stone at the tomb’ and breeches the final, seemingly unconditional limit we call death.  Such life cannot be contained by any limits.  It is “pressed down, in good measure and overflowing”.  
Thus the story of Christ, and of Peter, and as we shall see, of Mary and the other variants on the same theme, is an endless story in that while it has an apparently firm end, death, yet it is the nature of that death, a death chosen for love, that makes it, at first experienced as unending in a horrible way, finally, unending in an astonishing, exciting and life affirming way.  That ending, the resurrection, can only be postponed by our refusal to suffer with those who suffer, in short, by our lack of love, or sin.  Postponed but not, finally, evaded.  As long as we can continue to deny that suffering, we will betray God and deny Love.  Yet, we will be inevitably and eventually found, by that deathless, unconditional love, hiding in the “upper room”, and given peace.  We will feed the one we betrayed and also be fed by him.  We will be reminded of our love for him and commissioned to feed others.  In short, we will be both forgiven and also promised  future unavoidable suffering.  In that way, we remain with him, the One who remains, always, with us.  That is salvation.  

Further, the suffering that is a guaranteed part of our future, just as the resurrection also is, is not punishment for betrayal.  It is not the result of God ‘judging and damning’ Peter, although an onlooker who simply does not understand love, might see it that way.  But that judgement and damnation Peter had already endured when he “wept outside” alone, knowing what he’d done and then gone into hiding in the “upper room’.  No, Peter felt most ‘damned’ when he had ‘saved’ himself .  Damnation isn’t  suffering.  Damnation is the sure, felt knowledge that one has refused to suffer.  Indeed, as we’ve said, the death Peter eventually dies is the evidence of his salvation.  His death reveals his “glory” in that his is a chosen suffering to be with the suffering of God, which is also, simultaneously, the suffering of the human race.  By consenting to his own crucifixion, Peter reveals his ability to unconditionally love the whole human race without qualifications and thus also love God irrationally and unnaturally.  They are, once again, shown to be the same thing.  
The implications of this truth revealed in the gospel story are staggering.  Quite simply it means that those times in our own lives when we can justly say we were ‘crucified’ are the times when we also were glorified.  This conclusion requires clarification on two point.  

Firstly, by ‘crucifixion’ I mean an inescapable agony that has the elements of Christ’s agony.  It is an agony that is not only physical, as we’ve indicated, but also social, mental, emotional and spiritual.  It is an event of total failure in the world’s terms.  It is an event where one is revealed in complete weakness, poverty and failure.  It is an event where one cannot escape, where one is ‘nailed’ in place, in full view, and publicly exposed to ridicule and contempt.  It is an experience of total shame.  It is to be, in the worlds eyes, ‘the least of these’.  We are rejected not in spite or our need, but because of it. We are to feel that we have been abandoned to die, the food of animals.  This is what crucifixion symbolises – that experience of total dereliction. 

 If we have had such an experience then we are ‘chosen’.  Those times are our times of glory.  The world will tell us to forget such times, if we survive them, to ‘put them behind us’ and ‘get on with living’.  The gospel story reverses that admonition.   Just as we are to ‘celebrate’ the Eucharist, celebrate the time of Christ’s passion, we are also to ‘celebrate’ by remembering, our own ‘passion’.  When do we remember it?  Whenever we eat: whenever we break bread.  The act of eating always reminds us that we are human and insufficient unto ourselves.  We can consciously remember such times when we eat because eating is one of  the perfect times to realise we must be fed, that we are not independent or self sufficient.  We are told to do this remembering, to counteract our natural tendency for amnesia, “in remembrance of me”.  To remember Christ and to remember our own human condition is the same thing.  To remember our brokenness and weakness is to remember God.  
The contemporary mindset rejects such an apparent re-opening of ‘healed’ wounds as psychologically unhealthy.  The contemporary mindset is like Pilate; it simply cannot understand.  It can neither see truth nor understand it.  Such remembrance, chosen, deliberately re-membered, only makes sense when love is understood.  

Love unites and accepts; it does not discriminate or reject.  As we’ve already said, our successes, achievements, awards and honours, our ‘glory’ in the world’s terms, separates us from the masses who cannot achieve such prizes.  These ‘signs’ of worth firmly divide us from the overwhelming majority who must suffer and who must ‘sin’.  Success or ‘victory’ whether moral, intellectual, physical or professional, separates us from those who feel no ability, no strength, moral, intellectual or physical to ‘save’ themselves from abject defeat.  Christ is seemingly defeated on the cross.  He cannot save himself.  Again, this refusal to save himself can be understood as like his refusal to turn stones into bread or to not “dash his foot against a rock”.  He will not save himself because we cannot save ourselves: “If you are truly the son of God, come down from that cross!”  He is too weak, too beaten, too broken, too loving to do so.  Love requires he be with the weakest of the weak.  His total dereliction proclaims that requirement.  
Those times, then, when we have not been able to save ourselves in the face of seemingly overwhelming forces, internal or external, can be understood differently if we focus on Christ.  Like Christ, we are glorified when we are, “lifted up” and “stretch out [our] arms”.  Therefore, our ‘glory’ can be, if we choose, to remember the time we were humiliated and rejected, left to die, abandoned by the human race and even, it feels, by God,  because of our great sin.  If we remember that time, even celebrate it, or publicise it, hold it up as proof of our broken humanity, it has the power to re-connect us with everyone who has every sinned and also with God.  At such times, we too can “draw all humankind to [us]” especially if we can remember those times and use them.  Then, and only then can we understand and compassion everyone on the planet, everyone who has ever lived and will live and thus unite ourselves to the race in empathetic love.  We will judge no one, forgive everyone and thus, be ‘saved’.  We will be, like Christ, with “the least of these”.  Such events then are to be ‘celebrated’ and ‘remembered’ as times when we reflected God in love for all suffering, sinful humankind.  This is true even of great sins we may be convicted of, perhaps especially so.  If a sin is openly admitted, and the consequences of it accepted, it has the capacity to unite us to all who have sinned, i.e. the human race.  Perhaps the most important aspect of Christ’s horrible death was how public it was.  When death, suffering, defeat and sin are kept secret, covered up, they breed more of the same.  When openly revealed and claimed, they have the potential to increase that divine capacity for unconditional love.  
This does not mean we seek such humiliation, or, even more absurdly, seek some despicable sin that results in such public rejection, but it does mean that such times, when there is no choice but to suffer them, can be fruitful, can be seen as times where we come into ‘our glory’.  ‘Glory’ here means the moment when we become the child of God, an image of unconditional love, by revealing our share in the human condition of sin and suffering.  Such an interpretation of ‘glory’ completely contradicts the world’s definition and gives the reader a much better understanding of Christ’s reaction to his disciples vying for places ‘at his side’ when he comes into his ‘glory’.  They really don’t understand what they are asking!  

What this means is that even sin, even a terrible sin that results in public ostracism, can be used by love to unite us, in love, with the human race and with God.  For, we are told in the story of Christ, everyone at some point, has sinned such a sin, whether we know it or not, although only some are crucified for it.  We may be seen as ‘innocent’ of such a sin, as Christ was, but must suffer the punishment anyway and at other times, we are indeed ‘guilty’ of such a sin, as Peter was, and, temporarily, escape that punishment by lying.  However, as we’ve seen, his eventual crucifixion was not for his sin.  Crucifixion is never ‘deserved’.  Even when it seems to be, or there is a reason someone can point to, the kind of punishment it represents, endless torment, is never inflicted by God.  If, then, it is something that someone must endure at our hands, then it must be something Christ endures.  When we inflicted crucifixion on anyone, then we inflict it on Christ.  Thus when we judge and condemn and sentence anyone, we judge, condemn and sentence Christ.  If we damn anyone to hell, we send God there too.  

However, the way out of hell is to discover the Love that is with us even there.  If we accept the suffering that we have inflicted upon ourselves, and ‘by ourselves’ I mean that others in their cruelty have inflicted upon us, or that we have, through our cruelty to ourselves and others, which is the same thing, have inflicted upon ourselves, then we will be like the “good thief”, the one who turned his head and noticed that Love was suffering with him.  If he can see that the one with him has chosen to be with him, and realise that only love could have motivated that choice, then he can see himself as beloved, like Christ, and also, “be this day in paradise with [him]”.  Moreover, he can transform his acceptance of his ‘deserved’ suffering as a way, the only way, to achieve the only achievement worth achieving, the ability to love unconditionally.  Therefore, even sin, can be redeemed if the suffering it imposes is chosen out of love.  
That love redeems sin can be understood better if we realise that when unconditional love entered the world it was seen not just as unnatural and irrational, but as immoral.  The ‘sin’ of Christ’s love was deemed worse, more contemptible than that of Barabbas.  The convicted murderer was preferred by the crowds to the ‘sin’ of loving the whole world unconditionally.  God’s love is blasphemous as well as stupid.  It breaks even the conditions of righteousness and justice, as well as those of holiness, cleanliness and reason.  Indeed, God’s love is the unforgiveable sin, as the crowds proclaim when they repeatedly shout, “Crucify him!”  When we share his condition, either because of our own sin, the sin of others, or simply because sin has introduced suffering into nature in the form of disease and catastrophe, then we can also share his choice and in sharing his choice, be remembered when he comes into his kingdom.  
Part II: Anecdotes as Parables:
As we’ve said, reading Christ’s life with understanding means ‘reading the signs’ as Christ told us to.  ‘Reading the signs’ can be understood as deciphering the code his life was written in.  ‘Reading the signs’ means reading the gospels as one reads literature, paying attention to the ‘code’ of literature which is that the story is written not only in words, but also in non-verbal staples such as themes, symbols, metaphors and images, not as something that is fiction and, therefore, not ‘literally’ true, but as a story that is more than literally true, while it is also that, a story that continues to be true, that is true at any time and any place, a story that is ‘living word’, or myth made history.   It is a story that while unfolding within a specific context, transcends that context.  To understand this timelessness, this non-specificity of Christ’s story, or parable, as I want to call it, is to find the ‘way’ to live here and thus fulfill our human vocation as creatures becoming as we were created to be, in the image of God. 


The central irony that made Jesus, the Son of Man, into Christ, the Son of God, is that this "kind" of unconditional Love is entered and discovered not by fleeing our humanity, our limits, conditions and finitude, but by fully accepting them.  The story of Jesus is crafted by a story teller who both told and lived a parable where the Everyman, the generic human being, can understand his existence in relation to the Divine by accepting and suffering, in the sense of allowing as well as enduring, everything about himself that isn't divine with the single exception of this unconditional love, this complete compassion.  By refusing all the "conventional" attributes of "divinity" in favour of his humanity and for the sake of compassion, Jesus reveals the divine in us, for us and, most importantly, with us.  The generic human becomes the Christ; the son of man is revealed as the son of God.  This revelation is the transfiguration.
It is necessary to show how Jesus did this by looking at his life as a parable.  Indeed, there are parables within parables.  Firstly, there are the parables Jesus told.  And he was always talking about people everybody knew and knows.  He, himself an ‘everyman’ was talking about ‘everyone’.  His stories were the stories of the ones in his ‘audience’ -- i.e. those listening to him, just as the gospel tells us our story if we accept ourselves simply as a human being living in this inhuman context, or world.  Secondly, incidents and anecdotes in and about his life were also parables. “The Woman at the Well”, “The Good Thief” etc. are mini versions of his own life, or parables, as much as the story of “The Good Samaritan” even though the first ostensibly ‘really’ happened and the second was a ‘story’.  And finally, as we've said, his whole life was a parable.  A parable about Being Human and becoming in the image of God, like God, here, as everyone was created to be "in the beginning" and already is "in heaven".  

The story of Jesus continually juxtaposes the human and the divine, the ordinary and the extraordinary, the natural and the supernatural.  Unconditional love is not human love and yet it begins as human love and also, paradoxically, ends as human love.  It never stops being human, even when it is divine.  In Jesus the fusion of human love with supernatural, unconditional, extra-human, divine love is accomplished.  Is "consummated" or "finished”, completed and made flesh.  Then the wedding feast can begin and the water has changed to wine.  Jesus gives us hints all through his ongoing parabolic life when he relates one incident to a coming incident, for example, when he relates the making of ‘extra’ wine to his coming torment.  He tells his audience and his reader to connect the dots, see the signs, read the code.  
The story of Jesus' birth begins the meshing of the natural with the supernatural, the human with the divine, that continues throughout his life and reveals his status both as a Son of Man, a human being, and as The Son of God, a divine being.  He is born quintessentially ordinary, so ordinary that Herod cannot find him because he blends in so well.  Actually, there is something squalid about his birth.  It is not just less than a supernatural birth, or special birth, there is something about it even less than human.  He begins his time here already identified with the poorest of the poor.  
Jesus is ‘exceptional’ only in that he is conceived out of wedlock.  His origins are sordid.  The first reaction is, of course, ‘everybody’ knows what happened when Mary is discovered to be with child.  She has broken the rules in an immoral way, but the breaking of that rule is commonplace.  Jesus’ origins must then, to the world, and the ‘worldly’, be initially associated with the ‘immorality’ of sex outside the rules.  This fact was intended.  There had to be a sense that when God comes, his arrival has broken a law, even a ‘good’ law.  Certainly that it has departed from ‘convention’ and yet is also, ordinary.   But in another sense, that Mary was ‘only’ an unwed mother places her in the company of the poor again – she is ‘one of those’ sinners.  

But another reading of the story, which is also true, is found in Joseph's dream.  In a dream, that is, in a state where metaphor is the dominant milieu and reason and natural law are not, Joseph ‘learns’ the truth.  Mary has agreed to participate in a divine story.  Her child is divine and comes from an extra-material, extra-natural, or supernatural, ‘miraculous’ source.  And she accepts the aura of shame and belittlement that comes from the knowledge that few will understand that.  Most will attribute her condition to ‘reasonable’ or ‘natural’ causes.  She accepts her part in the human story which is also the divine story as it is dramatised on earth.  She has agreed to be ‘one of those’ to facilitate God's birth, just as God will later be ‘one of those’ criminals, outcasts, sinners, social lepers, in order to reveal what God is really like.  Joseph is thus invited to participate in that story and accept the aura of shame that is at the human being’s birth and as it will be at his death.  

That she accepts, and on some level even understands the significance of the story she begins and in a sense, co-writes, is revealed in both her consent to be used as the occasion, the venue, if you like, for the story to unfold within and by the Magnificat (insert the Magnificat here). 

The circumstances of Jesus' birth foreshadow his death in several important ways.  Firstly he is born where he is born, as we’ve said, because he needs ‘to be counted’.  The small family must go to Bethlehem because of the census.  They must obey the bureaucratic demands of the dominant dispensation.  There are several ways in which this detail is metaphorically important.  Firstly, from the beginning, Jesus is apparently obedient to the ‘status quo’.  He is a part of a world that deals in forms and numbers, facts and legalities.  His world is our world.  He is a fact.  Not a ‘metaphor’ or a mythic figure.  Just as he is born in some sense ‘less than human’ in his outcast status as fodder for farm animals, so he is also less than human in a more contemporary understanding.  He is a number, as we all are.  As we all are, he is dehumanised by the bureaucracy that tattoos numbers, social insurance numbers, census numbers, health care numbers, license numbers on the forearms of all human beings, at birth.  He is no more significant than any of us and we all know we are merely anonymous numbers to the ‘powers that be’; like us, with us, he is instantly, from birth, reduced to a statistic.  His world is thus, recognisably, our world -- and he doesn't ‘count’ in it at all.  Just as we are, he is a member of the death camp called ‘the world’.   
But the world is also where he is hailed as of divine origin.  The star and the angels alert the world, to those who are either looking, like ‘the three wise men’ or the shepherds who recognise the ‘signs’.  The angels and the star signal that The Human Being is here.  The wise men and shepherds can read the signs, or the metaphors, and ‘see’ that the highest is rooted in the lowest, that God is rooted not only in humanity, but in the lowest of the low, and thus, follow the metaphors to the fact, the literal baby in the feeding trough.  For the ones who understand, who know how to read metaphors, Jesus is visible, accessible and completely real.  

Jesus' life is further heralded with "the slaughter of the innocents," an event which has far-reaching symbolic significance.  This event can be seen as the reaction of the adult mindset to the state of childhood.  The adult world of power and reason would eliminate children and indeed, the condition of childhood, if it could.  Children are an affront to human notions of self importance and self-sufficiency.  Jesus begun as every human begins his/her story -- helpless and dependant.  Herod, as Pilate will later, represents this adult contempt for weakness.  The slaughter of the innocents at the beginning of Love’s life in the world reveals the true significance of childhood as a martyred state.  This is symbolic of the human race’s contempt for childhood and thus, ultimately, for itself as an essentially dependant species.  We hate that we are originally, in our essence, that is, from birth, dependant creatures.  That is how we begin and that is how we end.  It is the alpha and omega or our lives.  If Christ’s story is understood as the story of the Everyman, then that he begins his life in danger, hunted by the powers that be, is not only understood as his plight as the ‘chosen’ one, but as the plight of children everywhere.  
All children begin life with that life jeopardised, particularly by the powerful adults who feel threatened by the new life that both subverts their priorities and values, that is, that strength, competence, independence and autonomy are ‘god’, but also reminds such adults that they will be replaced, that the are expendable.  In short, the birth of children reminds adults not only of their own births, their own origins in dependency, but also reminds them of their impending deaths.  Herod is threatened by one he believes will ‘rule’ after him, a fact which is both true and also impossible, since the threat Christ poses is not to his worldly power, a power Christ had never sought, but to something much more essential than that.  The Christ child is a threat to the dispensation which worships power, in short, the dispensation of the world.  But to the private person, Herod, the Christ child represents what all children represent, the fact that everyone will be replaced because all adults die.  The Christ child then reveals what is true of the birth of all children, that they are secretly hated by adults precisely because of what they represent about the human condition.  Infants are a reminder of several painful truths.  

The slaughter of the innocents further reveals Jesus simultaneous humanity and divinity.  All the children are killed because Jesus is so unexceptional, he cannot be found.  Nothing obviously proclaims his divinity, except, as we’ve said, for the ones who know where to look.  In fact, to the world, the signs of Christ’s birth suggest quite the reverse than divinity.  The wise men and shepherds see stars and angels.  The world sees  a stable/cave, cattle and straw.  Jesus does not ‘stand out’ -- he is thus overlooked and can escape.  For a time.  However, his slaughter is deferred, not denied.  This ‘innocent one’ will join his sisters and brothers in time, but first they must find him, and eventually, Judas leads them to him.  Only someone who had seemed to be aware of his significance can locate him for the important figures of power who, otherwise, simply don’t know where to look. 

But the heavens celebrate the very things the adult world despises.  That is one of the messages the star and angels proclaim.  That message is that is it in weakness that God chose to begin his life here, weakness where his divinity is revealed.  As we’ve said, weakness is an essential prerequisite to the unconditional compassion, or love, that God is.  Adult strength is its enemy.  Thus, the first and most important reversal occurs at Jesus' birth.  To be dependant, helpless, weak and needy is to be in the image of God.  This truth, the star and angels testify to; this the wise men and the shepherds understand, but only wise men and shepherds, not important or strong adults in positions of power.  Neither Herod nor later, Pilate, can understand this irony.  The reality of unconditional love is a complete mystery for them: Herod doesn’t know where to look and loses the child and Pilate is similarly baffled: “what is truth?” and is given the answer which is no answer – the silence of God.  Both our extreme poverty and our divinity are hidden from the adult, power-based world view, which is the mindset most of us assume.  

Had Herod understood the ‘signs’ then he would have looked for the most disadvantaged child, the least important child, the child who is only a statistic and nothing more, but he didn't understand the riddle because he doesn't understand either his own humanity or God, the source of it, any more than the other ruler/bureaucrat official, Pilate, will later.  Neither Pilate nor Herod understand the language of the soul and cannot read the code, the ‘wise’ men are able to follow.  And yet, like Pilate, Herod is scared by this anonymous number.  Like Pilate he intuits Jesus' threat to his own importance and, indeed, to the world order.  And like Pilate, he must kill him.   

Jesus' very anonymity protects him.  The fact that he was born "the least of these" means he's safe.  As we’ve said, though, only for a while.   He will die, in many ways as he was born, a child.  Naked, defenceless and dependant, innocent and rejected with only his mother, connected as she is in his story, because as we shall see, it is her story too, with him.  He is born, as he will die, an anonymous statistic, and ‘laid’ in a crude wooden ‘cradle/cross’, in death, as in life, “outside” because “there is no room for him” inside.   

But more importantly, not only is Jesus weaker, more insignificant, than even an ordinary baby; he is more divine as a result of his ‘extraordinary’ weakness and insignificance.  His is an extraordinary weakness that protects him, temporarily from Herod, because he doesn’t know where to look, and also an extraordinary weakness that alerts the wise and the low to the arrival of Unconditional Love.  The breaking of a barrier, of a limit breeched the paradoxical acceptance of extreme limitation or weakness: "…this is the sign, that you will find him, lying in a manger."  The sign of the presence of Unconditional Love is a limitless poverty, outside "the norm", where the human being lies helpless as food for animals.  Opposites unite -- the human is divine when everything that is rejected as beneath human, let alone divine, is associated with him.

Jesus is born in a stable or cave, a place where domestic animals are kept and straw stored.  Just as the manger can be seen to foreshadow the cross, another crude wooden vessel, this ‘cave’ can be seen to prefigure his tomb, with the stone not yet in place.  He is born ‘buried’, just as he will die, in a crude ‘hole in the wall’.  Just as he is ‘food’ for animals at his birth, he declares himself food for the world at his death.  He will indeed, as he himself will declare, become "food" or "fodder": “this bread is my body, this cup is my blood”.  There will indeed be "no place to lay [his] head", ever. The rude, the rough-hewn, the make-shift, will characterise his life.  We know the story is written by a parable-teller because the beginning foreshadows the end.  The elements of crucifixion are prefigured in his birth. 
The next significant event that we know of in his life is his baptism.  Here we can see the same series of parallels repeated.  While John knows that Jesus is exceptional, like a wise man, like a shepherd, he also is not allowed to treat Jesus with deference.  Jesus will not permit him to treat him any differently than he treats any other member of the hoard that follow John.  This is consistent with Jesus' mandate to reveal the truth about being human for everyone because he is everyone.  When the skies open, the holy spirit descends and God speaks, the reality of who Jesus is, is revealed.  However, as with angels and stars, stables and straw, some see and some do not.  Some hear God speak.  Others hear only thunder and see a bird.  Both are true.  It is an ordinary event of no special moment and an extraordinary event of cosmic significance, as it is for each one of us when we become who we really are, that is, baptised, submerged into a full acceptance of our vocation as human beings beginning the arduous trek from conditional, ‘ordinary’ love to unconditional, extraordinary love, from humanity to divinity.  We too, when we decide to be, are transformed from ‘water’ into ‘wine’.    

The story about Christ’s baptism is the first introduction of the image of water.  Water can be understood to symbolise humanity, common humanity.  It also represents common human love, the love of ordinary people for each other.  Jesus is submerged in this common element -- symbolically submerged in his common humanity.  Here he accepts his name as the anonymous one, the human being, the Son of Man.  That is his initiation and vocation.  He will live faithful to that human story which is everyone’s story.  But it is in the plunge into the human story that the baptism symbolises what the heavens, as at his birth, again testify to. The “heaven’s open” and he is also proclaimed the beloved son of God.  

Thus too is it for every human being who fully -- and submersion suggests a full or complete act -- embraces his/her humanity and accepts his/her participation in the human story.  The human being is shown, in his full acceptance of his weak humanity, to be in the image of the heart of God.  He is, in short, beloved.  As we’ve said, to be human is to be beloved of God precisely  because to be weaker and more childlike than any other species means only we can love the way God loves, that is, unconditionally.  As when the angels and stars revealed the truth of Jesus, here the human being is once again revealed as divine, not in spite of his common humanity, but because of it.  But again, as with the stars and angels at his birth, not everyone sees this truth, not everyone hears it.  In fact, the worth of the essential human person has always been the best kept secret in the world.  
This proclamation of the truth of what it means to be human precedes the first experience of consciously accepting the vocation to be human.  Jesus goes into the desert.  The theme of desert had been introduced briefly in the exile, but here it is developed.  The desert is the stage where the human being enacts his struggle with his vocation to be weakly and vulnerably human.  There he is tempted to reject the vocation he has just assumed.  The desert represents the harsh conditions of this world where weakness is despised and strength glorified.  The desert can be seen as a metaphor for the existential poverty of the human state.  It is the setting where the fragility and helplessness of the human creature is thrown into sharp relief.  A cactus is better able to survive in the desert, than the human creature.  As such, the desert is the context which reveals the existential fact that a human being is the least adapted animal in a world where survival of the fittest is the mandate.  Humans are, in the world’s terms, the least fit.  That is the human condition.  To be unfit and hungry.  In the desert, the human being discovers just how limited and conditional his life is.  

The temptations have to do with accepting these limitations and strict conditions which are the lot of humanity.  The first temptation reveals the nature of the following two. The temptations are about limits, both trespassing them and refusing to trespass them.  Hunger is perhaps one of the first limits the human creature is aware of when forced against its immutability.  Jesus must then demonstrate how he deals with this first of limits.  We are told that Jesus has been fasting for forty days and forty nights.  Roughly, forty days is the limit the human body, if provided with water, can exist without food.  Thus, the ‘forty’ can be seen as symbolic for the existential nature of his hunger.  He has both reached his ‘limit’ and his hunger feels limitless.  Jesus experiences not only a natural, reasonable hunger, but an unnatural, unreasonable hunger which is close to being unconditional or limitless.  However, this hunger is not ‘metaphorical’ in the sense of only symbolic.  He really is, quite literally, very hungry.
Jesus is forcibly confronted with the fact that he is a dependant, needy creature.  He must eat.  He is told that because he is ‘the son of God’ and therefore a divine being, he can turn the stones into bread.  He can, therefore he should.  Indeed he must, otherwise he will die. Why then does he refuse?  Jesus refuses to eat because he will not deny his limitations or his neediness.  To do so would be to deny his humanity.  To deny his helplessness is also to deny the possibility of becoming like God, because as we’ve said, the human being is to be like God at heart, not like God in power or knowledge.  But more important than this refusal is another more salient reason.  Jesus will not turn stones into bread because we cannot turn bread into stones.  If we could, we would.  Because we cannot, he will not, that is, he chooses not to do what we are unable to do. 
This scene introduces the image of stones into the story of the Son of Man.  Stones can be seen to simply symbolise facts.  More significantly, they symbolise the conditions and limits that define life as a human.  They are the conditions which an unconditional or divine being must accept if s/he is to reveal the one exception to the full assumption of conditions, i.e. unconditional love.  Unconditional love requires that Jesus' empathy, his "with us", be complete and this most horrible of conditions be accepted.  The stones remain stones, for now.  Stones will become bread, as water becomes wine and love becomes unconditional love, in time.   First he must suffer hunger and suffer a kind of limitless hunger he could assuage but refuses to.  Thus, his hunger is a chosen hunger.  He chooses to fast because so many must fast.  This is the fast that he has chosen, “to let the hungry… go free”.  
The second temptation, to throw himself off the cliff and thus visibly demonstrate his divinity when he is spared death against the rocks beneath, is similar to the first.  Jesus is again being asked to breech a limit that none, besides himself, can breech.  Again, he will not let himself be spared, when we cannot be spared.  Were we to, "throw ourselves down" we would indeed "dash our feet against the stones", that is, limits would forcefully assert themselves.  But more importantly, Jesus will claim no special dispensation for himself.  He will not compel us to believe his divinity by exhibiting his divine status.  He will not proclaim himself the son of God.  It is always our choice to see, or not to see.  This temptation is related to the desire to prove God's existence by a test, or experiment, which is another way of say, proving Love is God apart from experiencing and living this truth.  Unconditional Love cannot be ‘proven’ by any exhibition of power, but only through suffering or ‘allowing’ and ‘living’ love here, in this world, where Love is so often absent.   

And finally, Jesus is invited to have complete power, “all the kingdoms of the world”, if he will worship power itself, i.e. Satan.  Were Jesus to accept Satan’s proposition, he would have to abandon us, members of a powerless, dependant species, who would readily give up our humanity, have given up our humanity, repeatedly, for the safety and freedom from limits power seems to confer.  Such power would mean that Jesus would basically sacrifice his capacity for suffering.  He would be safe from suffering, which all the temptations in one form or another, offer.  But to give up suffering and vulnerability, he must give up love.  To practise Love and reflect God here, the human creature must be able to suffer.  Satan intends to rob Jesus of his capacity to suffer, and thus, of his vocation to reveal the unconditional love that is God and the point of being human. 

This is the temptation in one form or another, every human being faces.  Once every human being is forcibly confronted with the human condition by the ‘desert’, by the privation and cruelty of this world as well as his or her own seemingly inhuman capacity for suffering, the temptation of safety is powerful indeed.   How to resist wanting to be safe at the expense of the capacity to love, which depends upon vulnerability, and the capacity for unconditional love, upon a kind of  unconditional vulnerability?  The hardening and chilling of the heart seems a completely acceptable price to pay for immunity from hunger and stones. The heart in exchange for the ability to control a cruel world seems a good bargain and would be if we did not know what was at stake.  

As we’ve said, to lose our vulnerability, our weakness and dependency is to lose the very qualities that make us capable of the kind of Love, God, at heart, is.  To lose that possibility of being ‘like God’ is to lose our soul, our point, our meaning, our very identity.  It is a disastrous exchange and yet one we all make.  Jesus shows us what is at stake by making his temptation scene acquire an existential aura.  By that, I mean simply he reveals the exchange of weakness for strength and power for what it is, a deal with Satan.  The moral horror that such an exchange can arouse makes resisting such temptation easier.  Satan, like Christ, prefers to be anonymous and hidden, apparently ‘ordinary’.  When the situation is exposed for what it is, a life and death struggle for the human heart and the human soul, the human soul is prepared for suffering and struggle and will not so easily or quickly succumb.  The stakes are high.  To succumb to temptation is to exchange the heart for safety and to do that is to court a ‘the second death’ which is living forever without the capacity for compassion or love.  
Moreover, Jesus reveals the alternative to succumbing to temptation.  The alternative is to freely do what the adversary of love tries to save the human heart from, that is, suffer.  Jesus does not fight Satan as a foe, he ‘fights’ himself.  He does not harm Satan, he only accepts his own hunger and is own fragility.  Stones will kill him as they will kill anyone else, were s/he to throw him or herself off a cliff.  He accepts the suffering which the desert imposes.  But this acceptance is, of course, the end of Satan’s power.  The rule of unlove has no weapons in the face of such acceptance.  Satan is defeated by Christ’s suffering, in particular, his conscious choice to suffer.  
By remaining faithful to his vulnerability and hunger, Jesus reveals that the way to unconditional love, or our inherent divinity, is in accepting and indeed claiming, our inherent poverty.  Our very weakness proclaims the way we are like God.  To surrender our weakness is to give up reflecting God the way we are meant to reflect God. Only by accepting severe restrictions and even paralysing limits can unconditional love be revealed, followed, reflected, on the earthly plane.  Further, compassion requires Christ not abandon our condition for any ‘legitimate’ reason.  He will not do for himself what we cannot do for ourselves, which is also why, as we’ve seen, he does not ‘save’ himself later.  
In the drama of Christ’s life, the life of the anonymous Everyman or Son of Man – we have staple props, props that could be found in any age and any place, stones, bread, water, wine, fish, wood, nails and wind.  We also have settings that have universal currency, the desert, the stable/cave, the road, the mountain and the sea.  Jesus then begins his ministry having been revealed both as Son of God and Son of Man, divine and human.  His ministry is thus defined by these twin revelations which will also recur several times as they did at his birth.  Most importantly in the stories of his birth, baptism and temptation, it is precisely the fidelity to his humanity, and the acceptance of its attendant suffering, that exposes his divinity.  Each of these stories is a parable of the everyman, a story that exposes the spiritual truth about being human..  
Part III:  Women the ‘natural’ disciples of Christ.  
I have suggested that as well as telling parables, Christ lived a parable, the parable of himself as The Son of Man.  I have also intimated that individual incidents, or events in his life were also, themselves, parables.  I have chosen a couple of these episodes that involve women both to demonstrate the parabolic nature of these incidents and also to demonstrate the significance of women in the gospels as disciples of Christ.  Women are depicted as not being disciples in the gospels in the same way that men are, that is, as people hand-picked by Christ to deliberately follow him.  I hope to show that, nevertheless, women were his disciples, not because they were chosen, but because to be a woman in Christ’s time, and at any time, really, except in the contemporary West, is to be born a disciple, or, to have that vocation, the human vocation, offered as a strong possibility.   

Why can women accept the vocation that Christ lived more easily, even automatically, than men?  The very thing that makes it harder to achieve in ‘the world’s’ terms provides an edge in terms of learning and living the ‘kingdom’.  A woman’s biology can, although clearly may not, help in such a choice.  A woman’s biology helps her understand intuitively, to simply ‘just know’, what men may have a hard time understanding, partly because without experience, it is almost impossible to understand.  

First, the connection between life and suffering is not something most women would find difficult to grasp.  She receives a lesson every month, once she is a woman.  That the sacrificing of blood is part of giving life and that literal, physical, self sacrifice is inherently connected to life, is part of her experience.  Usually, the reality of menstruation, its attendant pain and inconvenience, is not physically pleasurable, even if she understands the reasons for it.  Furthermore, she is never allowed to forget about it.  She cannot put the connection between life and suffering, ’behind her’ as the Western mindset would urge her to do, even if she does consciously.  Whatever she says, she also ‘just knows’ differently.  She is reminded every month. 

Secondly, she may have children, almost certainly before the modern era, she did.  That was not an exclusively positive experience even if it was emotionally.  It almost certainly involved suffering and massive inconvenience.  Those are drawbacks again in terms of ‘the world’ but advantages in terms of “the kingdom”.  She could not fail to understand that life has a cost and a huge one.  She might, and likely often did, pay with her life.  These were simply facts of her existence and inescapable.  As well, she often nursed her child and also could not fail to notice that her life gave her child life.  That giving, and the giving of life blood and body, were intimately connected.  Her biology was her education in the facts of the kingdom.  
But most importantly, a woman would know, if she were a mother, that life and love are inseparable.  The failure to love is deadly, quite literally.  She would know that one cannot live without love and that is not a romantic sentiment but simple, rock-hard fact.  The rejected, unloved or abandoned child will die.  She did not need a scholarly researched article to prove that to her.  Most women of Christ’s time would not need to grasp intellectually what they knew in being born women.  
Moreover – as a woman, until very recently, her biology forced her to be socially marginalised.  In Jesus’ time, she was ritually unclean every time she menstruated.  The bloody evidence of her womanhood was the sign of her marginalisation.  She was a victim of the condition that prevented, in many ways, full participation in ‘the world’ on its terms.  The weakness, inconvenience, risk and plain suffering enforced upon her by her biology created a social disadvantage in the world, run as it always has been, on a kind of social Darwinian dispensation of “the will to power”.  She must be powerless in comparison, unable to compete, if she is a mother, with the ‘alpha male’.  

That condition, I would argue, is precisely the one Christ chose, but chose as a man.  And that choice brought him into sharp conflict both with the power of his time, and ours, and with his disciples.  Just as his disciples were his apprentices, Christ had been, himself, apprenticed to a woman, most likely his mother, Mary, before he began his ministry.  Or, at least, the model he eventually offers the men is one of motherhood, although not only to one’s ostensible, biological children, but of ‘motherhood’ to the human race.  Christ often refers to himself this way.   At one time, as a mother hen gathering her chicks under her wing and later as a woman who is sad because her hour has come, but who knows that life lies on the other side of her suffering and even death.  He also performs the tasks of motherhood.  He feeds his ‘sheep’ not only supper and breakfast, both before and after his ‘labour/death/birth’ but with his own body.  Blood and water flow from his side, or breast, and he gives of his flesh for the nourishment of his followers.  He bathes/baptises, tells stories and attends to wounds.  He ‘follows’ the ‘lead’ of women, both the marginalised and the mothers, and becomes intuitively, literally and from the heart, one of them.  He washes feet, as his feet were washed by a woman, and rides into the city where he will ‘give birth’ as his mother had three decades before, on a donkey, when she was about to give birth.  
Explanations are unnecessary between Jesus and most women.  Most of the women he was in contact with knew what must happen, before life and salvation can be achieved.  But it is a ‘little’ way, a domestic and homely way, a way of the heart and of the body and of children and of surrender and powerlessness and thus ‘a way’ that is sharply antithetical to either Reason or ‘the world’ or to most men’s experience of what is ‘important’.  In short, the way of love and life is suffering and this is something most men, although not all, the disciple Jesus loved, for example, seems to also simply understand without being instructed, just do not understand.  It is not obvious to them and thus the men need both verbal instruction and to have ‘the way’ modeled for them by a man, because although they have had this way modeled for them by women, it was never understood as the way to life and God, the way of the kingdom.   It is not merely accident that Satan, or the Adversary of Love, is usually depicted as male, and a muscular, powerful, extremely male, male.   

One of the anecdotes that dramatises this intuitive, female understanding is the incident where a woman who had suffered a lifelong haemorrhage has the effrontery to touch a man titled, “Rabbi”.   Her life has been dominated and defined by her illness.  She is given no name in the story apart from being identified as “a woman with an issue of blood”.  We are told that she believes that she will be made well simply by touching Christ’s robe.  She believes that he not only can make her well, but that such healing will not require much from her, a touch is sufficient, and not even one that is direct, that is, she will touch his robe, not his person.  

In another sense, though, what she does requires a lot from her.  While her act may not be understood by a contemporary reader as particularly intrusive, in the context of her times, she was committing, if not a felony, a misdemeanour.  She was ritually unclean, as were all women during menstruation.  In her case, she was not only unclean once a month, she was perpetually unclean.  She was, in a sense, ‘unconditionally’ unclean, or ultimately unclean, as Christ had been in being born with farm animals.  In many respects, she represents another face of the outcast women that Jesus attracted.  Like the woman caught in adultery, or the woman at the well, or the woman who washes his feet with tears, or even like his almost outcast mother, this woman is a rejected woman.  In one sense she represents the status of women at the time, in general, as outside the arenas of power or privilege.  However, like Jesus himself, she is even poorer than ‘ordinary’.  Not only aspects of her life are unclean, simply because she is female.  All of her life is unclean and thus, she, herself, is permanently ‘outside’ or outcast.  
As an unclean woman she is not permitted to touch an adult male, particularly one who is called, in some circles, “Rabbi”.  Her act then is subversive, if covertly so.  She breaks the code that excludes her.  Indeed, her act can be compared, in its way – to that of another woman in more recent times.  She is not a self professed revolutionary, but like Rosa Parks, a woman simply needing, in her body, in her blood, for the dispensation to change.  She, like Rosa, is tired.  She has been dying all her life, a fact that is true for everyone, but for her is made explicit.  Indeed, like all of Christ’s disciples, she represents a ‘type’ another face, in this case female, of Christ.  She represents, like Christ, the truth of the human condition as creatures who live under a death sentence.  Hers is not a deliberate, considered act of defiance, so much as a refusal to believe she doesn’t matter.  Like Rosa, who refused to give up her seat on a bus, mostly because after a day, a life, of cleaning white people’s houses, she was bone weary, this woman will take what she needs because something inbred asserts itself.  Hers is not a self-consciously political act, and yet, like turning the tables in the temple, could certainly be understood as such.
What is this inbred ‘something’?  Well it could be summarised in terms of this present discussion, as compassion for herself.  No one else has compassion for her, but she needs compassion.  And like the woman who claims that even the dogs under the table can eat the crumbs, she asserts the right of the lowest, “the dogs”, for compassion.  Further, she understands that the one she touches will accept, even celebrate, such an assertion.  Her touch is an act of protest as much as one of begging or supplication.  Further, she demonstrates that she understands the significance of touch and the necessity of it.  She reveals her awareness that she doesn’t need to beg to be healed or to plead for forgiveness or to abase herself.  Her need is all that is necessary.  Similarly, by touching Jesus she reveals that she understands that it is not words or intellect or following the law that transmits life or facilitates healing; it is touch.  She reveals that relationship with God is not primarily an exercise of intellect, but a communion of hearts that is wordless and thus, intimate.  In short, she knows God. 
To know God is to know that the lowest have this right.  Nothing in her society or code has taught her this truth.  Quite the reverse.  She has been taught that she is basically untouchable, without rights.  Her act then results from obedience to an interior authority, an authority that specifies that all human, indeed all living, creatures, including dogs, deserve, have a right to, compassion.  She knows that the only requirement of a creature to the life-giving compassion of God, or of fellow humans, is suffering.  That nothing living, meaning nothing that can suffer, is exempted.  Her ‘faith’, her relationship with God, was powerful.  So powerful that like John, she recognised Love when it walked in her view, so powerful that she recognised that the source of Love is also the source of Life, so powerful that she knew that this love was basically a conduit for God, a ‘live wire’, if you like, connecting her to the source of her life and thus, her renewal.  In short, she understood Jesus, as, I hope to show, did so many of the women in his story.  Moreover, Jesus understood her.  The relational rapport was symbolised by a touch and a touch was all that was necessary for life to be translated and transmitted, one to the other.  She was made, or re-made, in his image, with that touch, for all to see.  The exchange could be compared to a living ‘picture’ of Michelangelo’s depiction of Adam and God on the ceiling of the Sistine chapel.  Only, in this case, the image is of the re-creation of Eve, not the creation of Adam, and here, she touches God.  It is not God giving life to Adam, but “Eve” taking life from ‘him’.  
When Jesus realises he’s been touched and, further, not touched by someone ignorant of who he is, but by someone who understands who he is, by someone of ‘faith’, he feels the transference.  Both are profoundly affected by the touch.  But for Christ, something has been taken from him and he feels this.  Her act is not only a violation of the strict code they both have grown up within, it can be compared, on a spiritual level, to a kind of tiny rape.  She takes from him without asking permission, takes something private and intimate, a fact again symbolised by touch.  What is his response to this personal ‘violation’?

He commends her.  He praises her act of self love, even though in some ways it is at his expense.  She has taken from him, one rich in love and life, to give to the poor, in this case, herself.  In doing so she has united them, or re-united them, almost in a sexual act of consummation; she has made them one.  Thus her touch was an act Christ has already consented to.  He has already firmly identified himself with the poor.  She therfore becomes another catalyst for Christ to reveal who he truly is.  She provides another opportunity for the crowds following him to see God and understand God’s true nature.  By asserting her close, even intimate relationship with God, in public, she has accomplished several things.  She, like Rosa Parks, has proclaimed the dignity and worth of all human persons, regardless of gender, race or physical ‘wholeness’ or ‘cleanliness’ and she has also proclaimed that she knows God is personified in this man who lives compassion.  By taking it for granted that God will have compassion on her, she reveals, once more, the essential nature of God as compassion.  And, incidentally, she is also healed.  Hers is another small type of the resurrection where, by faith that God is who ‘he’ is proclaimed to be in Christ, personified compassion, she is resurrected.  Resurrection is God’s confirmation that Christ, and this woman, are accurate in their understanding of who ‘he’ is.  
Thus she was a disciple of Jesus, someone already ‘on the way’ to God because she understands and practises this compassion.  The anecdote then, like a parable, teaches a spiritual truth.  That truth is that those who touch God with understanding are healed.  And to touch God with understanding is to proclaim both the truth of who God is and also to reveal oneself as a disciple of Christ, a follower or companion, that is, in the true sense of the word, one who breaks bread, with him.  Jesus proclaims the truth about her, her ‘status’ if you like, when he declares, “your (i.e. not my power) faith has healed you”.  This is not simply a self-effacing declaration of humility by Christ, although it is that, but a statement of truth.  She has healed herself by understanding God and herself in relation to ‘him’.  
Furthermore, Jesus has, as he does on other occasions, effectively demonstrated with his commendation of her act, equated two conditions that needed to be addressed simultaneously.  Like the episode where Jesus heals the paralytic and asks, before he heals him, which is more difficult, to forgive his sins or to heal him, two issues are addressed.  In that instance, the ‘audience’ can understand that to forgive sins, all sins, is as miraculous, divine or supernatural (especially since we don’t know what the man’s sins are!) as making a man paralysed from birth able to walk.  The spiritual healing is inseparable from the physical healing and both are addressed by the presence of complete compassion.  Both are also, for most humans, equally arduous, and, to all intents and purposes, basically impossible.  We can no more forgive some sins than we can make a paralytic walk.  That is how outside our ‘normal’ abilities, as well as miraculous, unconditional love is.  As well, the two conditions are equated.  To forgive sins is to heal.  To forgive sins is to make whole, to perform a miracle, to participate in resurrection.  
In this situation, the woman with the issue of blood needs to be healed of her social isolation as much as of her physical condition.  Indeed, one can be seen as a metaphor for the other.  Her outcast status ‘bleeds her white’.  Christ addresses both when he first singles her out, then by understanding what she has done, and finally, not just by asserting her right to do it – but her faith, her own ‘divine’ power in doing it!  Together, she and God, so Christ claims, have ‘committed’ a miracle.  She’s as much to ‘blame’, or is as much a miracle worker, as he is.  If she is as divine as Christ then how can she be seen as socially untouchable?  Like Rosa Parks – her act had the power to save lives and usher in a new dispensation.  How then, can she be worthless?  
Another anecdote involving an outcast woman is the episode where a woman is caught in the act of adultery.  Here the situation reveals, again, the complete pricelessness of an individual, even a sinful woman.  

Usually the story is understood as an example of how people must not judge, that no one can ‘throw the first stone’, and certainly the incident reveals that fact.  No one is ‘justified’ in judging another.  What is also often pointed out to readers of this incident is that Jesus admonishes her to, “go and sin no more” and thus, seems to reinforce the fact that she is sinful.  However, two things are perhaps more symbolically important in this story. 

One centres on the stones.  The stones are, as we’ve said, facts.  After all, she was ‘caught in the act’ – she is defined as “the woman caught in adultery”.  That she has sinned, and has sinned grievously, is not a matter of dispute, but of fact.  She was to be stoned to death, by men and the hard facts of her transgression.  That is what Christ saves her from.  One reading of the story could suggest that, while Christ does not hurt her, he does make it clear that she has sinned and must not continue to.  Thus, she is still wrong and a man is right.  However the difference is the man.  He has just accused her accusers and disarmed them.  Their ‘facts’ drop pointless and harmless to the ground in face of the overwhelming fact that they are as sinful as she. 

Secondly, his admonishment to her is not condemnation.  He does not telling her she is bad; he tells her not to hurt herself, or others, anymore.  And he is permitted to correct her because it is a correction without judgement or punishment.  He restores her dignity: “Woman, where are your accusers?”  Effectively telling her they had no right to accuse her.  And he also claims not to have that right.  “Neither do I condemn you.”  But he does have the right to tell her to stop sinning, just as he has the right to forgive sins.  He has this right because he loves her the way God loves her.  And as the rest of his story reveals, that is not the way humans typically love!!  When we fully understand what Christ did for the human race then we will fully understand unconditional love.  
What Christ did is effectively live out every human being’s worst nightmare, a long, slow, humiliating death and lifelong anticipation of such protracted, helplessness and pain.  If we are willing to do that for someone else, then we can remain when all the other accusers have left and correct the convicted sinner.  But one must think what that means!  Would most of us be willing to suffer, say Alzheimer’s, for the sake of a pedophile?  Would any of us be willing to die a lingering death of leukemia, or be committed to an institution for schizophrenia, for the sake of a convicted murderer?  We do know that Christ would.  Understanding that throws into sharp relief our own paralytic love in comparison to one able to love the convicted sinner.  Many of us would not be willing to assume any of those conditions even for someone deeply beloved.  Thus we must drop our stones, our facts, our convictions, and walk away.  So long as we do not love that much a convicted sinner then we have little right even to criticise.  Or rather, our correction will be tainted by our own inability to love the unloveable and thus, our own inherent sinfulness.  Our own lack of love makes us as guilty as she, the only difference being that  we have not, like the men who left after having convicted themselves, been ‘caught in the act’.  
However they have been ‘caught in the act’, that is, publicly convicted of sin.  Christ has convicted them, again, with the aid of a woman.  The reader knows that these men are sinful without needing to know the private exchange between any one of the men and his conscience.   We know, as anyone at the time who was there knows, that they are sinful because they were itching to be given permission to stone her.  The law had ‘protected’ their desire and ‘legitimated’ it, but Christ’s question and the woman’s presence exposes it.  In contrast to Christ, their hearts have been revealed to be as hard and cold as the stones they grip.  Her sin had exposed their sin, which was an expressed desire to seize the opportunity to kill mercilessly and legally, that is, without ‘getting caught’.  Thus, dropping the stones could also be symbolically understood as a public renunciation of their own exposed cruelty or sinfulness.  The only difference between their sin and the woman’s is that their’s had been ‘legal’ and from a contemporary perspective, of course, such a brutal act of murder is more ‘sinful’, however legal, than her adultery.  Again, she can be seen as a type of Christ.  Like Christ, she stands publicly condemned and humiliated.  They too cry, in effect, “crucify her!” longing for violent revenge against a condemned, defenceless scapegoat who reminds them all too forcefully of their own weakness, in this case, moral weakness.  
The law gives them the right: Love deprives them of it.  Together, the woman and Christ, as if in partnership, have revealed the nature of God once more.  That nature asserts that to be ‘right’ is not the essence of righteousness in the new dispensation Christ had come to usher in, however lawful that ‘right’ is and regardless of whether it ‘is written’.  To be righteous is to be compassionate and to approach the sin of others and of self with humility and suffering love.
The exchange between the woman and Jesus is also another picture, or image, of the human condition and the true response of God to it.  First Christ ‘turns the tables’ yet again by making her a reflection of the men’s guilt.  He effectively holds her up as a mirror bouncing back their censure onto themselves.  Then he looks directly at her and does not, even though he is the only one there worthy to, judge her.  Human beings cannot, with justice, judge each other and God will not.  The incident then, is a parable for the message he spells out explicitly, ”judge not!”  The other part of the message is, that when we are capable of loving each other the way God loves us, and thus have the authority, or ‘right’ to judge, we will not condemn, only correct.  And the correction will have power because it first saves the one corrected, restores his/her worth, and then is clearly issued out of love, as one sinner to another, not out of  ‘self-righteous indignation’.  To quote Henry Ward Beecher: “compassion prevents more crimes than does condemnation”.  
Thus not only does he tell her not to sin, but has been able to ensure she will not.  He gives her the unconditional love that makes sin unnecessary.  Sin is the result of the absence of God, or Love, and he makes the sinful attempt to fill the hole left by God’s absence, redundant.  Her ‘adultery’, that is, grabbing a love she had no right to, is ‘healed’ by feeding her with a love she has every right to.  She has a right to it, in the new dispensation governed by compassion that the Messiah ushers in, simply because she is hungry, simply because she is suffering, simply because she is human.  Again we have a parable of unconditional love asserting the value of ‘the least of these’ one who is doubly outcast, first because she is female and second because she is a criminal.  Christ has stood with her, beside her, in compassionate solidarity, against the ‘righteous’.  He has ‘fed’ her, saved her, justified her, and further revealed the accurate meaning of the word, ‘righteous’.   
Another incident in the life of Christ which can be understood as a parable dramatising the truth about God and about the human condition is the story of the woman who bathed Christ’s feet.  In one version of the story she is a prostitute, in another simply a woman who followed Jesus.  In one, she washes Christ’s feet with her tears, in another, she anoints them with nard.  Both versions are rich in metaphorical significance a significance that escapes Simon Peter and that Christ must make explicit for him. 

A woman sits at his feet and broods over them with tears or perfume and the suggestion could be that they are the same thing.  The act reveals her complete understanding of who Christ is.  Just as feet, ‘stand under’ the person, she, by attending to his feet, literally understands him, as he understands her.   She enacts this understanding or compassion.  Jesus tells Peter, “she has done this in preparation for my [death],” a death Peter has denied and will deny in a couple of ways, first verbally and then finally, at the crucifixion.  The woman reveals that she understands the necessity of Christ’s death.  
Why does she understand this?  Because she is a woman.  As we have said, all women, especially women who lived at the time of Christ and all women until very recently, have understood that to give life at the very least means risking one’s own life and often, having to give it.  Until the dawn of the 20th century women faced childbirth knowing there was a 50% chance, or less, of surviving it.  And that is the life-giving act Christ faces as he himself declares at the last supper:  “I am like a woman about to give birth…”  She understands in her bones and blood what Peter cannot understand and this wordless understanding, expressed in an act of what seems purely superfluous service, is that life is expensive.  It involves tears, sacrifice, and suffering to give birth or life, or, in terms of the parable, release the expensive fragrance.  Their shared understanding is expressed in touch, symbol and intimate tenderness.  Peter’s objection may be as much to this intimacy as to what he doesn’t comprehend.  They are, in a sense, exchanging bodily fluids.  The act is almost erotic – certainly has elements that from a strictly puritanical perspective, which Peter’s may well be, are potentially sexual.  Further, the lavishness of the ‘fluid’, the nard, seems unreasonable, out of proportion to the simple act of tending a loved man.  And that too is symbolically appropriate.  For the sacrifice of God for humanity was an expensive act, as all unconditional love is costly.  Acts of unconditional love will always be seen by those who do not understand as excessive.  And useless.  What practical good has pouring the perfume over his feet done Jesus?  When the money could have been used for better, more moral purposes?  Such a gift is at best wasteful, and at worst, immoral.  

But the scent from the perfume fills the room, just as God’s act of self-denying passionate, extravagant love, fills the whole world and the whole of time.  ‘Room’ here can simply be seen to symbolise the context in which the event took place and it is, in this case, filled by the event.  Christ death occurred not only at one time and at one place but in every ‘room’ where life is spilled, heedlessly, expensively, fragrantly, for another, however ‘worthless’ that human is in the eyes of Reason or  Moral Righteousness.  
The jar of nard is broken.  The vessel that contains the priceless essence of God, that is unconditional love, will also be broken, just as the one who breaks the jar is already broken, that is, as a prostitute and a woman.  Again she is a type of Christ.  She does for him, in miniature symbolic form, what he will end up doing for all humanity.  Christ too will take his body and offer it to be broken over the feet of the human race in an act of complete compassionate understanding of their state: “this is my body, broken for you”.  He will wash the feet of humanity with tears, with his expensive bodily fluids.  This will be almost an erotic act as it will give new life.  His/her ‘waters have broken’ and the ‘woman/Christ’ is about to become a ‘mother’.  She understands him and Christ can only be grateful.  So few of his ‘friends’, his professed disciples, do!
As said, Christ does for the human race what she did for him.  He understands, stands under, the suffering human person, broods over him, weeps over him, and anoints him.  Moreover, Christ not only emulates her -- he commands that she be remembered as he is remembered, that is, emulated as he is emulated.  He identifies his story with her story:  “whenever my story is told, the story of what this woman has done for me will be told as well …” She reflects him and he reflects her: they are in each other’s image through suffering love.  And indeed Jesus remembers her on the eve of his death/labour when he washes the disciples’ feet.  In accordance with his definition of ‘remembering’, that is, to duplicate the original act in a different setting, to wordlessly practise what needs to be remembered, he kneels at the feet of his friends and washes them.  Again, Peter objects.  But Christ assures him that for God and Peter to be one, this intimate exchange that literally enacts the meaning of the word, ‘understanding’ must occur.   Peter too, must prepare for his ‘labour’.  Perhaps Peter does intuitively understand, at some level, in remembering the former incident, that Christ does this in preparation for his, Peter’s, own death.  No wonder he forbids it!  And yet, as Christ asserts, it is necessary.  Men must also understand what women ‘naturally’ do, that to give life means that life must be given either in actual crucifixion and death, or in compassionate service to “the least of these”.  
This parable, thus, also tells the story, in symbolic language, of why sin is necessary as we’ve already suggested.  Unless the vessel is broken, and only sin will wantonly break such a priceless vessel, then it cannot release its fragrance, a fragrance so powerful that it fills all of history and transforms it.  A fragrance so powerful that the divine, supernatural life of heaven, where miracle is commonplace, can be lived in the natural, human world where miracles don’t happen. And yet, the act still must be, and should be, performed with tears and full understanding at what it has cost, both for God and for humankind.  No philosophical treatise or theological argument is explained in this story, only the ‘heart of the matter’, that is, the passionate feelings of the inescapable truth of the human situation.
Men: Sons of the Father:  The Parable of the Prodigal Son
Thus far, I’ve concentrated on anecdotes about Christ in relation to women and there are several more that illustrate many of the same themes of the ‘natural’ intimacy between Christ and outcast women.  We could turn now to an actual ‘parable’ which deals with men, that was told by Christ as a parable and which is usually understood as a parable about the forgiveness of God.  

The parable is that of “The Prodigal Son”.  In this story, the two sons are often understood as opposites.  One leaves the father, who is usually understood to represent God, and the other stays home and continues to serve the father.  One sinks into sin, the other remains for the most part, sinless, in terms of his behaviour anyway.  The suffering that sin inevitably causes eventually ensures that the younger son returns to the father and the older brother, who has not sinned, has not ‘left’, is resentful that this return is permitted.  

Here is a parable that has some of the same elements of the parable of “The Woman Caught in Adultery”.  We have a declared, or obvious sinner, judged by a righteous man, in this case of being ‘undeserving’ of the love of the father.  The story, can, however, be understood to be about the same ‘son’.  Like the men who wanted to stone the woman, the older son is as sinful as the brother he wants to reject.  The story reveals that sin is a condition of the heart, not only or even primarily, of behaviour.  The first son’s deeds and the woman’s adultery are indeed sinful.  Those acts betray a fundamental lack of love and awareness of what love requires.  But it is that lack, often the result of a deep ignorance of the heart, that is destructive, not exclusively the act that it generates.  Thus neither son understand the father, both have ‘left’ him, even though one has ostensibly ‘stayed’.  

How do we know that both have left?  With the younger son it is obvious.  He has asked his father for his ‘inheritance’ that is, in essence, declaring to his father that, as far as he’s concerned, his father is as good as dead and he will act, hitherto, as if he is.  He takes the spoils then, part of his ‘due’ on the death of his father, and squanders it.  It leads eventually to his all but complete spiritual death as human being, where he is reduced to being an animal; he is, “eating with pigs”.  It takes living like a ‘dog’ under the table, if you like, to make him realise there is something worse than physical death.  He can still be biologically alive if he is willing to become, in essence, an animal.  At that moment, he ‘comes to himself’ – ‘remembers’ that he was not ‘born’ or created an animal, but in the image of God, or in other words, he is his father’s son.  At that moment, then, he returns as much to lose his subhuman identity and condition as to ease his hunger.  

This return is not strictly speaking repentance.  His rehearsed speech smacks of manipulation in the sense that he chooses his words to get what he wants, in this case, salvation, rescue or escape, from his current condition.  We are not told that he felt remorse.  We are not told that he was overcome with contrition for having hurt his father.  We are told that he has “come to himself” and that he is hungry.  We receive the impression of someone starving, destitute and exhausted, going home, not because he wants to ease his father’s broken heart, but to ease his own.  To do that, he believes he has to ‘give’ his father something.  His poverty means he has nothing to give.  He will give an act of self abasement, believing that his father will require this because is not his father like himself?  At the very least, the son would require that anyone who had hurt him as badly as he has hurt his father, would at least admit it, at least beg forgiveness, however insincere that plea or admission might actually be.  He must, in his own mind, give his father something, if only the satisfaction of his plea, in order to be accepted back.  

That is the dispensation he has been living in, the dispensation of the market place where nothing is free.  Everything has a condition or price.  He is willing to humble himself because he is at the point where he has nothing to give except abject submission.  The younger son prepares to symbolically ‘bare his throat’ and, while he may not believe his father will cut it, in fact he believes he won’t, he does believe his father requires the gesture.  

Such proves not to be the case.  The son doesn’t even get a chance to give his prepared speech.  The father has been waiting and “runs” to meet him.  The father has been suffering with him in his absence, not blaming, not judging and not condemning.  This is not what the younger son expected.  The lavishness of the father’s welcome is, in effect, its own ‘judgement’.  The very eagerness of the father to fill every lack, either of stomach or of heart, is astonishing.  It is miraculous, in that it doesn’t seem either natural or reasonable.  It is not of this world.  There is no justice in such a love!!  No righteousness.  Nothing but love.
And thus the older son protests.  His protest reveals the poverty of his love.  But more importantly it reveals that he, no more than his younger brother, has understood his father.  While he may have been serving him and keeping himself ‘pure’ yet he has not understood the one he was serving.  He has also not fully understood himself, because to misunderstand the one we are created to be in the image of, is to misunderstand ourselves.  The older son’s belief is, like the younger son’s, belief in a dispensation that is essentially that of the market place, something for something, not lavish, expensive, excessive love for the ‘least of these’, for the undeserving, the outcast, the convicted criminal.  Such love is not only unnatural and unreasonable but also immoral.  And yet, the story reveals, such is the unconditional love that is God.  
Neither son can ‘stand’ or understand unconditional love.  The older son had never served such a love or, himself, reflected it.  He was as alienated from the father as his younger brother.  The younger brother, on the other hand, while as alienated and essentially cold hearted as his older sibling, has discovered a hunger through experiencing the consequences of sin, that is, the consequences of leaving God as ‘leaving home’ can be understood to symbolise, and thus returns simply because nowhere else in the world will he be ‘fed’ unconditional love.  He knows that at that point – experience has taught him – who he is not and what is not in the world.  He has learned from sin, human unlove, the hideous suffering it causes, what it has reduced him to, that there is no ‘rescue’ from it to be had in the world ruled by power and the marketplace. Whether he fully understands the love he stumbles home to, is debatable, but he does understand what the absence of that love can do.  
He believes he is returning to a ‘human’ love, that at the very least requires an act of contrition, and thus he will be at least ‘fed’ that, “the scraps under the table”, “the servants’ leavings”, which he may not ‘deserve’ but which human kinship and pity, ‘natural’ feelings, might allow him.  Instead, he is met with unconditional love, “the fatted calf”.  And that he did not expect.  He ‘sees’, ‘understands’ and ‘returns’ to his father for the first time.  That his father was loving, he had understood before.  That his father was so far beyond merely ‘loving’ as to be unconditional love itself, he had not grasped simply because he had not yet felt such a love, for another, himself.  In short, he hadn’t, before he left home, been able to choose to be in the image of his father, could not choose to be his father’s son, because he had not fully understood his father before experiencing his absence.  Nor had he fully understood himself before experiencing his own absence from himself.  In “coming to himself” he returns to the father, and both are essentially the same act.  He understands both himself and his father for the first time.  Thus, his terrible sins and his abandonment of God were necessary experiences before he could choose to return and choose to become his father’s son in the fullest sense of that word, ‘son’.  
Such knowledge based on experience is not yet available to the older brother.  He not only does not love unconditionally, but does not yet understand the necessity of such a love.  The father pleads with him to understand.  Such pleading possibly symbolises the father’s desire to spare the older son, and those of us who believe we have kept ‘the father’ in our lives, the experience of cruelty and the suffering it causes, that seems to be necessary before we fully understand a love that does not judge, blame or condemn.  Love does not judge or condemn, because judgement and condemnation themselves contain the cruelty they profess to reject.  The reader of the story, or the listener, can only guess whether such understanding can be gleaned any other way.   

 Neither brother has understood the dispensation the father represents where love is given for nothing! But the older brother has not understood, in the fullest sense of that word, either the devastation that a life of unlove can cause and, remains, unloving himself, unable to see himself in his brother, that is, unable, finally, to love his father as he is loved by him, because as Christ asserted, to love others is to love God.  To love one’s brother however ‘evil’, who may in fact be one’s enemy, is to love God.  
Of the two, the younger son is in a better place to learn the love that God is, a love both brothers had been completely ignorant of, simply because of his experience of sin and suffering.  He is thus, more ‘ready’ to become his father’s son than the older son is.  This parable also can reveal some of the same themes illustrated in the previous ‘parables’ about the true nature of unconditional love and what understanding that love means for the human creature created to be in ‘his’ or ‘its’ image.  While the other ‘stories’ were historically ‘true’ and the story of the sons is, technically, not, all illustrate the same theme of the necessity for compassion that Christ’s life expressed.  
This parable, in particular, can also be seen as counterpoint, a companion story, or gloss, on the story of Cain and Abel.  Christ’s telling of the story of “The Prodigal Son”, offers a kind of corrective to the misunderstanding about the self and God that the first story posits.  

The first story of the two brothers suggests that God picks favourites.  Cain believes God prefers Abel, his younger brother.  If Cain is accurate, God has failed one of the basic tenets of even moderately decent parenthood, which is to not make preferences overt, especially on the basis of what one child has to offer as opposed to another.  No marginally good parent, in his/her right mind would make a preference explicit.  And yet, the only explanation we are offered for God’s gross dereliction of love is that ‘he’ prefers Abel’s sacrifice to Cain’s.  The preference does not seem to be based on something as obviously ‘rational’ as Abel’s greater moral rectitude, although this is assumed in light of Cain’s later violence.  The reader could easily conclude that God’s preference is based on some arbitrary whim specific to ‘his’ personal likes and dislikes.   

Cain’s belief that he is loved less, and perhaps that of the writer of the story, is based on an assumption that love is conditional and that there is a limited supply.  If one gets more, the other gets less.  As well, such a view of love suggests that love is rational and quantifiable.  That we love others ‘for a reason’ and, as we’ve suggested, perhaps the ‘god’ that displaced the God who is Love, was Reason.  We are told the reason that God preferred Abel was because he preferred a sacrifice of animals to one of vegetables, as though such preference were perfectly understandable.  Is this simply a fact, as it seems to be presented as – or is this simply Cain’s perception of God, an idea which makes the most sense?  If so, the story is told from the perspective of Cain which further suggests that his point of view has become the established point of view.  How he sees God is how God is ‘east of Eden’.
How Cain came by such a belief is open to question.  We know his birth is post-fall, that is, after Love had been de-throned as the final authority in the world.  Somehow Cain had received an incomplete love from his parents – because we must remember, he represents the first generation, according to the story, where the unconditional love that is God, is mediated by parents, that is, human agents.  Thus he is the ‘first’ human to receive an impression of love as conditional.  That feeling or impression may have been very slight, but when Love is no longer in charge, such a feeling, or belief, is inevitable.  Sooner or later someone at sometime is going to feel unloved, if only a little.  We must remember, and Christ affirmed this fact, that for beings with souls, hearts and minds, love is more important than food.  Even a little less love, for a child, who needs love to live, is enough to allow jealousy, based on fear, to become hate. 
Another important possibility is raised in this story by the fact that it is a story about siblings.  Could it have been Adam and Eve who were somehow not as loving as the God/Love they had rejected?   Having decided not to obey Love Itself, they no longer voluntarily reflected unconditional love, either to each other, themselves, and thus, most likely, their children.  Certainly the story does tell us that they love each other less, or seem willing to blame each other, the trademarks of lack of love, after they make the decision to obey the serpent in preference to God.  Their own safety from punishment is given priority by both over protecting the other: “the woman that you gave me did give me of the fruit and I did eat.” Eve tells God that the serpent, “gave her the fruit” and thus, she did not initiate her own fall, the serpent did.  Both are simple statements of fact, but also imply ‘passing the buck’.  Neither answer is an apology.   Thus the reader can immediately see the effects of sin, a diminishment of love.  Something besides love has been chosen as ‘god’ and love has subsequently lessened.   That Cain’s parents may have loved sufficiently less than he needed is indeed possible given what the reader does know about the effects of the fall. 

What is, thus, potentially very interesting is that Cain may have done what all humans tend to do, that is project his own first experience of love, or lack of love, usually that of the parents, onto God.  As Thackeray wrote, “the name for God on the lips of every child is ‘mother’”.  Or, in the words of another well known truism, “no atheist had a good relationship with his father!”  Or, perhaps Cain had projected his own lack of love for others outward, generalising that how he loves is also how God loves.  In short, he re-makes God in his own image, another common human tendency after ‘the fall’.   However it happened, Cain, and indeed the teller of the Cain/Abel story, believes that God loves conditionally.  In short, that God is not the God that Christ reveals when he claims, “the father and I are one”.    

In the Cain story – it is the younger brother who is ‘the good brother’ the one who has not sinned.  However, in the second story, that of “The Prodigal Son”, a similar sibling jealousy is attributed not to the one who did sin, but to the one who didn’t!  The parallels between the two stories suggest that this jealousy, whether it is acted upon or not, exposes a lack of love which is itself ‘sin’, with or without the deed.  
Does such an interpretation mean the older brother is as ‘bad’ as Cain?  In one sense, yes if the issue is about badness vs. goodness.  But the issue the stories seem to suggest is more of misunderstanding than of who is good and who is bad.  It is possible to see that none of the sons, in either story, understood God.  We don’t know about Abel.  His ‘sacrifice’ we are told, is more acceptable to God.  What this sacrifice really is, in that, what the offering of animals as opposed to vegetables means symbolically, can only be guessed in the sense that God later tells the Israelites he does not require offerings of animals, but an offering of a contrite and broken heart.  Perhaps Abel’s ‘sacrifice’ is thus actually closer to that of the younger brother in Christ’s story, a sacrifice of sin and suffering, of having ‘left home’, than it is a ‘good’ sacrifice in the conventional sense.  And perhaps the older brother in Christ’s story, the ‘good’ brother, is, in fact, as guilty of ‘murder’ because he is guilty of condemning his younger brother, of not loving him unconditionally, as is Cain, just as the righteous men are exposed as sinful for their bloodthirsty desire to kill the woman caught in adultery?  
In both stories, the older brother is jealous.  However, because Christ ‘turns the tables’ yet again, and makes the jealous brother the conventionally ‘good’ brother, the conventional understanding of the first story is thrown into question.  The reader must question the assumptions about the brothers, about God and about good and bad that s/he had taken for granted.  Christ’s story offers new possibilities for the interpretation of scripture as well as possible new definitions of sin, sacrifice, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ that had hitherto been unquestioned.  To sin and to suffer, which are indeed ‘sacrifices’ if the soul was created good, may be better, “more acceptable to God”, than to remain righteous and ‘safe’ if such safety results in coldness of heart and an inability to see or understand a love that is so unconditional it neither judges, nor condemns, or even demands an apology.   
But there is something even more important offered in Christ’s story, missing in the Cain story.  Christ’s story settles the question as to the nature of God, raised in the first story.    What is God ‘like’ if he prefers one child over another on the basis of a child’s ‘gifts’?  Is this an accurate picture of God?  And if it is, no wonder Cain is hurt and angry!  However justified such a preference is, and the reader is certainly not given enough justification in the first story to explain God’s preference, it is clearly damaging and dangerous.  At the very least, it divides the human race into good brothers, those who God likes, and bad brothers, who God doesn’t like.  Such a dispensation is guaranteed to create the murders, feuds, indeed massacres that result in the pages of Genesis after Cain ‘leaves home’.  

Christ’s ‘father’, or God, addresses the older brother’s jealousy as ‘he’ had conspicuously not in the first story.  We are told that the father tells his older son, “…all that I have is yours”.  Here is the love that Cain needed and didn’t receive, or completely misunderstood.  Here is the love, were it perceived correctly, that would have prevented the first death, which was a murder, and acted as the first in a series of dominos in the subsequent escalation of violence leading to all out war.  Perhaps, Genesis seems to suggest the very first ‘world war’ was caused by a rejected son, or rather, a son that felt rejected.  

In the parable, the father notices the older brother’s wounded feelings and addresses them.  Moreover, he offers an explanation for his love for the younger sibling and pleads for understanding.  His reason is no reason to a rational mind.  “Your brother was dead and is now alive, was lost and is found”.  In short, your brother is here.  He is with us, safe.  It is the unconditional love of a parent who cares only that the child lives and is safely home.  This parent, given how the younger son has treated him, is indeed a good parent by any standards. 
And yet, that unconditional love is not something the older brother acknowledges.  Had he, he would have not been concerned with deserts and strict ‘justice’ in the first place simply because he would have understood that such a love isn’t ‘fair’ in the sense of only giving what is deserved.  So the father’s plea to the older brother is a call to a different kind of love than the older son had hitherto experienced.  It is a plea to turn from human righteousness and justice to suffering, divine love.  The father is asking his older son to compassion, not his brother’s suffering, but his father’s suffering because his younger brother had sinned and suffered, had been away and has returned.  He needs his older son to see that because he is a father, he cannot reject his son, for any reason, and that while his youngest was away, he, the father, suffered simply because he had no choice; love must, as Christ frequently repeats, suffer with the beloved.  He cannot prevent it.  There is nothing righteous or conventional or fair or reasonable about this love, but it is simply who God is.  The story then is a plea to those listening, older sons all, to love their siblings or neighbours in pity, in compassion, for God’s sake, if not for the sake of their sisters and brothers themselves.  Love them if you love God.  God will wait for everyone one of us for the rest of God’s ‘life’ because ‘he’ can’t help it.  Never could God be completely happy, completely at rest, were one of us missing, one of us still ‘out there’.  God needs our compassion because ‘he’ is Love.  He will love us, even when we are in hell, and will indeed, be in hell with us, simply because he has no choice.  The youngest son had sunk lower than pigs.  To be eating out of a trough, competing for whatever ‘food’ there is with other animals, himself reduced to being one of them, can certainly be seen as an image of hell.  No one can doubt, reading the story, the father suffered as much as his youngest son.  Thus the story is a request for an easing of the father’s suffering because he is unconditional love, as much as it is a story about his unconditional love.  

This parable is in many respects paradigmatic.  Almost all of the parables deal with a limit breeched, a line crossed, something unconventional, unexpected and somehow not ‘right’ being ‘transgressed’.  As well, like many of the stories of the gospels, something is being asked of us.  Like the story of “The Woman at the Well”, God asks for help, asks for water, asks for understanding, asks for something to eat, even after his so-called ‘death’ when he should be beyond ‘needing’ food.  It is tempting to think that God doesn’t really need water or help or food or company or welcome, that ‘he’ only needs because he ‘chooses’ to out of love for his pitiable creatures.  But the father does not say to the older son, “I feel sorry for your younger brother and because he needs help, I feel like we should give it.”  It is as though God is pleading with us to understand he must suffer because he is love and while he remains love, remains ‘himself’, he must suffer with those who continue to suffer whether that suffering is ‘deserved’ or not.  In short, his son’s hunger is his hunger, even when he is ‘beyond’ hunger.  “The fatted calf” is as much for him as it is for the prodigal.  He must remain ‘the father’ whether his son has stripped him of that title and repudiated his own son-ship, or not.  In short, God must remain love, whether we know it, believe it, understand it, or not.  
Both sons have left home and only one has returned by the end of the story, only one has returned to a father and a love he had never understood.  The father pleads for the return also of the older brother, for a return to a love he had, without knowing it, ‘left’ when he allowed judgement, however justified, for his brother into his heart.  Further, such judgement can be seen as the result of not knowing himself how profoundly loved he was, that simply because he was his father’s son, ‘everything that was the father’s’ was already his.  The older brother too, had inhabited a ‘world’ in his case, within himself, not external to himself as the younger brother had, where love is rationed or earned.  He too, although ostensibly or ‘outwardly’ still ‘with’ his father, was in ‘hell’ through his interior lack of love.  Heaven can be hell, if love is absent and hell, heaven, if we can only see that love is present, waiting to be seen and understood.  
The older brother could discover with the return of his brother that, like his brother, he had not had to earn anything.  Not only could he not make his father love him less, as he witnesses with the reception of his erring brother, he can not make his father love him more.  He already has all there is in being with the father, but he had not understood what that ‘all’ was.  Had he, then he would not have been jealous.  He was already loved limitlessly, that is, he could have a “fatted calf” which like wine, represents this abundance, whenever he wanted.  The story ends then, not simply in celebrating the younger son’s more obvious return, but in pleading for the older son to ‘return’ and know his father for the first time.      
Christ’s story challenges the assumptions and beliefs expressed in the Cain story, as it is often understood.  The first story correctly reveals that lack of love, or a rationed approach to love, based on so-called ‘deserts’, leads to murder.  The story reveals that lack of  love leads to death as surely as does lack of food, and is thus a fitting parable in Genesis which ‘explains’ the fall, the origins of the world’s misery, or in Milton’s words, “all our woe”.  In the subsequent pages of Genesis, this seemingly small dereliction of love rapidly snowballs into wide-spread, multigenerational violence and, ultimately, as we’ve said, total ‘world’ war.  But the love that Cain didn’t know existed is the corrective for such lack, based as it is on a fundamental misunderstanding, which can be symbolised by an interior ‘leaving home’, about the nature of God, a misunderstanding facilitated, the story implies, by the choice of something besides love as God.  
Christ’s story reveals that ‘the father’ does not pick favourites, or if ‘he’ does, his ‘preference’ seems to be with the sinner, the poor one, the “least of these”, not with the ‘favoured’ brother of conventional understanding.  Or, thus it appears to the ones who have remained faithful to God expecting another ‘reward’ apart from being with God.  If restated in other language, the parable reveals that the reward for love is love, a kind of love that is ‘all’, just as the ‘reward’ for lack of love is more lack, more privation of love, which can be understood as ‘damnation’ or ‘death’.  Love is Life and it is “all” that “I”, the father, “have”. The love that is God confers both overwhelmingly abundant life and simultaneously permits, in a world where love is rationed, the utter poverty of crucifixion upon the son who must be, forever, with “the least of these”.  The father needs our help, pleads for our understanding, in choosing ‘his’ fate.  Which is it to be?  His ‘life’, or his ‘death’?  We hold God’s happiness and even, in a sense, life, in our hands precisely because we are, as Cain denied, our “brother’s keeper”.  His blood continues to “cry out” because it has become, as Jesus explains it, lived it and died it, God’s blood.  When we  judge the brother, we judge God, when we reject or condemn the brother, we condemn God - -and when we crucify our sibling, we crucify God.   
Thus Christ’s revelation of the true nature of God is critically important in clearing up the unconscious tendency either to project the image of one’s first experience of love onto God, or to create God in one’s own unloving image.  No one has had a father or mother that was as unconditionally loving as God is and no one is as loving as God.  The sons’ joint incomprehension of their father’s love exposes the fact that not only is God much more loving than Cain’s God, limited in love even by human standards, ‘he’ is more loving than can be humanly understood by any standard.  Indeed, ‘he’ transcends or demolishes any notion of standards at all, in connection with love or ‘himself’. 
More importantly, distinctions between brothers break down when the stories, as their numerous parallels suggest, are juxtaposed.  Each ‘son’ can be seen as a possible image for ‘the son’.  Christ is both murdered victim and condemned criminal.  He is both the son who left home and the one who remained with the father.  He will most assuredly die, a kind of ‘limitless’ eternal death that is itself a type of damnation, on one level, a seemingly self-imposed degradation to a status beneath animals as his birth in a feeding trough prefigured and which the Prodigal fulfilled, and yet, will be so full of abundant life that even this death cannot ‘kill’ him.  He is ‘rich’, the one filled with abundant life, and he is poor.  He is ‘good’ and ‘bad’; he is saint and sinner.  He is innocent and he is guilty.  He is Able and he is Cain.  He is whatever we are.  God’s unconditional love is inhumanly indiscriminate!  No one is loved more or loved less, simply because limitless Love can not love except limitlessly.  All is the same to ‘him’ and this Christ demonstrates by being everyone.  If we only understood love we would understand Christ and ourselves as ‘the son’ or image of the father and the life of ‘heaven’ could begin here.  We would not serve the father for any reason other than love, nor leave God for any reason.  Such service is a ‘reward’ since it means remaining with love, which is heaven.  Nor would we sin, as sin is itself ‘punishment’ since it means ‘leaving’ love.  The absence of love is hell.  But, the story of the son, or sons, suggests, we may have to go to ‘hell’ before we can return ‘home’ fully understanding, for the first time, what we had left, where we have been and who and what we are returning to.  We may need to leave, or in other language, to sin, in order to “come to ourselves” and return to God, fully understanding ‘him’ for the first time.  
Miracles: 

Under the heading of ‘miracles’ the reader of the gospel stories could include not only those special healings, such as making the blind see or the lame walk, but also such feats as the walking on water, the transforming of water into wine, the multiplying of loaves and fishes, the stilling of the storm and waves.  What all of these incidents can be seen to reveal, however, is a common theme of a barrier being breeched, a line crossed, a condition overcome.  The natural and the reasonable are both confounded.  This theme is also characteristic, as we’ve said, of the parables, but it is almost the definition of miracle, that is, that something ‘unnatural’ or ‘supernatural’ has occurred. 

In the meta theme, that is, the over arching theme of living unconditional love, the breaking of a final limit is a kind of necessary condition.  Love is the one condition that supersedes and ‘overcomes’ all other conditions.  As the image of the old wineskins that cannot contain the ‘new’ wine suggests, nothing can contain love, and in particular, the unconditional love that is God.  We must revise our notions of reality, ‘break’ our preconceived ideas of what is ‘real’, the construct we have decided is ‘the world’ to contain a force that has no real definition except love.  When that ‘fact’ is accepted, then miracles occur, or in other language, love is given, literally, free reign.  When Love is permitted to be ‘in charge’ nothing is impossible.   Jesus breaks through a kind of membrane, or barrier, that allows humanity to encounter ‘life’ writ large; as opposed to his natural, ‘normal’ life, he encounters a life that is apparently wholly ‘other’ or divine.  It is as if, the acceptance of his suffering as a human being, on all levels, foments a kind of critical mass that facilitates a form of ‘ground zero’ except in a positive, not negative sense.  This ‘critical mass’ can be compared to a massive chain reaction where something is set in motion and changes everything.  Just as a chain reaction results in the splitting of an atom, the love that Christ introduces into human history, by living it and suffering it, achieves a splitting of barriers between dimensions or states that can be called ‘normal’ vs. ‘miraculous’.  This kind of ‘reaction’ follows Jesus wherever he goes.  It infects his clothes, ‘taints’ or ‘colours’ the reaction of all to him, divides the ones who long for love from the ones who are (legitimately) terrified of this love.  It makes the blind see, the lame walk, and the lepers clean.  But only for those who, mostly because of their own suffering, are willing to get close to that ‘edge’ or ‘frontier’ where the ‘rules’ that govern normative reality, do not apply.  Jesus exists in, and seems almost to ‘carry’ with him, an alternative universe or state, where the ‘norm’ isn’t normal anymore. 
His miracles connect him to the mythical figures of folk lore.  Of him we can say, where he walks, the snow recedes and flowers and grass grow.  He drips healing from his hands and his look is ‘truth’.  He makes of himself, a ‘normal’ human creature, a supernatural being.  But his ‘power’ is not the result of superhuman ‘powers’, but is the result of living the love of God and the ‘sign’ of this is his acceptance of his approaching torment, as well as the poverty, homelessness and rejection he suffers throughout his life.  

Moreover, the miracle stories conflate two conditions.  They reveal, as the story of the healing of the paralytic reveals, the life of love that Jesus lives and preaches with unconditional love.  As we’ve already noted, when Jesus asks, “is it easier to forgive this man’s sins than it is to tell him to take up his bed and walk?” he effectively binds two apparently unrelated issues together, forgiveness and sickness.  This unity is not merely a recognition that many illnesses are psychosomatic.  It is a statement than when unconditional love is practised here, and that love is expressed in limitless forgiveness, then a ‘reaction’ will take place in history that eliminates suffering.  Further, this unity also reveals just how apparently ‘impossible’ such forgiveness can be and how feeble our love is compared to what it could be.  We can no more forgive as God can than we can raise the lame.  One kind of inability is compared to the other kind of inability and the suggestion is that they are the same.  

Thus our poverty in love is revealed as the source of our suffering, even suffering that seems to have nothing to do with love.  Our failure to love creates not only broken homes or world wars; it creates polio, famines, natural disasters and, in actual fact, as the raising of Lazarus suggests, death itself.  The miracles reveal what the human creature could have done had the human creature not turned “in the beginning” from Love as God.  

If we can love unconditionally, we can walk on water, we can still storms – indeed, all of creation, from the microscopic to the global, from bacteria to hurricanes, will be ‘obedient’ to the ambassadors of unconditional love that human beings were created to be.  We are meant to incarnate Love here and since Love is God, then we are potentially as divine as God when we love as God is.  The miracles also reveal that unconditional love is the attribute that makes God, God, and makes ‘the son of man’ divine.  No other ‘virtue’ such as practising justice or purity or even keeping the commandments, is attended by miracles or divinity.  Nothing, no matter how ‘righteous’ makes a person divine, except the ability to love unconditionally which is revealed in unconditional forgiveness and compassion.  The miracles can be seen as one of God’s ways of declaring, ‘this is who I am, or, this is what I am like – reflect this, obey this.’ Which is another way of saying: “This is my beloved son in whom I am well pleased.  Listen to him.”  

How this ‘transfiguration’ of the ‘ordinary’ human into the ‘son of God’ occurs is mysterious, but the alchemy involved requires the practise of limitless forgiveness, limitless compassion and the attendant acceptance of seemingly limitless suffering.  But when Peter witnesses it, he no longer doubts its possibility.  And when Jesus returns to his ‘normal’ self after the transfiguration, he also sees that it is, ‘not yet’ and that it is not simply the potential of one ‘ordinary’ man, but of all ‘ordinary’ people.  Peter also, mistakenly believes it can be achieved without breeching the barriers that suffering and death impose.   The irony or, apparent contradiction, or paradox, is again reinforced.  It is precisely the acceptance of limitation, with the one, critical exception, that is any limit on love, that enables the dissolution of all other limits.  
(I was going to interpret a couple of miracles here – but haven’t got to it yet)

The Passion: 

We come now to that breaking of that final limit, the line all must cross if s/he is to usher in the kingdom and perform miracles.  It is the line no one wants to cross.  This line, this condition, this final and absolute barrier is not death, or not ‘merely’ death.  It is the cross. 
 The cross is the vehicle by which unconditional love enters history.  It is almost, itself, the symbol of all other symbols, the symbol that is symbolic of symbol.  It is a condensed, tight, quintessential symbol.  Like the desert, it is stripped down to an essence and this essence is existence itself.   It is symbolic of the final condition that must be accepted before the unconditional can be realised.  It represents the generic human person, two arms and two legs and a torso, as though the human person were stripped of all individuality and condensed into a stick figure, if you like, signifying the anonymous generic ‘human’.  It also, finally, represents God and eventually, the proof that God was here. 

Firstly, as we’ve already established, it symbolises our human condition, our capacity for felt limitless suffering.  It symbolises all they myriad ways in which the human being can die.  It is also another symbol of the burning bush, a symbol of contradiction.  Two lines intersected, cross each other ‘out’.  It is a symbol of the terrible irony of being human, that is, a creature that lives at cross purposes to his vocation as an ‘animal’ seeking to reflect God.  It is a symbol of a being that is simultaneously human and divine and the existential torment that causes.  It is a symbol of the human form, the one line pointing up, or to the eternal, the other line representing this plane, this world, this existence, the here and now.  The cross is a symbol of humanity attempting the impossible task of loving unconditionally, with his arms outstretched in an embrace much wider and lasting much longer than is humanly possible and thus, necessitating, being nailed in place.  The cross is the ‘brace’ or training ‘equipment’ that enables the human being to do what is humanly impossible.  It can be compared to a lightning rod with a cross bolt that enables, when the human heart is nailed  to it, that heart to ‘channel’ the inhuman, absolute love of God to the earth plane.  It is an image, thus, both of eternity and Time, of humanity and existence itself.  It unites the temporal with the eternal, the supernatural with the natural, the human race with God.  

It is also a ‘winepress’ that turns water into wine.  In short, it is the vehicle that enables the ‘son of man’ to become ‘the son of God’.  Without the cross there are no miracles, no resurrection, no salvation and no transfiguration.  The parable of the passion which all the other parables of Christ’s life have prefigured and foreshadowed, indeed which all the stories in the Bible can be seen to also have ‘predicted’ is the final, paradigmatic parable of how the human being can be in the image of his/her creator and reflect God.  It represents that final barrier that must be breeched that separates love from Love, the conditional from the unconditional, the human and ‘natural’ from the divine and ‘supernatural’.  The one line crossing over the other economically symbolises this ‘crossing’ from one to the other.  It symbolises something completely abstract and ‘ultimate’ or ‘only’ symbolic and metaphorical at the same time as it represents something indisputably factual, literal, material and historical.  Scholars are in large part agreed: if nothing else in the gospels occurred, the cross most assuredly did.  It is a matter of record, like the census that began Jesus’ life.  It permanently ‘tattoos’ or marks (in stigmata) its victim’s body as one who is both a member of the death camp called planet earth and as one who has endured the cross.  The symbol couldn’t be more spare, clear and terrifyingly efficient.  It is the final ‘sign’ that must be ‘read’, the symbol that means both nadir and zenith, climax and crisis.  The ‘point’ of the whole story.
This climactic parable begins with the entrance into Jerusalem on a donkey.  As we’ve said, Jesus mimics his mothers journey 33 years early as she entered the city of the king to be counted by the mechanical, dehumanising ‘system’ that catalogues persons and turns them into numbers.  Once again, he suggests that he is a disciple of one who went before him, his mother, and who, like himself, was about to give birth.  Jesus too is, as he claims in the last supper, about to give ‘birth’.  His life has come full term.  However, while his mother was to bear the Christ child, the child who represented all children, Jesus, that child, is about to ‘bear’ the whole human race.  
Initially he is greeted as conqueror, as a returning hero, as “the chosen one”.  The hosannas and celebrations are, on one level, eerie and sinister.  The reader cannot help but know, knowing the outcome of holy week, that such ‘joy’ and celebration are not only fickle, but almost parody.  We have a heightened sense of that common theme running through the gospel of reversal.  Christ had proclaimed woe to those who are praised and spoken well of in life and it almost seems as though he has become one of whom his litany was speaking.  At this point in the story, the reader can not trust human love.  It has always, if anything, an ironic element.  

The story, of course, bears out this feeling.  All happiness, joy, contentment, pleasure and security is about to become the opposite.  Everything good will be mocked.  A horrifying example of this is the fact that one of the first sounds that Jesus must have been familiar with as a child, was the sound of his father pounding nails into wood as he worked as a carpenter.  That sound will have a truly opposite significance within the week.  But this is to get ahead of ourselves.  First must come betrayals, denials, rejections, losses and finally torture, humiliation and death.  The one who represents the human race must suffer all the ways the human creature can suffer.   He must, as we’ve said, suffer unconditionally.  
And yet, the celebration is not merely ironic.  Indeed it would not be as intensely ironic as it is, were it not, also appropriate.  Christ is coming to conquer and triumph.  He is coming to be glorified.  His act, or rather, his permission to be acted upon, will penetrate that final barrier to unconditional love.  With his crucifixion unconditional love will be revealed, not only to those select few in secret, not only to some, but to all, to the whole world, heathen, Roman, Jew, gentile, sinner, saint – the cosmos.  The jar will be broken and the perfume will fill the whole room.  Love will finally ‘come out’ and be revealed to be what it has been all along, the essence of the human being and also, simultaneously, the essence of God.  Then God will go back into hiding, but the fact of ‘him’ will be a matter of permanent record.  He can be remembered.  That unconditional love exists and dwelt among us will be a fact of history, whether it is acknowledged or not.  The Romans kept records.

But the significance of this fact, of course, will be widely disputed.  Just as some will hear only thunder and see only a bird, see only a squalid, poverty-stricken birth in the stable/cave and not see stars or angels or hear God speak, so some will understand this event as merely the misguided, possibly unfortunate destruction of a deluded crank.  Some may see the hideous death of beloved friend and child.  Others, later, will see the substitutionary sacrifice of a semi-divine figure fulfilling the onerous requirements of Eternal Justice.  And some, a tiny few, will see the revelation of Unconditional Love, first as a human reality and second, as God on earth.  Some will stop at the first revelation and then hide, having seen with their own eyes, the cost of unconditional love on this planet.  Others, the “Marys” will not stop until they see the full revelation, what comes after the agony.  They will keep returning to the tomb/womb until it empties its contents, just as any mother knows that the good news lies on the other side of labour and that pain is prelude, not ending.

Thus celebration is appropriate and the very intensity of it marks its potentially cataclysmic significance.  It is an earthquake of joy, a lightning bolt of gladness, that the crowds express.  They are signalling, although they do not yet realise the cost of what they are celebrating, the dividing of time into before the arrival of Unconditional Love and the after of his arrival.  They are making history, but a history that will forever change history.  Or not, depending on the individual response to the events about to unfold.  

But first, crucifixion.  The last supper is Christ preparing himself and his apprentices for the coming labour.  By telling them before hand what is about to happen, not only are they prepared, but they are also reassured.  Of course, neither preparation nor reassurance will blunt the ordeal ahead, but the words and peace he offers ahead of the events to come will be remembered with the events themselves and will offer, not only solace afterwards, when mused over in private, but also act as a kind of gloss on those events.  Jesus is explaining the significance of his coming torment as well as telling them of it.  He expects their confusion and denial.  There is, finally, little about Unconditional Love that makes sense initially and particularly to these rational, pragmatic men who have not yet learned to think with their hearts.  
As we’ve already indicated, Jesus re-enacts the woman’s service to him earlier.  He takes her place and washes the feet of his followers.  Of course, this act is supremely significant.  As with all symbolic acts, several things are being accomplished and shown and said, simultaneously.  Firstly, by taking the place of servant, slave, or woman, Christ shows the true grandeur of that role.  The ones who is “Rabbi” “master” or even, “God!” is the one who we always believed was beneath us.  We have always understood ourselves, if we are primarily adult, male or rational, as ‘more’ than ‘them’.  The kingdom has come because the least are first and Christ is dramatising that.  

Secondly, the act itself is intimate, almost maternal and menial.  It is an act of service, not to the soul, but to the body, and the ‘least’ part of the body.  It can be compared to doing the dishes after the meal, or peeling the potatoes before the meal.  It can be compared to cleaning the toilet or scrubbing the sink.  It is homely in every sense, and like all the acts of unconditional love, an act that gets the hands dirty.  

And it is the hands, the touch, the wordless communion, that is its final meaning.  Once again, the connection with God is not a connection of intellect or even, properly, of feeling.  It is not a ‘meeting of minds’ or even an embrace in love.  It is a touching of compassionate hands upon a body in need of healing or cleansing, the too are often the same thing.  As the story of the haemorrhaging woman has demonstrated, touch reveals relationship, faith, and, ultimately, love and salvation.  It is both completely human and completely divine.  Significantly Jesus performs these menial services for men not only so that they can receive them, but also so they can emulate him.  Peter, unsurprisingly, as a ‘man’s man’ is horrified that his relationship with the divine one has ‘sunk’ so ‘low’.  It is almost as if Peter is remonstrating, as he did earlier with Christ over the woman who washed his feet, with him in this last scene, to stop behaving ‘like a woman’.  To stop being so physical, intimate and menial, that is, to be a ‘real’ man, (and in the contemporary west, the role Peter plays would include many women as well) rational, adult and only doing ‘important work and deeds’.  Again he is rebuked.  Not only can he not be connected to God the way he needs to be connected to God in the absence of such acts of touch and service, he must also copy or repeat these acts: “just as I, your teacher and master, have washed your feet, so you must wash each others’ feet.”  The training continues right to the end.  His apprentices are shown the final lessons in unconditional love and they are the ones that almost, for them, break the final barriers of reason or nature.  How can we, the most rational, the strongest, the most powerful physically of human creatures, that is, grown men, be expected to take the place of the least powerful and least rational, particularly if reason is seen to exclude feeling and touch, which it almost always does?  Again there is the hint that Peter feels revulsion and distain.  He says, in effect to Christ, you must not lower yourself to that level and Christ replies that not only can he, he must, and as his apprentice, Peter must too, “… or you have no part in me”.  

Such a comment is like Christ’s earlier comment to Peter that he is ‘Satan’ when he forbids that God should suffer and, ironically, thinks that God would forbid that suffering!  How little he understands God!  And he still has not understood, even at this late date, this eleventh hour event.  The lesson is reinforced with the supper.  Here Christ explicitly commands that he be seen and remembered in the quintessentially motherly ‘chore’ of providing food.  Moreover, his language is unequivocal.  His body is bread, his blood is wine.  If we can attempt to understand how these words would be heard without all the ceremony and importance that have been placed on them in the intervening centuries, then we can get some idea of their power and how shocking they must have sounded to the men around him.  In fact, there is evidence to suggest that many unnamed followers left Jesus at that supper because Christ used such language.  Christ has become fully ‘Mary’ at the last supper, giving of ‘her’ body and ‘milk’ to the new life she gives birth to.  Thus, at the last supper, Christ gives that gift that makes all present, essentially, biological family.  They are all ‘kin’ flesh and blood, or as Adam says to Eve, “now this is flesh of my flesh, bone of my bone” bound together by wordless acts of home, family and sacrifice.  And yet, the act is not just for them.  Because it will be ‘remembered’ as the foot washing will be ‘remembered’ and re-enacted, then it will be for the world.  In these acts, Christ makes the whole human race family and himself, ‘its’ ‘mother’.  

As we’ve said, because his acts of cleansing and feeding will be re-enacted as symbolic rituals, they will connect those not present, either in time or place, to this ‘family’.  But also, his acts reveal the significance of all other seemingly insignificant, commonplace deeds of homely service.  Never again can feeding and cleansing the human body be misunderstood.  His acts reveal what those acts mean.  They mean that God is serving and loving the human race.  Henceforth, every time a woman puts a meal on the table, she reveals God, or whenever a nurse cleanses a patient, she reveals God.  These acts are shown for what they are; the acts of unconditional love that nourish not only body, but, if understood for what they are, soul and heart and mind.  

The movement from universal symbolic meaning to familiar, homely or particular meaning, repeats several times in several ways through the gospels.  After his death, Christ, for those who see him, returns a couple of times to the homely, the familiar, the generically human, to reinforce the connection between what seems ‘purely’ symbol, that exists without context or conditions, and the seemingly insignificant, completely contextual and specific, to reinforce this connection.  After his death, he is neither ‘recognised’, nor even really seen, by first Mary, and then a couple of his other followers.  He seems again, only an ordinary man, or human, like themselves; he is mistaken for a gardener or fellow traveller.  He appears like no one significant or ‘special’.  He retains the disguise of ‘the son of man’ to the end when symbol unites with the particular man and friend.  Then understanding and recognition also occur, when the timeless, unconditional and deathless ‘symbolic Man’ is seen, here, in time, as the homely, familiar carpenter’s son, who asks, when he ‘gets home’ if there is anything to eat.  And significantly these revelations come with the ‘homely’ familiar words, “Mary” or the homely, familiar act of breaking and distributing bread.  

And Mary will be thus the first sign, once again, that God is here, with us, not just in the beginning, but at the end.  As she first broke her body, and later her heart, to give the world her child who fills the whole of history, and another ‘Mary’ later re-enacts that symbol through jar, perfume and tears to fill the room with fragrance, so we remember not only Mary, the quintessential or ‘symbolic’ ‘mother’ in the breaking of bread, we also remember her child, who is also, as we’ve said, a ‘mother’ to be broken for the same reason, so that we can see in our ordinary, unexceptional lives and needs, the unconditional love that is both human and divine.  God is present then, if the acts are understood, not only at every Eucharistic meal, but at every meal, particularly every meal prepared and shared between humans.  Our hunger, and the filling of that hunger in each other’s presence, connects us like eternal glue.  We are all one family and all acts of service are simultaneously menial and divine.  
Jesus is running out of time and his urgency is revealed in his language.  He no longer uses similes or analogies.  He speaks the language of metaphor and symbol.  He ‘speaks’ purely in sign language which he knows, that unlike the women, they are still not proficient in.  He does not say his body is like a loaf of bread.  He says his body is bread.  The men must strain to understand; there isn’t time to explain.  Not only must they be like a woman or a servant or slave and perform menial tasks and services, they must also quite literally give of their own bodies for ‘food’ to sustain and maintain the life of others.  They must become biologically connected to the whole human race in acts of self sacrifice and self denial.  They too must be ‘mothers’ and thus ‘remember’ him who was their’s.  The literal and the symbolic must come together for them, with, in addition, the full awareness and consciousness of what they are doing which is the ‘privilege’ of  male reason.  In short, they must be like mothers deliberately, from choice, understanding the cost and choosing it.  They must do with full awareness what all mothers do, with or without conscious awareness, which is bring the symbolic, unconditional and ‘divine’ into the context of the literal, conditional and human using their own feet and hands, their own flesh and blood: “do this in memory of me.”
The irony remains, of course, that it is precisely the ‘superior reason’ or rationality of the men that has made them so slow.  “Now you are talking to us plainly!!” says Philip or, in other language, “now you are not using metaphors and speaking the gibberish women and children speak!” and then completes the revelation of his own stupidity saying, “show us the father”.  And Christ replies, “have I been with you so long Philip that you do not know me?”  Even at this point, the men do not understand.  
One might say, particularly at this point, because this is the time when the complete reversal, the ultimate reversal, that signals the arrival of the kingdom is revealed, ‘in all his glory’.   No longer is Christ warning his apprentices that they must expect suffering and death, humiliation and contempt, but he is about to demonstrate those truths for them in front of their eyes.  He will continue his descent down the worldly ladder until he is beneath the lowest of the low, as far down as it is possible to go.   Just how far down that is and that they must go, if they are to follow him, is about to be shown. 

They do not believe him. They believe neither his reassurances, nor his warnings, neither his instructions, nor his rebukes.  They leave ‘the last supper’ and promptly go to sleep.  Christ is left to begin the last leg of his story alone.  He has been alone all along.  That is the fate of the human creature, to be alone.  But Jesus is quintessentially or unconditionally alone.  He is alone in a way that symbolises the state of loneliness.  He is alone, not just among friends who do not understand him or care, but he is alone among friends who do not believe him or his repeated warnings that he will be tortured to death.  However reasonable the men are, truth has completely missed them.  There is so much truth that reason cannot comprehend immediately.  
Gethsemane is, like the desert, an existential setting, a setting that symbolises an existential state.  It is the ‘garden’ that parodies the garden of Eden, its ‘alter-ego,’ if you like.  It is the place where imminent death is faced, and more importantly, a death that  feels endless, feels unconditional, or eternal.  He is facing the absence of God, and what God is, that is Life and Love.  He is facing the absence not only of all that sustains life, as in health or nourishment or safety, but the absence of what sustains life in the absence of life, that is, love or meaning.  He is facing meaninglessness or hell.  He is facing his own mockery.  In the scourging and mocking of Christ, is the parodying of love – the contempt of the world for the one who personifies unconditional love.  He must face the apparent pointlessness of love and, especially, of unconditional love.  All the stories, all the work, and more significantly, all the signs, all the miracles and celebrations and apparent breakthroughs, have come to this point in time and place called Gethsemane, the contemplation and awareness of the end.  The end feels and looks like failure, in every sense of that word.  Before he enters into that worldly failure, he must contemplate it, understand it and be aware of it.  This is part of the failure, to know it is one.  This too he cannot spare himself, and indeed, all his life has been a protracted Gethsemane since he has always known, as he has repeatedly asserted, that he must suffer and die.  That is the first way human beings die, by knowing they will and must.  
He does not face this end with stoic, heroic calm.  He faces it as the vast majority do, with full realisation of what it will cost and thus, with terror.  He asks that he be spared.  Why does he ask this, when, as he then says, this point has been the whole point all along?  Because we too ask to be spared.  We too will not want to go where we must go.  He must enter all parts of our weakness and desperation to be Emmanuel.  He too, must seem cowardly, even confused and uncertain, so great is the fear, because that is precisely how we will feel when confronted with the reality of a protracted death and complete public failure.  
But he consents his fear, failure and confusion.  He says yes, here too, to his humanity and will not here, either, turn the stones into bread or escape the rocks below.  He will allow himself to be damaged and destroyed.  The consent to being human is the same thing as the consent to God.  Saying ‘yes’ to all that being human entails is the same as saying, as Jesus finally does in Gethsemane, “not my will, but yours be done”.  Earlier he had claimed that to do the will of God was bread and meat, suggesting fulfillment.  Here we have fulfillment as well, but images of a hunger filled are not appropriate.  God’s will is fulfilled also in hunger, terror and complete isolation.  The desert and the garden are one if it is the place where God’s will is done. 
Gethsemane is followed by judgement.  He is taken to “the Judge’s bench” a place called, “the stone pavement” or, in Hebrew, “Gabbatha”.   We already know the significance of ‘stone’ here.  This is a place of hard, cold fact.  The fact here is that Jesus is judged in the worlds terms and found lacking.  He doesn’t measure up.  He has nothing to say for himself.   “Gabbatha” is the middle station in the process of being in solidarity with “the least of these”, that is, in the progress from Gethsemane to Golgotha.  It is a symbolic place as much as Gethsemane or Golgotha, a place of judgment where the judged are declared unfit.  In Gabbatha he is ‘dethroned’, the priests claim they have no king but Caesar.  Then Pilate allows the crowd to do what they want with him.  Jesus is, after all, judged to be insignificant, a bone to be tossed to the crowd, a kind of token acknowledgement of their right to their bloodlust.  
 Jesus’ judgement at Gabbatha is also significant because it is symbolic not of the contemptuous fear of Herod, but of the blank incomprehension and even grudging pity of Pilate.  Love is not reduced and judged only by the adult world that fears it, while also disdaining it, but also by the cynical indifference and bureaucratic attention of the world weary administrator.  Pilate is not presented in Jesus’ story as a ‘bad’ man, as Herod is.  He is merely a man of the world, concerned with reasonable justice, order and the reality of life here and now.  His position is pragmatic, yet, withal, not wanting to condemn without just cause.  Jesus has nothing to say to him in one gospel.  In another, only the admission that his ‘kingdom’ is not of this world, that is, that he and Pilate function in parallel universes and have no point of reference.  Never will the one who operates only from the head, or pragmatism, or even functional justice, fully understand the passion of the one who obeys Unconditional Love Itself. 

The judgement is followed by the beginning of the physical torment.  Again, Christ’s agony must be physical, as well as existential, or spiritual, because he is with us.  One of our biggest sources of pain is the body and the ways it can fail, the ways it can be tortured.  His fragility and vulnerability are taken full advantage of.  Strength reeks its full domination over weakness and ‘proves’ is superiority.  Christ is beaten.   Love is beaten, in every sense of the word, by Law, Reason, Pragmatism and Power, or superior Strength.  It is judged and condemned as unfit for this world.  Unconditional Love has no place here.  Not only do those in power proclaim this fact, the crowds, too, cry “crucify him”.  ‘Crucify’ – that is, obliterate him.  Make his end so complete it is as though he never began.  Complete the work of the slaughter of the innocents and slaughter this innocent, and make his death so final it is will be as if he was never born.  

Pilate, still searching for truth, makes one last attempt when he offers Christ to the crowd, saying “Behold the man”.   This is, perhaps, among the most pivotal comments in the gospels, indeed, in the Bible.  “Behold the Man”, the Human Being.  Behold him as Everyman, as everyone is and will be.  Behold what is means to be human, broken, ugly, weak, condemned.  Behold the human condition.  Pilate presents the human being to the crowd and they cry “crucify him”!!  Why?  Because he is in their image.   He reflects their reality.  Here is not a saviour, a miracle-worker or powerful hero, not a god or king.  Here is one like themselves and, also, one who they know will be exactly as they will someday be, about to suffer and die.  Nothing is more certain.  The need for Christ and the need to get rid of Christ come from the same recognition of what it means to be human.  The irony, or the contradiction, or cross, is unbearable.  

Indeed, Jesus needs help bearing his own cross.  No one can bear the reality of what it is to be human alone.  To be the vulnerable, voiceless, weak and naked one in a world that celebrates and demands strength and power, which Satan, the adversary of Love, as the “prince of this world” generates, is to be automatically the subject of cruelty.  And the full burden of that cruelty cannot be borne alone, even by God.  Christ needs help to plumb the depths of human cruelty.  He must be helped to know the complete extent of his own suffering.  When his body would have collapsed under the sheer weight of his suffering, and thus have given him some respite, he is ‘spared’ this ‘relief’ and ‘helped’ to bear even more.  In short, to make it to Golgotha.  
What does Golgotha represent?  Like Gethsemane and Gabbatha and the desert, it is as much a symbolic setting as a ‘real’ one.  We too must, some day, make our ‘stations of the cross’ and make that pilgrimage to Golgotha.  That is what being human demands.  But Golgotha is worse than merely the place of ‘the skull’ or death.  It is like Gehenna, the rubbish heap, the place where social refuse is disposed of.  It is the place humans consign the ones they reject to be tortured to death, in short, a place not really of death, which is too merciful, but of seemingly endless torment.  It is as close as we can get on earth, to hell.  The human race sends God to hell, not just the authorities, but also ‘the crowd’, that is, everyone except a tiny minority want a compassionate God, punished for being Love and not Power.  He is punished for being weak and not strong.  He is as completely rejected as it is possible to reject a person because Love is not what we want.  We want safety and Christ is clearly not a ‘saviour’ while on the cross: “come down from there if you be the son of God”.   To be faithful to who he really is, he must allow himself to be so completely rejected and from that total rejection, to help us see that the human race needs and wants Love, even if we are not fully aware of that, even more than safety.    

The marks, or wounds of his passion, are made permanent.  The sounds of his youth, of Joseph working as a carpenter, even of himself perhaps, hammering nails into wood, are given, for him, their final significance.  The beginning is consummated in this end, where all that was sweet is made unbearably bitter.  He must bear this because it is true for many.  The parents that should love, hate, that should nurture, harm.  He must experience the terrible ways that human beings can be ironic, that is, twist the natural and moral into perversions of what is natural and moral.  To be fully human, which is his mandate, on the cross is the symbol of the awful irony inherent in human history.  In our experience, evil is closely tied to good, love to hatred and cruelty.  At times, the irony of being human is unbearable which is why God must bear it.
Christ’s cry, “Eli, Eli, lama sabacthani” is, like John’s words, “God is Love” another of  the most definitive words in the Bible, and can be understood to mean the same thing.  I will not rehearse what Jurgen Moltmann has already clearly established in The Crucified God concerning the cry of dereliction, by arguing that these words really were uttered from a complete sense of abandonment and not, as many have since decided, simply further confirmation of Christ’s fulfillment of scripture (the words begin one of the psalms and are thus, understood by this school of thought as confirmation of his status as messiah).  These words are, as the psalm they are taken from, expressive of a felt abandonment by God.  

And like everything else he experiences, he experiences this because we do.  He experiences the ultimate contradiction to be in solidarity with us.  He experiences our separation from, and felt rejection by, the source of our existence, that is, God.  That abandonment is the lowest depth, the point where hell is plumbed and the bottom is reached, that is, when we feel completely abandoned by unconditional love itself.  When there is nothing, not simply no Justice or Mercy or Friendship or Loyalty or Safety anywhere, but also, no Compassion or unconditional love, which will accept the unacceptable, then we have been completely abandoned.  Christ is beyond unacceptable; he feels abandoned even by the God who will accept and love those no one else will.  And in Christ, then, even those utterly unacceptable ones, are accepted.  He embodies the contradiction, or cross, of God abandoned by God.  If he is there, then there is nowhere he is not.  If he is in the depths of hell, than there is nowhere any of us can be or go, inside ourselves or in the external universe, where he is not.  The last condition is broken; the final limit surmounted.  The cry is both lament and reproach to a God that is, in that moment, so distant and so cruel in his absence as to be non existent.  Here, in his, as Jurgen Moltmann calls it, God-abandonedness, he is simultaneously most fully God and most fully human; hell has been harrowed and the human race is saved.  This is the crux of the cross, the point when the divine when it seems most distant, is most intimately close.  Seeing and hearing the cry of dereliction converts the one who has neither acknowledges or knows God, nor believes in ‘him’ because it encompasses his condition of having no faith in God.  The heathen centurion is compelled to cry, “surely this man is the son of God”, acknowledging his deity because this man articulates even his own experience, which no man of faith could articulate.   

What the cry of dereliction essentially means is that when we feel that God is absent, to the point where we don’t even know if ‘he’ exists, when the soul is in the extreme of aridity and doubt, to the point that it is not sure if it exists, at that point God is completely there.  Love is present even in ‘his’ total absence, because it is unconditional – that is, nothing restricts it, not even its own absence.  The cry declares that we are most accompanied, most with-God, when we feel least with-God.  If this is so, as Paul asserts, what can separate us from this Love?  

In the gospel of Matthew the cry of dereliction is followed by the words, “it is finished”.   This cry too, is, symbolic.  So much is finished when the work of suffering, or labour, is completed!  Firstly, the suffering is over.  That is the most important point.  The hardest part is finished.  Such a completion proves that hell is not eternal.  Sin and suffering have a final limit.  They are not unconditional, even, if at the height of their power, they feel that way.  They can be exhausted.  Evil, that is, all that is not life, not love, simply must be suffered, through and out, to its conclusion.  There is, finally, no ‘life’ in an unconditional sense, no ‘Yahweh’ in evil, and thus, it must, finally, die.  That is the defeat of Satan, that Jesus cannot suffer anymore than he has.   

Secondly, the formation of the human being coming into ‘his’ image as the son of God is also finished or completed.  The discipline of unconditional love, so inimical in so many ways to the embodied being, has been fully embodied, or incarnated.  It is incarnated in a world ruled by ‘the prince’, the adversary of love, who has tried in every way to prevent its embodiment.   Jesus has given ‘birth’ to a human who is both fully human and fully Love, that is, has become the Image of God in this world where it is almost impossible:  “the world has hated me”.  And yet, even hated by the powers of this world, God has come, fully, into it.  This fact is proclaimed at his crucifixion, not by the heavens, not by the star and the magi, not, as at his baptism, by the voice of God, not by the highest and most virtuous, but by the heathen, the centurion, who did not believe and who has participated in the obliteration and rejection of unconditional love personified in Jesus.  When the Heathen proclaims, “surely this man is the son of God!” then “it is”, indeed, “finished”.   Nothing more is necessary.  When Jesus is pierced with the spear and blood mixed with water flows from his side, the unity of divinity with humanity is released.  But perhaps the most important symbol in the story of this completion or consummation  is the tearing of the curtain in the sanctuary from top to bottom.  This event can be seen to suggest the breaking of the final limit, of all limits.  Critical mass has been achieved and in an apocalyptic unveiling, the unconditional nature of Love, is revealed.  

What does this mean?  It means, as we’ve said, there are simply no limits to the Love that is God: not evil, not hell, not free will, not sin, not unbelief, not even his own felt absence.  When the heathen, or in contemporary terms, the atheist, acknowledges the lordship of Unconditional Love, when in Its presence, then the world is saved.  No one is excluded.  All humans will ‘bow the knee’, whatever their ostensible faith, or lack of faith, to unconditional love when it is personified in their presence.  Christ’s life had shown that only unconditional love, expressed in complete compassionate solidarity with suffering humanity, can heal the sick, raise the dead and save the soul.  His death ‘puts the seal’ on this fact.  It is not a death just for a chosen few, but for all humanity.  Christ, like unconditional love, is without religion, culture, time or place, or finally, context or end. And yet he is also ‘only’ human.  When a human, any human, suffers and sacrifices, which is, as we’ve said, the hallmark of unconditional love, for love, for the sake of others, human beings know they are in the presence of the holy.  
Therefore, in the parable of the Son of Man, there are at least two potential ways to the unconditional love that is God which could, loosely, be called feminine and masculine.  One way, the feminine way or ‘Mary’s’ way, is simply the way of ‘ordinary’ love, that is the natural love that does not start as unconditional, but becomes that.  This is the love of a friend for a friend, a parent for a child, a wife for a husband, or even, a stranger for a ‘neighbour.  Once one has chosen to suffer for another, then one has approached divinity, as that choice is always indicative of ‘faith’ as Christ uses the word in his parable.  Faith is not simply belief, although it may be that.  It is preceded, as we’ve suggested, by a recognition of love when in its presence and an understanding of what it involves.   Thus the haemorrhaging woman knows who Jesus is and knows that contact with him will heal her.  The woman who bathes his feet, “in preparation for his burial” also simply understands why he must be prepared for his approaching birth/death.  This is the ‘unconscious’ way, if you like, the way to God that is not intentional, but is the result of ‘natural,’ human or ‘ordinary’ life.  It is therefore significant that Mary is the first to see Jesus, even if she initially mistakes him for a common man, the gardener, that is the tender of nature.  When he names her, “Mary,” he reveals to her not only who he is, the son of God, but also the divine life she has already lived in attending to him, who is ‘the least of these’.  She is at his tomb precisely because both before his death and after, she had been faithful to her task of anointing him or preparing him. This way is the ‘common’ way, the way children and women have always ‘known’.  It is the hidden way, not of proclaimed divinity, but of undeclared fidelity to God as both Life and Love, both Yahweh and Emmanuel.  It is also the way of the heathen, who knows Christ by his sacrifice and unity with the human condition.  He too knows unconditional love when he sees it, whether he associates it with any a religious tradition or not.  
The other way is by instruction in this love and this is the way the disciples, the ‘men’ choose.  To consciously and deliberately ‘follow’ or imitate the one who is ‘the Father’, the incarnation of unconditional love in the inimical setting of the world.  Both ways lead to the Father, although one is harder simply because it is conscious.  The second way chooses suffering and a suffering where there may have been no ‘natural’ inclination, and thus, it is surer and faster than the first way.  But all who love, know God who is love, and will know ‘him’ when they see him even if ‘he’ is initially mistaken for an ordinary man.   

To suggest that the first way is feminine and the second masculine is not to restrict either to either gender and clearly, both ways overlap and interconnect.  Many men have followed the way of compassion without being aware that they were following Christ and many women, and especially in our own day when women often sever the link to the former ‘natural’ ways of knowing this unconditional love through motherhood, must choose the more deliberate ‘apprenticeship’ of discipleship, as their biology no longer gives them the ready-made edge it once did.  When Jesus is pierced with the spear and blood mixed with wine and water flows from his side, the unity of divinity with humanity is revealed or released.  Julian of Norwich, the 14th century mystic, compares this fluid to mother’s milk by which we are fed, and it is thus another link between the ‘supernatural’ life of Jesus and the natural life of ‘Mary’.  The way to the Father is also the way to and of the Mother.  Completion is consummation: life and love are revealed to be the same thing, both in agony and in glory which are, also, the same thing.  The cross symbolises all these apparent contradictions and also their unity.  
The Resurrection: 
However, the consummation, begun in agony and glory ends in resurrection.  The unity the cross can be seen to symbolise is fulfilled not in death, but in life.  While the cross remains a fixed point, a static truth or fact, the resurrection is mobile, fluid and on-going.   While the world imposes the cross, it symbolises as far as the world can go, its final limit in its efforts to stamp out unconditional love.  As we’ve said, in attempting to obliterate it, the cross is the vehicle for its final incontestable proclamation where all humanity acknowledge the lordship of love, of a love so passionate it endures what every human being must endure; it loves the human race, the whole world, from disciple and mother to heathen and enemy.  The crucifixion had declared the choice of love over life, of Emmanuel over Yahweh, but when suffering is chosen, then Life follows.  In fact, while on the cross, the father and son appear separate, indeed poles apart, the resurrection proves the two are one, as they always had been.    

The resurrection reveals that unconditional compassionate love is the same thing as eternal life.  When ‘the Father’, or Yahweh, the one who is Being Itself, raises Emmanuel, the one who is Compassion personified, ‘he’ confirms to the world that Compassion is God in human form.  He gives Jesus his endorsement.  Raising Jesus is synonymous with God proclaiming, ‘this is who I am.  I am the compassion you have seen here before you displayed in every particular, from birth to death.’  It is the fulfillment of the baptism announcement: ‘this man is in my image, my son, pay attention to him.’  It unites irrevocably Love with Life.  Eternal love, or unconditional love with eternal life, or unconditional life, the life that is described in the gospels as “abundant life”.  While here, life and love may be seen as different and even separated, as they are on the cross; their separation is temporary and limited.  The life that is Yahweh, or being itself, returns and ‘raises’ the one who is love, to life.  If Jesus was abandoned, and he definitely felt abandoned, then it was ‘for a time’, not forever.   This is true of everyone as it was true of the Everyman himself.  And thus we can know that even the spiritual death that sin fosters, is temporary.  While Jesus himself was not loveless, he suffered the same fate as the loveless, that is, the absence of God.  The resurrection proclaims that hell is over.  Love and Life are reunited.  Moreover, if Love is chosen, deliberately, over Life, in this world, then there will be a resurrection.  There will be a miracle.  Selfless unconditional love always results in a completely unexpected and even ‘unnatural’ new life or birth.  The two cannot, finally, be divided. 
Mary comes to the tomb about two days after the crucifixion to anoint the body.   Her faith here is not the kind that is preached in the church of the 21st century.  She does not go because she believes, without a doubt, that Christ will rise again as he had said he would.  She goes because she loves him.  She goes because her love is stronger than her fear, stronger even than her rational realisation that she cannot move the stone.  Neither reason, nor natural apprehension, stop her.  Because she is a woman, that is, she is not important enough to be a threat, she has not as much to fear as the disciples.  However, the errand is not risk free. Guards had been posted at the tomb.  The presence of the forces that hate love, and thus her love, are still present.  Certainly none of the disciples are there.
And she goes, as did the Mary who anointed Jesus before his death (is this Mary that Mary?) in recognition of the necessity of anointing.  She does what all mothers do; she is concerned with the body of her beloved, the vessel that made God’s love available to the world.  Anointing this broken body makes that broken vessel sacred.  It is the companion service to the one performed by the other woman who anointed him before his death, “in preparation for [his] burial”.  The acts of the two women bookend Christ’s self revelation as though divine love is both begun and completed by human love.    

He is not there.  The rock has been ‘rolled away’ and the tomb is empty.  Here we must  again consider the symbolism of stones.  We’ve said they represent facts and limits, the hard reality of the human condition.  Christ has refused to turn stones into bread, even if he can, because we are unable to.  This refusal is symbolic of his many refusals to break the limits of being human, since we cannot.  He breaks those limits as instruction for his disciples, but never for his own benefit.  He walks on water; he performs miracles, but these are to demonstrate the limitlessness of the love he reflects, they are not to demonstrate that he is a god-like being ‘above’ such limits.  Suffering too, is, as we’ve said, a condition of being human as the practise of ‘stoning’ in the first century suggests.  Stones suggest both sin and suffering, inescapable realities of our lot.  Here the stone, the final stone, the biggest, heaviest and hardest stone, can be seen to represent that ultimate limit, death itself.  Well might Mary wonder how this stone is to be moved!!  How can a mere woman, a mere weak, vulnerable human being, move death itself?
And it is appropriate that the mere weak, vulnerable, grieving motherly Mary, whichever Mary she is, first sees the power of unconditional love.  It is her love that fits her for its fulfillment.  The stone is rolled away.  

Still, as we’ve intimated, her ‘faith’ isn’t a faith as our world would define it.  She does not immediately conclude that Jesus has made good on his prophesy.  She does not think the moved stone is evidence of the resurrection.  She is only a ‘natural’, loving woman.  Here as elsewhere, faith is not belief.  It is love.  People are healed and forgiven and see God not because they ‘believe’ but because the either love, or recognise love, when they see it, and understand its primacy.  Belief may come out of love, but belief without love is not faith.  Faith is a belief in love, its power and priority over every other consideration.  

Then she sees someone who might be able to help her, as her grief has intensified.  The gardener asks her why she cries.  She tells him.  Then he replies, “Mary.” For her, no theological explication is necessary.  She does not need doctrines or dogmas.  She just needs to recognise what she has always known, the one she has always known, her lover, her beloved, her child, her husband, her father, her brother, her neighbour and her God, the one who is consciously teaching her what she has always intuitively known.  “Rabbi” -- as with the other women, many words are unnecessary.  

The gardener is the risen Christ.  Of course the ordinary commonplace ‘man’ is also God.  Before he was mistaken for the gardener, he had been mistaken for the carpenter, “isn’t this [just] Jesus, Joseph’s son?” the crowd’s had earlier declared.  He, when he comes, is not ‘special’ or ‘unique’ even though he is also both.  He is a gardener or a shepherd, or a mother, one who cultivates love and life.  That Jesus after his death reverts back to ‘ordinary’ human after he has proven that he is God, is important.  The point that God is in the ordinary is reinforced.  But more significantly, God is still disguised as simply, “the neighbour,’ that is, any and every human being that one might encounter.  He is not a religious figure; he is a gardener.  

This fact is further emphasised when the disciples, grieving his death, leave the city and encounter a fellow traveller on the road to Emmaus.  As is common with him, Christ puts himself in the role of one who accompanies.  He asks questions.  The disciples tell him why they are grieving and in despair.  He replies, “… how slow you are of heart…did he not tell you that he must suffer?”  Not slow of mind, but of heart.  Yes, so many of us have stupid hearts, and perhaps especially those of us who rely heavily on reason to guide us through life.  The disciples still do not understand what they have witnessed.  That these words are spoken after the suffering is over is telling.  The suffering is over and it is not over, and will not be until this world is not longer ruled by “the prince” that currently is in charge.  However, the words here are actually words of hope.  If there must be suffering, and further, suffering was part of the plan from the beginning, it is not futile suffering.  It is necessary and foreseen, but never the end of the story.  Jesus had always affirmed that the son of man must suffer and die and had followed that prediction with the further prediction that is fulfilled in their sight, that he would rise again.  He left them to fill in that final blank, not by proclaiming himself the resurrected Christ, but by showing them.  He breaks bread and blesses it and like Mary, they know.  

Because two millennia of church doctrine and the sacramental power of the eucharist followed Christ’s life, we understand that was a heavily symbolic moment.  But if we look at the moment from the perspective of the men watching Christ breaking bread in their presence, it has no such baggage.  The last supper is not for them the celebration of communion.  It is simply breaking bread, that is, doing what must be done to live, a commonplace necessity.  It is in that moment that for them they understand the mystery, the miraculous contained within the ordinary and routine.  This act, this daily necessity, proclaims the presence of God.  The breaking of bread by the one who is both human and God has fused the two needs into one.  We need God, unconditional love, like we need to eat.

His ‘sign’ also reminds them, of course, of the last supper they spent with him, and when he does again what he did then, the fulfillment of his words, of his life, of his suffering.  The act is not only familiar in terms of their lives, perhaps the most familiar thing in anyone’s life at anytime in history, because to be human is to need to eat,  it is familiar to him, the one who fed them before he died.  Once again, God and human meet, the general and the particular, the natural and the supernatural, metaphor and apparently meaningless, ‘common’ gesture.  Here the sign tells them that what was true before his ‘death’ is true after his ‘death’.  They will find him, not in the temple where the important people are, not in specifically holy rituals or places, but in being faithful to their humanity and its strident limits.  He is ‘disguised’ by the commonplace and not seen as God until some familiar word, in the case of Mary, or action, in the case of the disciples – significantly unnamed -- signals the presence of God.   Then, they remember.  
Jesus approaches the disciples in hiding and calms their fear, as he had the waves in the storm when they felt lost at sea with an absent, ‘sleeping’ God.   It seemed, or felt like he was gone at that time, but he was there.  He is not a ghost.  He is human.  And to prove it asks for food.  He still needs, still has, hunger.   Nothing could be more reassuring.  We know we are human, not by our strength, our power or our independence.  We know that we are human, and that the neighbour is human, through our weakness, our dependence, in short, our common hunger. 

Jesus feeds the disciples again on the beach.  There, once again, he irrevocably weds the physical with the spiritual.  While feeding Peter breakfast, he asks him if he, Peter, loves him.  As we’ve said, by three times affirming that he does, Peter irrevocably commits himself to a life of humanity and the discipline of being in the image of unconditional love.  He commits himself to the compassion that must suffer, in this world, where cruelty is the norm.  And his threefold vow is proof of his forgiveness for his threefold betrayal.  Indeed, as we’ve said, the two events are tied.  Could he have vowed love, a love so boundless it hurts, had he not first betrayed that love?  

As with the paralytic, Jesus connects forgiveness with healing of the body and that one is as painful and difficult, as miraculous and unexpected, as the other.  To forgive the unforgiveable is as impossible as walking on water or raising the paralytic or providing breakfast to famished working men when one is, supposedly, dead.   Yet, in their sight, the impossible is possible.  While all appears ‘normal’, that is, the world is a world of gardeners, breaking of bread, breakfast on the beach, fishing as usual, all is transformed.  Each and every act is symbolic, loaded with meaning.  Nothing is accidental or unintended.  Every word and minute gesture, every ‘prop’ stone, fish, drop of water or morsel of bread is a metaphor, a sign, filled with the fragrance of divinity.  Every word is the living word, the incarnated word. 
Every human is simultaneously a son of man, or image, of God who will be taken, broken and given to the world.  Thus, his/her inevitable suffering, if ‘chosen’ and suffered for love, can lead to the ultimate love that is God, unconditional love.  The ordinary is suffused with love and that love gives it both eternal life and eternal meaning.  This is ‘the way’ and if it is understood and practised, the rocks and stones themselves begin to sing. 
Conclusion: 
The parable of the son of man reveals two important truths.  One is that the one thing all humans crave, desire above all else is unconditional love.  Each one of us desires to be loved not for what others can get from us, but for who we are.  The longing to be loved unconditionally, suggested although rarely fulfilled in the love of a parent for his/her child, yet remains the single most important desire of the human heart, even while other ‘god’s like success or safety seem to obscure that desire.  In every life there will be a Golgotha where the heart in its naked desire will be revealed and proclaimed.  Unconditional love remains God, when other gods desert the abandoned human being.  And yet, ‘he’ is felt as absent and can only be present if another human being incarnates ‘him’.  This is the tragedy of being human that Jesus sought to address.  As humans we all long for unconditional love, a limitless love, a love we don’t have to ‘earn’ that does not conform to the rubric of the marketplace, that isn’t determined by appetite or safety, and it is precisely the love we cannot give.  We cannot give each other what we all hunger for.   God, in Christ, shows us the way.
One (French) church I attended for a while had a truncated version of the creed which went like this:

Christ est venu

Christ est ne

Christ est souffert

Christ est mort

Christ est ressuscité

Christ est la

Christ reviendra 

Christ est la

Christ reviendra

Christ est la. 

Those words could be said of each one of us and when we choose and own that creed as our own.  The word “Christ” could be replaced in the above lines with any name and also be true.  ‘Joe’ has come, has been born, has suffered, has died, or, each one of us has come, been born, has suffered, and will die.  We also will rise again.  This is the promise.  Just as suffering is promised and inevitable, so our rising again is inevitable.  Like Christ, we finally, cannot die.  If only we knew this!  That was one of the most important messages Jesus delivered.  When we identify with our bodies and our egos, we know we’ll die.  When we identify with our souls that come directly from the one called Love, then we are immortal for love is immortal.  But it is in recognising, even ‘celebrating’ as in remembering, our suffering, that we can find the way to this solidarity with the whole of humanity.  Our suffering is our richest possession, our most valuable resource in the love of the world.  It is the point whereby we connect with everyone who has ever suffered and bypasses all other distinctions or separations.   It connects us, therefore, as we’ve said, also to God.  That is if suffering is not dismissed or denied, but accepted and used.  This acceptance is not the same as desiring suffering.  Suffering is not looked for or fostered.  But because it is inevitable, when it comes, instead of seeking frantically to avoid it, an effort which usually results in putting the suffering on someone else, someone weaker who cannot avoid the displacement of our suffering, then it can be fruitful.  It has the power, if understood properly, to give life.  Because it has cost us so much, our suffering can be our greatest ‘possession’ in learning unconditional love.  The life of Jesus reveals that suffering is not meaningless if used in the service of love.  Then, it is potent indeed!  
What Christ’s life and death also reveal is that sacrifice is necessary in this world for love to be unconditional love.  This sacrifice may be small, as in giving up time or energy or personal preferences, or it may be big, as in giving up health, happiness, sanity and life, but love and sacrifice, if love is unconditional love, go together.  Again, this sacrifice is not to be sought, but the necessity of it will, sooner or later, be revealed as inevitable.  Without sacrifice, or the willingness to sacrifice should it be necessary, then love remains a matter of self-gratification and thus conditional.  But again, sacrifice can be seen as potentially life-giving.  Sacrifice is powerful.  It makes of a person sacred, without price.  It reveals the immortality of love.   

Given our times, it is necessary to assert that this sacrifice is not the kind that is often ridiculed and commonly understood as the only definition of sacrifice.  According to our world’s definition of the word, there really is no such thing as sacrifice.  One only sacrifices to get something, that is attention or praise or the gratification of some other desire or need.  To the world, sacrifice, like God, or the soul, or miracles, does not really exist.  The sacrifice Jesus offered was without strings.  He gave for the sake of the world and for no other reason.  His sacrifice proves that true sacrifice does exist.  It did then; it does now.  If understood this way, all sacrifice and suffering can be seen as Christ’s was,  labour pains that are the necessary prerequisite to giving life.   

The creed is true of Jesus and, as said, it is also true of each one of us.  The creed points to the ‘highlights’ of everyone’s life, and those points are ones where we all meet.  What I have suggested here is that Jesus was most faithful to his human vocation by remaining only human and allowing the divine to radiate through that humanity.  He remained firmly committed to a love that is in solidarity with the human condition and suffers every aspect of that condition to its limit.  He knows extreme hunger, extreme isolation, extreme abandonment and extreme humiliation.  His life is characterised not by achievement or accomplish in the usual sense.  His accomplishment is to remain human, to the end.  He claims no special dispensation for himself.  

The irony, of course, is that it is precisely this fidelity to his own humanity that allows him to practise miracles, to heal and raise and feed, when theyl are impossible.  He brings life not only to the desert, where there is no life, or life is in scare supply, but he finally brings life to Golgotha, the very place of death.  And he does this, not by seeking the mysteries of life through study and knowledge.  He is not educated or brilliant.  He is not, in any way successful as any society would define success.  But he accomplished what he set out to do.  His mission was to reveal God as God is.  To provide for the human race something of the revelation I received in the Peugot on the way to Venice.  The God that is unconditional Love can only be revealed by one who is faithful to his humanity.  

What then, is ‘the way’ that he lived and died?  Well, simplistically, the way is love.  Love is a verb.  We get to Love by loving.  But what does the divine Love that God is and that we are created to reflect mean in terms of anything different than ‘normal’ life?  

Several things are involved in a life of compassion and, as per the beatitudes, the very things that make for a ‘successful’ life in the world’s terms, inhibit this life.  Wealth is one of the things that can seriously interfere with ‘the Way’ of Christ.  This is not because there is anything inherently evil about money.  Coins were one of Jesus’ metaphors.  But wealth provides a degree of immunity from the human condition.  It makes one stronger, more powerful and thus more tempted to use that power to ‘save’ oneself.  To save oneself is to prevent the self from suffering and dying when those around oneself must.  We can see this fact played out in the first world as we make, through our wealth, the third world pay for our immunity.  In fact, we offer them up as a scapegoat, a Christ, if you like, to ‘pay’ for our sins. 
These ‘sins’ are the trespasses of exceeding the limits put upon the human creature.  Our freedom from suffering increases the suffering of those who must carry our cross for us.  Thus wealth can seriously hinder the development not only of ‘normal’ compassion, but also essentially prohibit the development of unconditional compassion, that is, compassion for all the poor.  The gulf between Lazarus and Dives is impassable.   Jesus said it was easier for a camel to get through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter heaven.  By heaven, here, he means what I understood heaven to be in the car and in the gospels, to be like the one who is unconditional Love.  

However, the most important decision we can make, I think, in light of this interpretation of the gospels as the parable of Everyman, or, ‘the Son of Man’ is to, also, become sons and daughters of man, that is, simply human, and accept the parable as our own.  Christ’s life suggested that he identified himself with the human race.  He lived, and more importantly, died, as like us in the ways we are all like each other.  The name he preferred and chose was the name of no name, of anonymous.  He signed his name with an ‘x’ at the bottom of the page, that is, with the cross.  

And that, paradoxically, was precisely the ‘name’ he made for himself.  We too then, when we identify with the human race, understand our vocation as humans and not as separate or unique, special or different from our fellow humans, also participate in the way.  Each one of us is representative of all of us.  We are all models or ‘types’ of one ‘master’ type, that is both Adam and Christ, ‘the earth creature’ and also the image of God.  When we deliberately accept that ‘name’ that is no-name, then we identify, not with ourselves, but with humanity and thus, according to the parable, with God.  The Talmud proclaims this truth when it says, “…he who would save one man, saves the world.”  The ‘miracle’ of the cross is fulfilled, in that, by identifying with our common humanity, we become ‘divine’.  We are most like God when we consent to be like everyone else.  Or, in other language, it is our common humanity that glorifies us and makes us closest to God, especially when it is consciously chosen. 
The world, as understood by Christ, is the enemy of this identification.  According to Christ, the world is not ruled by Love.  “The prince of this world” advocates immunity from the suffering of being human, a suffering ‘he’ exacerbates by contempt for the condition of vulnerability and dependence that ‘permits’ suffering in the first place.  We would not suffer as we do, were we not as weak as we are.  The choice ‘Satan’ offers is to be successful, strong, rich and independent after having made a ‘name’ for oneself, and thus to be immune, in many respects, to the suffering that attends our human poverty.  This state of immunity affords constant and relentless opportunities and temptations for cruelty, as this is the condition of ‘him’ who is in charge, who is ‘the prince’. The world encourages the formation and maintenance of ego.  And because the world, and life, can be cruel, the shivering, solitary self seeks the protection that an ego seems to confer.  The ego then, in turn, perpetuates the cruelty it has sought protection from.  This is how the self is ‘created’ in the ‘image’ of ‘the world’.   But this creation is a distortion, of who we really are, and thus, a living death, or, Christ’s words, a “second death”.  
The other possibility is to seek protection from association with another strong ego, if the self does not develop one, and thus be protected by this other strength and self sufficiency.  This position offers a degree of immunity simply by promoting the egos of the Strong.  There the temptation is always to live in fear, fear of disapproval, exclusion and contempt by the Ones who are stronger.  These servile ‘selves’ are safe and that is all that fear cares about.  Either in promoting the egos of others, who then, in turn, ‘care’ for those who enable this promotion, or in becoming a strong ego oneself, fear and cruelty supplant love as the dominant dispensation.   Love and ego cross each other out. 
The dispensation of fear and cruelty is replaced by the reign of Love, a “kingdom” which is not yet, “of this world”.  The son of man cannot defeat fear, cruelty and the dominion of ego that are supported by them, without our consent.  The reign of unconditional love is the second coming, the return of Christ.  We can be as midwives for this return by seeking to be in the image of the Love that created us.  That is the fulfillment of the human vocation.  However, to be an apprentice of Christ is hard.  To be a disciple of the way is to identify with what we all share.  We all share hunger.  We all share suffering.  We all share death.  We do not all share success or wealth.  We do not all share freedom from suffering.  
There is little in the first world that would make such a choice anything other than extremely difficult.  It is counter culture, as it was in Ancient Rome or first century Palestine.   Such a way challenges imperialism and capitalism and is much easier to achieve if one I born outside the ‘advantages’ these dispensations offer.  While we may be willing to chose poverty or sacrifice for a beloved child or a beloved friend or spouse, for the neighbour that is a stranger and, more tellingly again, for the neighbour who is our enemy, it is all but impossible.  The only way to make such a choice is to identify with what we hold in common, as fellow humans, and not identify with the reasons we are different, or even, opposed, i.e. enemies.  Love of the enemy is essential for the one who would be like God, and therefore, most himself.  

Again, we must address the fact that many in the first world would see the necessity of suffering as questionable.  Why must we suffer?  Has not such masochism been once and for all relegated to the dark ages where it was celebrated is self-flagellation and punitive exercises in neurotic self hate?  Why is suffering so central?  Why is not enjoyment of life the central tenet Christ taught?  The self to be celebrated and promoted, not hidden and effaced?  The irony is that it is precisely the affluence and immunity from suffering characteristic of the first world that makes suffering necessary for the bulk of the planet and thus for any who would follow, ‘the way’.  
That Jesus did enjoy life is one answer, but it is not the important one.  The enjoyment, such as it was, was heavily tempered.  As we’ve already said, suffering is essential, as is death, if one is to learn unconditional love.  A suffered death is the final frontier that love must surmount to be unconditional and therefore divine.  Every other condition the earth creature, the biological ‘man’ will readily overcome, but the one that threatens not only his life, but his will to live,  he will not consent to without a motive larger or higher than life.  Furthermore, as we’ve said, this suffering must be chosen, not only for the sake of the one who is easily and ‘naturally’ and ‘rationally’ loved, but for the unloveable, for the enemy; love for the one that has hurt us, is motivated by nothing except love itself.. When love is served for no reason except that it is love, then the heart has crossed a barrier that separates the biological from the divine.  While the biological is subject to death, the divine is not.  Love of enemy is only accomplished by Christ, or a ‘little’ Christ, i.e. one who apprentices to Christ.  This apprenticeship, or discipleship, involves necessarily hard labour.  And yet, there is something about love that makes the labour, “easy and light” as Jesus described his “yoke”, because, as Peter intuited, it is what we are meant to do, helps us become who we are meant to become.    
Further, the Resurrection proclaims such a choice worthwhile.  All barriers are surmounted in the resurrected Christ.  He walks through walls into the upper room, proclaiming peace and reassurance: all is finally well with him and thus, the human race he represents.  In short, the development of unconditional love is painful and leads to the kind of happiness that is possible only for those who are like God and thus, natives of heaven, which is the dispensation where Love is in charge.  The Resurrection reveals that the triumph of compassion is the triumph of Life itself.  Thus, the rule of love is accompanied by abundant Life, unconditional Life, eternal Life.  It is the cosmic wedding feast, the rule of Love here as well as there.  When enough of us chose this way, heaven will be on earth, ‘thy’ will, will be done here, as it is there.  At such a time, hunger will be no more, neither will grief, nor madness, nor death itself.  Until such time, the fast must be chosen so that the broken-hearted, those imprisoned, can be set free and proclaim the Jubilee, the acceptable year of the Lord.  
