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INTRODUCTION

With the passage of time in our own lives, with the flow of life’s seasons, 
we become increasingly aware of the importance of stories as well as 
of the people and relationships that make them up. When I was an 
undergraduate studying at The State University of New York (SUNY) 
at Buffalo, finding my way in the fields of creative writing and philos-
ophy, I stumbled upon a course in College Z, an experimental college 
at the swarming university, taught by a Lutheran minister, Arlo Nau, a 
man who later went on to write an important book on the Gospel of 
Matthew. His course, Workshop in the New Testament, especially in his 
focus on the Gospels, was a vista through which a broad and enchanting 
landscape was clearly visible. I had heard rumors about this land before, 
but I had never entered in. In our focus on gospel texts, we participated 
in conversations around the table that were vigorous, disarming, and—
most important of all—memorable. Arlo Nau was a gifted teacher and 
guide who clearly knew the way. In later life, I have thought of him 
often with warm and fond memories, and of what difference he has 
made in my own life and that of others. He communicated something 
of the nature of the gospel, a story encompassing story, one that had the 
uncanny power to take up our own little stories, in all their messiness, 
and to make them a part of what proved to be a grand narrative, one 
with meaning and beauty in abundance. 

Shortly after my undergraduate days, I took up the discipline of 
reading the Bible daily, composing essays on a fairly regular basis, and 
running to my heart’s content—at first only three miles or so each time 
I went out, but then later on longer and longer distances. My current 
habit is to run about five miles three times a week. It’s exhilarating. I 
always pray when I run, and images from a careful reading and study 
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of the Gospels, stories about Jesus and others, as well as reflections on 
my own current experience, flood my prayers and make them intuitive, 
passionate, and “thick.” In these prayers, which are informed by so many 
sources gushing in, I have come to see a picture of Jesus, multifaceted 
and inviting, but one that is seldom reflected in current cultural depic-
tions of the man from Galilee. Indeed, Jesus of the Gospels is a far more 
complex and intriguing figure than the distortions that are bandied 
about today. In fact, the ongoing and deepening contrast between the 
Jesus of the Gospels and recent popular cultural misconfigurations is 
the principal reason I have written this book. Jesus is far more beautiful 
than many have imagined. It all has to do with love, but not just any 
kind of love—with holy love. 

WHAT THIS BOOK IS NOT

Let me start out, first of all, by pointing out what this book is not. It is 
not a devotional—although some people will invariably read this work 
in precisely this way. Many devotionals, even popular ones, change the 
topic or theme, if not every day, at least very often in accordance with 
the shifting passages under consideration which themselves may be 
ordered by any number of considerations. This book is not like that—
not at all. It is not a compilation of forty-two different stories. It is one 
story that is told in forty-two different parts or chapters. Indeed, readers 
will have to be aware of what happened earlier in the story in order to 
comprehend what is being offered now. 

Second, this book is not a commentary, although some will read 
it in this way as well. It does not focus simply on one gospel, say the 
Gospel of Luke for example, but on the voices of all four gospels in 
terms of the larger theme of the book. And even in terms of our forty 
(two have second reflections) very carefully selected texts,1 not every 
verse of each passage will be explored in the “Reflections,” though most 
are. Moreover, I am not a biblical scholar (but I am grateful for these 
scholars in terms of the very good work that they do), and this book has 
not been written for scholars but for laypeople—that is, for those folks 
who know how to appreciate the gripping power of a narrative that 
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revolves around a central figure and who, therefore, know how to get 
caught up in a good story. By inclination and training, I am a theologian 
and historian who will, therefore, bring to bear a number of different 
frameworks to the text, but in a way that should be easily understood by 
average readers. While the givenness of the text is king,2 and that’s how 
most readers will approach and receive it, I hope to engage the imagina-
tion along the way as well. That’s not a dirty word. Indeed, it has very 
much to do with truth—yes, truth.3 

WHAT THIS BOOK IS 

If this book is neither a devotional nor a commentary, then just what 
exactly is it? It is a narrative journey, a thematic presentation, of the 
suffering, alienation, and rejection of Jesus Christ by a host of people, 
those for whom Jesus was “the other,” and in many respects, therefore, 
a stranger. Jesus is presented in this grand constructed narrative, care-
fully laid out and composed of key gospel texts, against the backdrop of 
a cast of oppositional characters who unwittingly help to portray Jesus 
in his utter goodness, deep humility, and abiding love. With such a 
well-developed and ongoing focus, the work inevitably invites a partici-
patory reading, either by individuals privately or by groups publicly, 
that will entail grappling with key texts and struggling with reflections 
along the way. Such labor should lead to genuine transformation, espe-
cially in terms of understanding Jesus in a new and richly satisfying way, 
in which both the heart and the mind will be engaged, and as a conse-
quence of all of this (so it is hoped), understanding ourselves anew as 
well. That’s where imagination will handsomely come into play.

One way to illustrate what this book is all about is to employ an 
analogy, which though drawn from another field, is able to illuminate 
the careful, and in some sense even the artful employment of texts, in 
order to display the development of the chosen theme with respect to 
both the life and the character of Jesus. In other words, we are free to 
choose the materials and arrange the texts in order to see old friends, 
so to speak, in new ways; that is, in configurations of passages never 
arranged in quite this way before. Such an approach is akin to the task 
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BEGINNINGS
Y

Chapter 1

THE TRUE LIGHT

“The world did not recognize him. . . .  
his own did not receive him.”

THE TEXT

John 1:9–13

The true light that gives light to everyone was coming into the world. 
He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, 
the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, 
but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who did receive him, to 
those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of 
God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or 
a husband’s will, but born of God.

REFLECTIONS

Stories can be enthralling. We read a few lines here, pick up some 
engaging and puzzling biographical detail there, and suddenly we’re 
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hooked. We can’t put it down; we’ve entered a new world. And when 
we think of recent master storytellers, such as J.  R.  R.  Tolkien and 
C.  S.  Lewis—both of whom at one time were professors of English 
literature at Oxford—we can easily understand their own appreciation 
of the Gospels, which unveil through gripping narrative the greatest 
story of all. Though the Gospels contain many matter-of-fact details, 
such as eating, washing, selling, and paying taxes, those many details are 
caught up in a grand narrative that is flush with meaning—the kind of 
meaning that captivated the well-worked imaginations of both Tolkien 
and Lewis. 

The depth, the expanse, the heightened dimension, even the narra-
tive roominess of the Gospel of John, our current text, can be seen in 
its central character, Jesus of Nazareth, precisely in terms of who he is 
and just what happens to him. In fact, the “who he is” is so important 
to John that not only does he describe this one, this person, in terms 
of both God and light, filling out crucial background and interpretive 
context along the way, but he also doesn’t even specifically mention the 
name “Jesus” until verse 17. Simply put, Jesus is not just any human 
being. John wants us to know that. He’s someone special—wonderfully 
special. 

John’s affirmation: “The true light that gives light to everyone was 
coming into the world,” is rich with meaning on so many levels. First of 
all, this statement reveals that the light identified with Jesus, the Word 
made flesh, exists prior to coming into the world. Elsewhere, John 
declares: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God” (v. 1). These statements could not rightly be 
made in terms of any other human being. Think about that for a while. 
Second, observe that John writes of “the true light,” implying that false 
lights, pretend lights, misguided lights also exist and that they can lead 
many people astray. Third, note also that Jesus, as the true light, gives 
light to everyone, to all people, to white, black, rich, poor, male, female, 
young, old, middle-aged, Christian, non-Christian, theist, atheist. All 
really does mean all here (v. 12); none are excluded from this illumina-
tion whose source is none other than the “light of the world” (John 8:12). 
It is this light that was “with God, and . . . was God” (John 1:1). 
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Various Christian traditions have grappled with the meaning of 
this universal illumination. Some consider it along the lines of general 
 revelation—in terms of a created order embedded in the things that 
have been made, reminiscent of what the apostle Paul had written 
in Romans  1:20: “For since the creation of the world God’s invisible 
qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, 
being understood from what has been made, so that people are without 
excuse.” Others, however, view this illumination not only externally, 
in terms of the things that have been made, but also internally with 
respect to such things as conscience, knowledge of the moral law, and 
even a basic, if primitive, intuitive knowledge of God. The larger point 
here—and it’s an important one—is that all of this illumination has 
Jesus as its source. He, and he alone, is the true light that illuminates all 
of humanity whether he is celebrated or not or even recognized or not. 

John is only a few short verses into his gospel and he already intro-
duces remarkable irony. Given who Jesus is, we would naturally expect 
he would be recognized by the world since the world itself, and all that 
is in it, has been made through the Word. Instead, we get exactly the 
opposite: not recognition, but neglect; not reception, but rejection. Who 
is this Jesus that I should pay attention? What’s so special about him? 
When the light or Word came to that which was his own—meaning 
the Jewish people—he was not welcomed or received. However, such a 
frosty attitude, suggesting perhaps a hardness of heart, was not shared 
by all first-century Jews, though it was found among their religious 
leaders. (And there were exceptions even here; think of Nicodemus, for 
example.) In fact, not only was Jesus himself Jewish, but every one of his 
disciples was as well. We must never forget that. 

The irony of verses 10 and 11 is heightened in one of the largest 
contrasts ever offered in literature, any literature. Consider this: the 
light that has entered the world is none other than the Word who is 
God. Accordingly, the Word, the Most High, the one greatly to be 
exalted, will not only be met with stupefying neglect and unwelcoming 
attitudes, but also, as John will later tell us, outright torture, mocking, 
and murderous intent. This vast difference, this huge chasm, between 
the glorious heights of who this light is, in terms of his essential being, 
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and the wretched depths of his rejection manifested in the evil prac-
tices and the murderous designs of those who reject this light, both Jew 
and Gentile, is without parallel. Indeed, this difference, which again is 
colossal, is one of the reasons why the gospel story is unlike all other 
stories. It is and remains unique, distinct, and set apart. It offers the 
grandest narrative of all, from the highest heights to the lowest depths, 
an invitation to a world much larger than our own workaday world, a 
reality far deeper than we have ever imagined—or could have imagined. 

To be caught up in such a story, then, to be engaged in this match-
less narrative, is an invitation to discovery and transformation, to a new 
way of being, to participating in what is nothing less than a new world, 
an enchanting world, one that is full of light precisely because God is 
light. We enter that world, John tells us, not through our own self-will 
or strength, not in any natural way, but through the very gift of the new 
birth, graciously given to us, whereby we become something absolutely 
amazing: the very children of God (John 1:13). 
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Chapter 2

SIMEON

“This child is . . . to be a sign  
that will be spoken against.”

THE TEXT

Luke 2:25–35 

Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was righteous 
and devout. He was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy 
Spirit was on him. It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that 
he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. Moved by the 
Spirit, he went into the temple courts. When the parents brought in the 
child Jesus to do for him what the custom of the Law required, Simeon 
took him in his arms and praised God, saying: 

“Sovereign Lord, as you have promised,
you may now dismiss your servant in peace.

For my eyes have seen your salvation,
which you have prepared in the sight of all nations:

a light for revelation to the Gentiles,
and the glory of your people Israel.”

The child’s father and mother marveled at what was said about him. 
Then Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, his mother: “This child 
is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a 
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sign that will be spoken against, so that the thoughts of many hearts will 
be revealed. And a sword will pierce your own soul too.”

REFLECTIONS

Jesus had been conceived in a special way—in a manner suitable to 
the Word being made flesh. As the Gospel of Matthew states: “His 
mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they 
came together, she was found to be pregnant through the Holy Spirit” 
(Matt. 1:18b). Being good Jews, faithful to the requirements of Jewish 
law, Joseph and Mary had a number of obligations to fulfill in terms of 
the birth of Jesus. Leviticus 12:1–3 lays out one of the more important 
responsibilities: 

The Lord said to Moses, “Say to the Israelites: ‘A woman who 
becomes pregnant and gives birth to a son will be ceremonially 
unclean for seven days, just as she is unclean during her monthly 
period. On the eighth day the boy is to be circumcised.’”

At the time of circumcision, the child would also be named, as 
was the custom, but Jesus had already been given a name that had been 
chosen for him by neither Joseph nor Mary. Earlier an angel of the 
Lord had appeared to Joseph in a dream and declared: “You are to give 
him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins” 
(Matt.  1:21b). Although Shakespeare claimed in his play Romeo and 
Juliet, “a rose by any other name would smell as sweet,” the name given 
to Jesus did, indeed, make a difference. It had already identified him, 
even before he was born, as the one whose life would be emblematic 
of “salvation,” or “deliverance”—the very meaning of the name Jesus, 
derived from Greek, or in Hebrew, Yeshua. 

While at the temple courts in Jerusalem, Joseph and Mary were 
fulfilling another obligation of Jewish law, by presenting the child to 
God, the Holy One of Israel. While in this sacred environment, they 
encountered a man named Simeon who was “waiting for the consola-
tion of Israel,” which means that he was likely anticipating the coming 
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of the Messiah. From the available evidence, Simeon seemed to be 
something of a prophet because as our text reveals: “the Holy Spirit 
was on him,” he was “moved by the Spirit,” and “It had been revealed 
to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the 
Lord’s Messiah.” This man, apparently unknown to Joseph and Mary, 
took the child away from them, held Jesus in his arms, and exclaimed 
in what has been called the Song of Simeon: “Sovereign Lord, as you 
have promised, you may now dismiss your servant in peace. For my 
eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of 
all nations: a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of your 
people Israel.”

Simeon’s proclamation, “For my eyes have seen your salvation,” 
reveals that to see Jesus is to see redemption. In other words, to look 
upon a person—in this case, an infant—is to view God’s plan of 
deliverance. The Most High, interestingly enough, starts out small. 
That’s unexpected. In the fifth century, Augustine had described such 
prophetic seeing as that undertaken by the heart, a deep, intuitive, and 
emotive seeing, and it was to be distinguished from the seeing rendered 
by the eyes.4 Moreover, notice how “seeing” and “light” make up the 
substance of Simeon’s proclamation and in a way similar to how John 
had described Jesus earlier in the prologue of his own gospel. Wherever 
Jesus is, there is light, revelation, and unveiling. It’s unavoidable. This is 
fortunate for the saints but troubling for others. 

What makes Simeon’s words in their setting so ironic is that his 
pronouncement that Jesus is the salvation that God has “prepared in 
the sight of all nations: a light for revelation to the Gentiles” under-
scores the universality of redemption—embracing both Jew and Gentile 
precisely at the place, the Jewish temple, where it had been thought by 
so many that salvation was focused simply on the Jewish people as the 
chosen of God. The “glory of your people Israel,” then, would be the 
delight, the abundant joy, that this people would express as they realized 
that the love of their God embraced all peoples, the entire earth. If the 
problem of sin way back in Genesis 3 had been universal, the solution—
redemption—would have to be universal as well. 



8 Jesus the Stranger

But all was not light and roses in this holy setting, for Simeon 
also announced to Mary that not only will a sword pierce her own 
soul (no doubt because of her love for her son) and that of Jesus as 
well, but also that “this child is destined to cause the falling and rising 
of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against, so 
that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed.” Even today many 
people have difficulty with this last statement, and they, therefore, 
fail to embrace its full meaning: Jesus, the Savior, precisely because of 
who he is, necessarily invites vigorous opposition and is at the heart of 
an abiding division within Israel and beyond, among both Jews and 
Gentiles alike, a division that has lasted for millennia. Put another 
way, Jesus is a stumbling stone for some, over which they trip and fall, 
but a stone of ascent for others. How one relates to him, then, makes 
all the difference. 

Moreover, that Jesus is “a sign that will be spoken against,” indi-
cates that his life, what he values, and even the very good that he does, 
will be rejected by those religious leaders of his own time who are 
animated, even agitated, in their opposition to him. They will curse, 
slander, and bear false witness against Jesus, all the while thinking 
that they are doing the very will of God. What lies ahead, then, is 
an inverted world where at times good is evil and evil is good—and 
popularity ensures virtually nothing. What’s so fascinating about this 
being “spoken against,” as noted by Simeon, is that in their rush to 
condemn, to engage in all manner of evil speaking, the detractors of 
Jesus reveal just who they are in the very thoughts of their hearts, the 
deepest recesses of their being. What was once hidden will, after all, be 
revealed. Even in this dark place, the light of truth will break through 
in an undeniable revelation. 

Since Jesus as the Word of God has come into this world from 
eternity, there can only be rising and falling in terms of him; that is, 
indifference is not really an option. How is this so? If in Jesus an enor-
mous good is being presented to humanity—salvation, as Simeon had 
exclaimed—then to be indifferent to this gift, to not care, or to be 
preoccupied with other distracting concerns, is to lose out on what is 
truly being offered. What is this but to fail to realize in one’s life an 
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enormous and precious good that is actually in the offering? We cannot 
pretend that the offer has not been made; that’s bad faith. Our indiffer-
ence to the gift of who Jesus is meets the definition of evil as a privation 
of the good (privatio boni, as Augustine described it); in other words, as 
a genuine lack of the good which should be in place. Now there is only 
rising and falling: “the cornerstone” or “a rock that makes them fall” 
(1 Peter 2:8a). Jesus is a real game changer. 
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Chapter 3

HEROD THE GREAT

“Herod is going to search for the child to kill him.”

THE TEXT 

Matthew 2:1–16 

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King 
Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the 
one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star when it rose 
and have come to worship him.” 

When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem 
with him. When he had called together all the people’s chief priests and 
teachers of the law, he asked them where the Messiah was to be born. 
“In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has 
written: 

“‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, 
 are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 
for out of you will come a ruler 
 who will shepherd my people Israel.’” 

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the 
exact time the star had appeared. He sent them to Bethlehem and said, 
“Go and search carefully for the child. As soon as you find him, report 
to me, so that I too may go and worship him.” 
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After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star 
they had seen when it rose went ahead of them until it stopped over the 
place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 
On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and 
they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures 
and presented him with gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And 
having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned 
to their country by another route.

When they had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a 
dream. “Get up,” he said, “take the child and his mother and escape to 
Egypt. Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to search for the 
child to kill him.” 

So he got up, took the child and his mother during the night and 
left for Egypt, where he stayed until the death of Herod. And so was 
fulfilled what the Lord had said through the prophet: “Out of Egypt I 
called my son.” 

When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he 
was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its 
vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with the time 
he had learned from the Magi.

REFLECTIONS

Shortly after Jesus was born, he was already under a death sentence. Few 
children have entered the world in this way. Joseph had been warned in 
a dream that Herod was searching for the child in order to destroy him. 
This was the same Herod, known as the Great, who had undertaken the 
massive building project of renewing and expanding the second temple, 
a work that had begun around 20 BC. 

Our text reveals Herod as a disturbed and deeply dishonest man. 
He hid, for example, his real motivation from the Magi in seeking the 
child, and they were warned in a dream not to return to him. Though 
Herod pretended that he, too, would like to worship this one who had 
been born king of the Jews, he actually had other plans, much darker 
ones in mind, which were fueled by both anxiety and fear. As a powerful 






