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The restless heart is the starting point of pilgrimage. 
Everyone harbours a longing that impels him or her to 
leave behind the indifference of everyday life and the 

narrowness of habitual surroundings. All the paths . . . point to 
the fact that life is a path, a way of pilgrimage towards God.” 
These words of St Augustine ushered me into the world of 
pilgrimage when I walked the Camino Frances in 2011.

My understanding of the Fourth Gospel’s so-called 
“cleansing of the Temple” story expanded. It, too, is about 
pilgrimage to a sacred place. Jesus is a pilgrim. Philo and 
Josephus, who went on pilgrimage to Jerusalem in the first 
century CE, describe exhilarating experiences when pilgrims 
left the demands and constraints of everyday life imposed 
by social structures and concerns to enter another world. 
Pilgrims mixed together, shared experiences, often wore the 
same pilgrim clothing and emerged at the sacred site for the 
common purpose of festival worship. 

Pilgrimage — “Jesus went up to Jerusalem”
“The Passover . . . was near and Jesus went up to Jerusalem” 
(Jn 2:13). This festival inaugurates the ministry of Jesus 
and is the first of three key points of his public life — the 

second is the backdrop to the Bread of Life (Jn 6:4–14) and 
the third is the context of his arrest, trial and execution 
(Jn 11:55–19:14). Jesus goes to Jerusalem for the week-
long spring festival celebrating the Exodus from Egypt (Ex 
12:1–18). Passover is associated with liberation and with 
God’s salvation past and future.

Jesus, like all Israelite males, was commanded to go on 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem three times a year: “at the festival 
of unleavened bread, at the festival of weeks, and at the 
festival of booths” — that is, Passover, Pentecost and 
Sukkoth (Deut 16:16). Pilgrims travelled to Jerusalem on 
the spring, in summer and in the autumn. The focus is the 
Temple: God’s dwelling place and the place of worship, 
reconciliation and covenant renewal. These festivals are the 
background to John 5–10.

The Temple — The Order of Creation
The Temple in Jerusalem was invested with meaning from 
both within Israel and the Middle East culture. Temples 
were constructed according to a divine revealed plan to be 
a dwelling place for God/the god(s) who visited and dwelled 
in the sky immediately above the temple. The understanding 
was that God/god(s) above did not actually come to earth 
but could be accessed by people in the temple which was 
usually built on a hill. 

A temple replicated a palace. A temple existed for 
God/gods as the palace for the king. Like surrounding 
temples, the pattern of the Jerusalem Temple’s personnel, 
interactions and activities followed that of the palace. God 
was accessible in the Temple as the king was in the palace. 
God, too, had a household ordered according to rank — high 
priest, priests, Levities, an army with officers and soldiers, 
slaves, household staff. 

Pilgrimage to the 
DWELLING PLACE of GOD

4 March Third Sunday of Lent 
– John 2:13-25 (Roman Lectionary) 

John 2:13-22 (Revised Common Lectionary)

Kathleen Rushton RSM lives in Otautahi 
Christchurch where, in the sight 

of the Southern Alps and the hills, 
she continues to delight in learning and 

writing about Scripture. 

KATHLEEN RUSHTON looks 
at how John 2:13–25 expands 
the “Clearing of the Temple” 
story and considers different 
understandings of the dwelling 
place of God.
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The Temple was a cosmic centre, a navel of the world, a 
place where heaven and earth met, replicating in physical 
space the holy order of creation. In this focal religious 
place for all Israel, social relationships were mapped in the 
concentric circles which moved out from the Holy of Holies, 
to the sanctuary, the Court of Israelites, the Court of the 
Women and the Court of the Gentiles. 

Cosmic, social and religious significance interconnected 
with the Temple’s political and economic aspects. As a king 
collected taxes, so too did the deity. According to Bruce 
Malina and Richard Rohrbaugh, “it would be hard 
to overestimate the import of the Temple 
as the centre of a redistributive political 
economy.” Within its precincts were 
large treasuries and storehouses 
in which were deposited a great 
amount of money and goods 
“extracted from the surplus 
product of the peasant economy”. 
As only a few priests had access 
to most of the Temple precincts 
what was stored there was secure 
and inaccessible. 

In addition, the Jerusalem 
elites (Jn 2:18, 20) held power by 
being allied with Rome and under 
Roman supervision. The Roman governor 
appointed the chief priest and controlled the 
use of the priestly garments which were kept in the 
adjoining Antonia palace. This alliance between the elites 
and the Romans was threatened by Jesus’ actions. 

Jesus in the Temple
In what looks like a cleansing of the Temple, the Fourth 
Gospel gives more detail. There is more force. Jesus is 
more radical. The animals are named as “cattle” and “sheep” 
and there are doves. Jesus makes a whip to drive them 
out. He “poured out” the coins of the moneychangers and 
overturns their tables. Caged doves cannot be driven out 
so Jesus orders the sellers to “take these out of here” and 
adds: “Stop making my Father’s house a marketplace!” The 
disciples “remembered” words from the Scriptures: “Zeal 
for your house will consume me” (Jn 2:17).

What Jesus did, in effect, was to shut down the Temple 
as a place of worship. The animals required for sacrifice 
were driven out — cattle and sheep, and doves (the offering 
of the poor). The necessary exchange of foreign currencies 
for the official temple tax half-shekel (Ex 30:11-16) 
became unavailable. The purpose of the temple as a place 
of reconciliation and covenant renewal between God and 
Israel was over. Where is God’s dwelling place now?

God’s Dwelling Place
In the Prologue, we learn that within all humanity, God’s 
dwelling place is within the humanity of Jesus: “The Word 
become flesh and lived/dwelt among us” (Jn 1:14). Jesus’ 
words draw out the meaning of his actions.

A shift occurs in terms. “Jesus drove all of them out of the 
temple hieron (Jn 2:15). The term hieron refers to the whole 

area of the temple and is used for pagan shrines. 
Then another term referring also to the whole area of 

the temple is used: “Destroy this temple naos” and “but he 
spoke of the temple naos of his body” (Jn 2:19, 21). 

The evangelist, however, makes a distinction and 
associates the term naos with the temple of Jesus’ risen 
human body, now the dwelling place of God, the place 
of reconciliation and covenant renewal. Earlier, John the 
Baptiser saw Jesus and declared: “Here is the Lamb of 
God who takes away the sins of the world” (Jn 1:29). And 

later in the gospel Jesus will inform the woman 
at the well: “The hour is coming when you 

will worship the Father neither on this 
mountain nor in Jerusalem” (Jn 4:21).

So the Evangelist, probably 
writing from Ephesus, interprets 
an event of 60 years before in 
the early 30s, in the now non-
existent Temple destroyed in 
70 CE. Perhaps some of the 
community had been drawn into 
the activities of the local Roman 

temple of Artemis. Others may 
long for the Jerusalem Temple. The 

disciples “remembered” words from 
the Scriptures and also Jesus’ words 

about his body (Jn 2:17, 22). 
While Mark, Matthew and Luke place this 

incident as happening in the last week of Jesus’ life, 
John’s Gospel begins Jesus’ public ministry by focusing on 
his now ever-present risen human body as the dwelling 
place of God, the place of reconciliation and covenant 
renewal.

Lent can be our pilgrimage towards God, a time of 
preparing for deeper participation in the Paschal Mystery 
of Jesus, the dwelling place of God. Are we drawn into 
today’s equivalent of Artemis’s temple? Do we need to 
refocus on Jesus and whakawhanaungatanga/making right 
relationship happen with God, the land and people? ■

Theology and Spirituality from New Zealand

Order online from www.accentpublications.co.nz 
or email: info@accentpublications.co.nz 
or send a cheque to Accent Publications, 16 Waterloo Quadrant, Auckland City 1010

Published by

Special 
price for 

Tui Motu readers:
 $20 per book 

incl. postage 
in NZ

A THINKERS GUIDE TO SIN: 
Talking about wrongdoing today
Edited by Neil Darragh

JOURNEYING INTO PRAYER: 
People and their pathways
Edited by Neil Darragh 

This page: Diagram showing the ancient Middle Eastern 
view of the world with the Jerusalem Temple on a hill and 
the Divine temple above. By Lilly Johnson adapted from 
Bernhard Anderson.



22 Tui Motu InterIslands    www.tuimotu.org    Issue 224   March 2018

In his painting, “Jesus Washing 
Peter’s Feet” (1852–6) the English 
artist Ford Madox Brown captures 

the Fourth Evangelist’s characteristic 
way of telling the story of Jesus 
through vivid, concrete images that 
embody the Word made flesh (Jn 
1:14). Jesus does not talk about 
serving. He washes feet.

There is a back story to this 
remarkable painting. Brown’s original 
version caused outrage. Critics were 
offended by his coarse depiction of 
Jesus nude to the waist and with his 
leg exposed. The painting remained 
unsold for several years until Brown 
retouched it several times and 
clothed the figure of Jesus in green 
robes. (He painted the scene again 
in watercolours in 1876.) Brown’s 
original inspiration, however, peeled 
away layers which obscured the 
ancient context (world behind the 
text), the radical Jesus of the Fourth 
Gospel story (world of the text) and 
the transformation we are called to 
today (world in front of the text). Holy 
Thursday/Maundy Thursday offers an 
opportunity to look anew at Jesus’s 
astonishing action and his example to 
do as he did.

The Slave Does Not Have a 
Permanent Place 
The Fourth Gospel was written in 
the 90s, somewhere in the Roman 
Empire, which was then undergirded 
by the system of slavery. If written in 
Ephesus, it came from the “hub” of 
Roman slavery. Slaves were brought 
from Asia Minor (modern Turkey) 
and Syria to the statarion, the slave 

Jesus Washed Feet
KATHLEEN RUSHTON 
interprets Jesus’s 
action in John 13:1-
17 as introducing 
a new ordering of 
relationships.

market of Ephesus where they were 
auctioned and transported to places 
of demand, especially Rome. The focus 
of the auction process was a raised 
wooden platform. At the direction of 
the auctioneer, the naked or almost 
naked slave — sometimes wearing a 

placard describing his or her notable 
features — stepped up onto the 
platform to be scrutinised by potential 
buyers. Spouses could be sold to 
different buyers. Children could be 
sold separately from their parents. 

All slaves (douloi) were the 

Jesus Washing Peter’s Feet. (watercolur) Ford Madox Brown 1876

Jesus Washing Peter’s Feet. Ford Madox Brown 1852-6
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Roman Lectionary: Holy Thursday 
Mass of the Lord’s Supper — John 
13:1-15 
Revised Common Lectionary: 
Maundy Thursday — John 13:1-17, 
31b-35

property of their “lords” (kyrios) who 
bought them. They had no rights. 
Children born of slave or owner-
slave unions became the property 
of the owner and like all slaves were 
included in inheritances to the next 
of kin. At the order of their owners, 
slaves could be beaten, chained, 
imprisoned and even crucified. Any 
task could be assigned to them 
including the lowly task of washing 
soiled feet. At the master’s whim 
and with but a moment’s notice, 
slaves could be sold. The words of 
Jesus highlight the precariousness of 
a slave’s position in a household in 
contrast to that of a son (Jn 8:35).  

We have a new perspective of 
slavery when Jesus is portrayed as the 
Lord (kyrios) who washes the feet of 
his slaves (douloi, Jn 13:4-6) to whom 
he gives the status of friends (philos, 
Jn 15:12-14) 

Context of the Supper
The Evangelist tells us that choices 
had to be made about what to include 
in this gospel story (Jn 20:30-31; 
21:25). This implies a process of 
selection: how to tell the story and 
how to order the story. The foot 
washing is clearly central to the 
supper (Jn 13:4; 13:23-26). Things are 
going on here at many levels. 

Usually, foot-washing was done 
on arrival; yet we are told that “during 
supper Jesus ... got up from table” (Jn 
13:2-4). Assuming the appearance 
of a slave, he “took off his outer 
garment” (ta himatia), stripping down 
to his waist cloth, wrapped a towel 
around his waist and began to wash 
and dry his disciples’ feet. Jesus’s 
freely disrobing himself links foot 
washing with his forced disrobing at 
his crucifixion when Roman soldiers 
“took his clothes” (ta himatia Jn 
19:23). Crucifixion was considered a 
fitting death for a slave.

An Act of Friendship 
Jesus’s commandment to love one 

another as I have loved you (the 
mandatum Jn 15:12-13), is expressed 
in his example of foot washing (Jn 
13:15), an act motivated by love. We 
find this no where else in ancient 
literature. Jesus is not called “friend” 
explicitly in this Gospel. His life, 
however, is the incarnation of the 
ancient ideal of friendship concerning 
love and death (Jn 15:13; 10:11). 
This ideal is described by Plato and 
Aristotle as the love which leads one 
to lay down one’s life for friends. 
According to Plato: “Only those who 
love wish to die for others.” The 
disciples are to imitate Jesus, wash 
one another’s feet and to carry out 
his love commandment — even to the 
point of laying down their lives for 
others as Jesus does (Jn 15.13).

The washing of the feet may be 
understood in three ways. First, one 
person is subordinate as in a master-
slave relationship. This imbalance 
lingered in the washing of the feet 
on Holy Thursday. The 1956 Roman 
reform turned the washing of the feet 
into a clericalised, hierarchical, male-
centred sacred drama — something it 
had never been. Earlier Christians had 
washed one another’s feet (Mandatum 
Fraterum), those of guests, and the feet 
of the poor (Mandatum Pauperum). 
Further, uncritical appropriation has led 
to sincere church-talk about so called 
“servant leadership”, which theologises 
away and obscures ancient slavery, 
a practice which was intrinsically 
oppressive and maintained only for the 
benefit of the privileged slave owners.   

Second, foot-washing can be 
understood as freely done, as in a 
mother-child relationship. One person 
remains superior. In the idealised 
image of Mother-Church and her 
children-members the latter are 

regarded as eternal infants. Unlike real 
mothers and real children, Mother-
Church’s children are often not 
encouraged or expected to grow up. 

Third, foot-washing may be an 
action of friendship based on equality. 
It seems Peter knew all too well 
that accepting Jesus’s footwashing 
would mean a whole new way of 
transformative relating and he was 
unwilling. Jesus uses the word doulos 
(slaves Jn 13:16) and does so again in 
the farewell discourse with a different 
nuance (Jn 15:15). In this Gospel, 
Jesus never uses the term “disciples” 
(mathētai) for his followers. Only in Jn 
15:15 does he address them by the 
term “slaves” which he transforms 
to “friends”. Translations which in 
Jn 15.15 and Jn 13:16 have doulos 
as “servant/s” — the translations on 
which the servant leadership motif 
is based — sanitise and obscure the 
master-slave relationship which is 
inherent in the foot-washing and the 
slavery of the text.

I Have Set You an Example
Brown captures so well the shock 
and dismay of Peter and the disciples. 
How would the Christians of Ephesus 
and the Empire have heard this 
story? Were some slaves? Others 
slave owners? They knew the reality 
of slavery and the cultural value of 
friendship — both expressed in the 
flesh of Jesus. What is my response to 
the example of Jesus? I am implicated 
in a global lifestyle which demands 
cheap clothing, goods, services and 
food produced by millions of persons 
of all ages held in human slavery, 
including an estimated 800 in Aotearoa 
New Zealand. Jesus’s example makes 
flesh/incarnates a whole new order of 
human relationships and self-giving. 
How is his foot washing calling me 
today as friend to participate in Jesus’s 
work of transforming relationships, 
whakawhanaungatanga/making right 
relationship with God, the Earth and 
people in Church and the world God 
so loves (Jn 3:16)? 

We have a new 
perspective of slavery 
when Jesus is portrayed 
as the Lord who washes 
the feet of his slaves 
to whom he gives the 
status of friends.  
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The culture of the Hebrew people was rooted deeply 
within an agricultural world. They were familiar with 
wine making and the delight of wine. Viticulture and 

wine played a major role in daily life, and so they became 
rich sources of imagery for describing the relationship of 
God with people and land. Israel is the vine God brought 
out of Egypt, planted in cleared ground, yet it was burnt 
with fire and cut down (Psalm 80:8-16). Jeremiah tells us 
that Israel, the vine planted by God as “a choice vine from 
purest stock”, then degenerated, becoming “a wild vine” (Jer 
2:21). God is the keeper of the vineyard (Isaiah 27:2). Jesus 
knows his audience will not only understand agricultural 
language and imagery, but also will be reminded of many 
scriptural associations. 

Today, biblical vine imagery is a challenge for today’s 
readers. We are surrounded by large commercial vineyards 
and supermarkets where the focus is on mass production, 
economic investment and profit. In A Spirituality of Wine, 
theologian Gisela Kreglinger writes of her experience of 
growing up on a family winery in Bavaria where wine has 

been crafted for centuries. Kreglinger insists on using the 
terms “viticulture” and “vintner” to describe vine growing 
and wine making because these terms carry with them age 
old practices which enable us to rediscover the image of 
God’s planted vine.

Productive Where Little Else Grows
The grapevine is able to suvive and thrive in the most 
adverse conditions, in ways that other plants cannot. It 
flourishes in stony soils and on steep hillsides. There where 
little else grows, vines are most productive. Natural and 
living organisms of root and soil interact to produce fruit. A 
great mystery is how the combination of sun, soil, rain and 
vines is able to produce such a delightful liquid. Likewise, 
the great mystery of Jesus’s fruitfulness — his finishing the 
works of God, his “handing over the Spirit” to the women 
and the beloved disciple (Jn 19:30) — is that it comes to pass 
where seemingly no life can be found: on the cross. 

Significance of Pruning
Pruning is an unsettling image. Its purpose is not the cutting 
back in itself but the hope for fine, abundant fruit. Like the 
branches of the vine, people are “pruned” to abide in the vine, 
so that they may be more fruitful. This promise of abundance 
(Jn 10:10) is not without being pruned of our addictions. 
A journey of pruning and healing is a life-giving practice of 
restraint and cutback, which along with “abiding”, offers a 
language of love and fullness to describe discipleship. This 
differs from the language of self-sacrifice and self-denial in 
the synoptic Gospels which require taking up our cross to 

KATHLEEN RUSHTON explains 
how the vine imagery in John 
15:1-7 speaks of friendship with 
Jesus and abiding in God. 

John 15:1-17  5th Sunday of Easter 29 April 
and 6th Sunday of Easter 6 May

Abiding in the Vine
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follow Jesus (Mk 8:34; Mt 16:24; Lk 9:23) — language not 
found in the Fourth Gospel.

“Abiding” suggests a community of interrelationship, 
mutuality and indwelling. It expresses Jesus’s relationship 
to God (Jn 15:10), Jesus’s relationship to the community (Jn 
15:4, 9) and the community’s relationship to Jesus (Jn 15:1, 
7). For Dorothy Lee, “abiding” is “an icon of wholeness and 
intimacy” which moves “through suffering, to accept the 
reality that life and fecundity come through pain and death, 
through pruning and the pierced side” (Jn 7:38; 19:34).

Being A Community of Friends
The vine and the practices of viticulture were used to 

describe the process of training students in philosophy. Pupils 
were to be shaped in the way that young vine shoots are 
tended. The vine is associated with the wisdom of God. In the 
Torah we find Divine Wisdom compared to a vine: “Like the 
vine I bud forth delights, and my blossoms become glorious 
and abundant fruit” (Sirach 24:17). For the philosophers, 
joy came from virtue. For the Evangelist, the joy and virtue 
summed up in Jn 15:13, comes from friendship with Jesus 
who lays down his life for his friends.

When pruned, the vines are tied to wires which are 
supported by poles spread throughout the vineyard. The vines 
are supported by this wiring structure (called “trellising”) and 
directed in their growth. These vineyard wire structures are 
like the structures and rules in a community which guide, 
support and give stability to the common life. When we live 
without such structures — when we try to live an entirely 
independent life — we become easily hurt and have no 
direction. We wither and bear no fruit. 

Vine and branches constitute a group of friends. The 
disciples are Jesus’s friends, not his slaves (Jn 15:13-14). The 
directness with which Jesus spoke about pruning is in line 
with the ancient ideal of a true friend.  The opposite was 
the flatterer who sought to curry favour and so would avoid 
commenting on another’s faults. Jesus’s authentic friendship 
is the both the source and norm for the disciples’ relationships 
with others.  

When we open ourselves to the love of God in Jesus — 
when we permit God, the vintner, to prune our lives to bear 
fruit — we become free to love one another. As a vineyard is 
to grow good grapes for good wine to bring joy to humanity, 
so the members of the Church are to love one another, 
discover true joy and share this with the world. 

God’s Garden and Economy
Disciples are to be grounded in God’s economy which is 
based on mercy, forgiveness and love not on competition 
and maximum profit. We are not autonomous and isolated 
consumers but branches connected together and nurtured 
by Jesus. We are cared for by God the vintner, who tends the 
vineyard by watering, pruning and protecting day and night 
(Isaiah 27:2-3), by guiding it to thrive and be fruitful (Hosea 
14:7) and by growing it to become a fruitful nation and a 
blessing to others (Is 27:6). 

The viticulture image conveys the biblical hope of 
transformation through justice for all. The neglect of the 
poor affects the whole vineyard. God, Isaiah warns, “enters 

into judgment with the elders and princes . . . you who have 
devoured the vineyard; the spoil of the poor is in your houses. 
What do you mean by crushing my people, by grinding 
the face of the poor?” (Is 3:14-15). God’s vineyard will only 
flourish if the powerful and strong reach out to the poor and 
vulnerable. 

This is a very different understanding of human 
flourishing from the contemporary focus on maximising 
production and profit. Production of wine now often 
interferes with natural organisms by the use of chemicals 
and fertilisers. This can tend towards a posture of working 
against something — against nature, against problems — 
rather than working as part of creation. Consumerism, which 
for many is like a spirituality offering a sense of identity, 
belonging and comfort, needs to be pruned.  

The pruned vines — our abiding communities — offer peace 
and belonging. The image of vines declares that wars will cease. 
Soldiers are to turn swords into pruning hooks. The Hebrew 
word for pruning hooks refers to the special knife a vintner 
uses to prune vines. Then people “shall all sit under their own 
vines . . . and no one shall make them afraid” (Mic 4:3-4).

Although we may read biblical imagery differently today, 
vines remain an interconnected and dynamic reality. The 
language of viticulture can refresh the Christian imagination 
and what it means to be Church today. Creation and 
redemption are intertwined. The vine offers a rich and organic 
view of the Christian life through a spirituality of joy in the 
earth and our senses. 
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Pentecost Sunday 20 May 
Roman Lectionary — John 20:19-23 or John 16:12-15

Revised Common Lectionary — John 16:4-15

Engrained in me since childhood is the practice of 
making a sign of reverence when I pass a Catholic 
Church. Recently as I returned home from my 

parish Sunday Eucharist, I found myself acknowledging 
spontaneously the nearby Methodist and Anglican 
Churches. In a moment of grace, I realised that from their 
lecterns the same gospel reading of that Sunday of the 
Liturgical Year, give or take a few verses, was proclaimed as 
I had heard at Mass. 

The three-year lectionary cycle is a shared taonga 
(treasure) for liturgical and personal prayer. Ecumenical work 
is essentially a spiritual task because it is participation in 
the prayer of Jesus “that they may all be one” (Jn 17:21). 
Learning to understand this prayer of Jesus is a spiritual 
process, a work and gift of the Holy Spirit. At the heart 
of ecumenism is spiritual ecumenism which, according to 
Walter Kasper and Rowan Williams, is about mission and 
prayer. Personal and communal prayer together, such as that 
during Prayer for Christian Unity Week (13-20 May), has its 

Life-Giving Breath of God
KATHLEEN RUSHTON discusses how the Pentecost 

gospel readings, John 16:4-15; 20:19-23, highlight the 
Holy Spirit as breathing life into the universe.

origins in the loving communion of the Trinity. The Spirit can 
create a space for the exchange of gifts for mission. 

Writing in the World Council of Churches publication, 
Economy of Life, Rogate Mshana and Athena Peralta stress: 
“The mission of the ecumenical movement today is about 
transforming the world into a place of justice and peace 
for all God’s creation . . . [in a] participatory search for 
alternatives that are centred on the people and the Earth.” 
Likewise, in Laudato Si,’  for Pope Francis: “we have to 
realise that a true ecological approach always becomes a 
social approach; it must integrate questions of justice in 
debates on the environment, so as to hear both the cry of 
the earth and the cry of the poor”(LS par 49 Francis’s italics). 
We shall explore how on the Feast of Pentecost, gospel 
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readings in both lectionaries are about the Holy Spirit, the 
Breath of God breathing life into the whole universe.  

Long Unending Story
For the earliest Christian communities, the story of the 
Spirit began a very long time before Pentecost. To their 
listening to the Fourth Gospel they brought their rich 
traditions of the Spirit/Wind/Breath of God sweeping over 
the waters (Gen 1:2) and the Breath of God breathing life 
into the dust of the Earth so the Earth creature (adam) 
was formed from the Earth (ha’adam) — Earthling from 
the Earth, Groundling from the Ground (Gen 2:7, cf. Wis 
15:11). The verb translated “breathed on” was used in the 
OT to refer directly to creation. The prophet Ezekiel is told 
to breathe on the dry bones so that the House of Israel 
may be re-created. 

The Spirit was a way of speaking about the powerful 
presence of the God of Israel. The Spirit expresses the 
creative, prophetic and renewing presence of God to 
not only the people of Israel but to the wider world. The 
Greek word pneuma is used throughout the Scriptures as 
a translation of the Hebrew word ruah meaning “wind” 
or “breath” or “spirit”. These are beautiful images which 
describe the Spirit as an unseen wonder known by what 
it does, the effect it has and how it feels. The Spirit flows 
through all creation bringing life and love.

Human persons will stay alive only if they have the 
Divine Breath abiding in them (Gen 6:3). This applies to all 
creatures. God warns the flood will “destroy from under 
heaven all flesh in which there is the breath of life” (Gen 
6:17) and “everything on dry land in whose nostrils was the 
breath of life died” (Gen 7:22). The interconnected images 
of the Breath of God and the Word of God are linked 
explicitly in creation of the universe: “By the word of the 
Lord the heavens were made and all their host [sun, moon 
and stars] by the breath of God’s mouth” (Ps 33:6).

For people today, the coming of the Spirit begins even 
before the biblical creation story. The Creator Spirit is the 
dynamic, energising presence who enabled the universe to 
come into being over 14 billion years ago and is creatively 
at work enabling the ongoing emergence of the universe 
and the evolution of all life on earth.

“Breathed on Them”
Against this background let us consider the Risen Jesus. 
He “breathed on” those present saying: “Receive the Holy 
Spirit” (Jn 20:22). This is the Baptism with the Holy Spirit 
that Jesus brings. John testifies that Jesus is the one on 
whom he saw the Spirit abiding (Jn 1:32-33) and who gives 
God’s Spirit “without measure” (Jn 3:34).

Read in the light of the death-resurrection, the Spirit 
is the life-giver (Jn 6:63). Jesus was led by the Spirit in 
his preaching, healing, compassion for the marginalised, 
his passion and death. His death is a leave-taking in 
which he handed over the Spirit to the women and the 
beloved disciple at the cross (Jn 19:30). The Spirit is with 
Jesus at every stage of his life; forever interrelated and in 
communion with all life. 

The Fourth Evangelist sees this same Spirit being given 

to his friends as their Advocate or Paraclete (parakletos) 
(Jn 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7). This word means “one called 
alongside of”. This name evokes a rich, all-embracing 
picture of the Spirit as presence, teacher, comforter, guide, 
helper, friend, advocate, one who intercedes, consoler, 
spokesperson, witness, one who goes with, supports and 
stands beside another. 

New Pathways
Fruitfulness, beauty and co-operation are part of the long 
history of life on Earth as are predation, competition, death 
and extinction. In a finite, limited and bodily world, death 
is part of the way things are and central to the shape of 
biological life. In the face of death in the processes of the 
universe and all life, Christian theology bears witness to 
the death-resurrection of Jesus. In Jesus, God enters into 
the pain of the world, suffering with all creation, while at 
the same time the Spirit transforms death into redeeming 
love and radical new life. 

While Jesus is the human face of God made flesh in 
our midst, the Spirit is revealed mysteriously as the Breath 
of God through all creation and through our hearts, minds 
and lives. More often than not the Spirit is described not 
in human terms (anthropomorphically) but in images taken 
from the natural world — as breath, wind, water, fire, oil 
and anointing. These images from nature remind us of “the 
otherness” of the Spirit. They resist human tendencies to 
domesticate the Spirit who is experienced in the depths of 
human relationships and in the wilderness and beauty of 
the natural world. 

For Pope Francis: “The Spirit, infinite bond of love, 
is intimately present at the very heart of the universe, 
inspiring and bringing new pathways” (LS par 238). What 
new pathway is the Spirit calling us to walk the talk of 
“hearing both cry of the earth and the cry of poor” in the 
ecumenical mission of the Church today? 

Art by Ayva Tautalanoa, aged 10.
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The Spirit flows through all creation 
bringing life and love.
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17 June:  
RL: Eleventh Sunday Ordinary Time Mark 4:26-34 
RCL: Fourth Sunday after Pentecost Mark 4:26-34

The ministry of Jesus in Galilee (Mk 1:14-8:30) divides 
into three sections. Each ends with people making a 
decision about Jesus and the basileia (reign) of God. In 

the first section (Mk 1:14-3:6), scribes question why Jesus 
is eating with tax collectors and sinners (Mk 2:16). Pharisees 
question why he is not fasting (Mk 2:18), why his disciples are 
plucking grain on the Sabbath (Mk 2:24) and keep watching 
to see if he cures on the Sabbath (Mk 3:2). Their decision is to 
conspire with the Herodians to destroy him (Mk 3:6). The next 
section (Mk 3:7-6:6a), which is the focus of this reflection, is 
about Jesus and his new family who hear the word of God, 
accept it (Mk 4:20) and decide to follow him (Mk 6:6). The 
third section focuses on the disciples (Mk 6:6b-8:30) and ends 
with Peter declaring: “You are the Messiah” (Mk 8:29).

“Galilee of the Gentiles”
The two agricultural parables appeal to the hearers’ 
experience of everyday life and their wider context. 
Jesus’s hearers are the ordinary folk of Galilee. Matthew 
refers to “Galilee of the Gentiles” (Mt 4:15). This phrase 
indicates that Galilee, which is comprised of Zebulun and 
Naphtali, land God gave to the people (Deut 34:1-4), had 
for generations been conquered, invaded and was currently 
under the Empire of Rome. 

Galilee was ruled by Antipas (4BCE-39CE), son of Herod 
the Great and also called Herod. He was raised in Rome 
and later the Emperor (basileus) bestowed on him the title 
of tetrarch of Galilee and Perea. Greek culture had spread 
across the region. One of Jesus’s disciples, Philip, had a 
Greek name. Cities were renamed with Greek or Roman 
names. Antipas supported the building of the new cities of 
Sepphoris and Tiberias in Galilee. The Herodians, who are 
associated with the Pharisees (Mk 3:6; 12:13), were local 
elites who supported the Herodian rulers in their general 
policy of government and in the social customs they 
introduced from the Empire (basileia) of Rome. Although 
opposed politically to the Pharisees, they participated with 
them in the persecution of Jesus.

The changing nature of social, ecological and economic 
life under Herodian rule and its Roman overlord affected 
Galilean peasant farmers and villagers greatly. This mix of 
imperial and political factors meant the resources of the 

land were not shared equally by all who lived in the region 
as was intended in the ideals laid out in Deuteronomy 
and Leviticus. In the ancient Mediterranean world the 
landscape usually provided the key to the religious 
concerns of the locals. So the parables of Jesus come from 
a religious imagination earthed in the world of nature and 
the human struggle with it, while at the same time being 
grounded deeply in the religious traditions of Israel. 

The New Family of Jesus
A series of parables and sayings (Mk 4:1-34) are addressed 
to the new family of Jesus. Their responses had contrasted 
with those of the elites as Jesus travels the Galilean 
countryside and waterfront. Not the rich and powerful 
but fishers, a healed man, the mother-in-law of Peter, 
a leper, a man who was paralysed, Levi, the twelve and 
those affected by the powerful, comprise the new family 

God’’s Work in

KATHLEEN RUSHTON interprets 
two parables in Mark 4:26-34 — 
the seed that grows by itself and 
the mustard seed. 

Seeds
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of God: “Whoever does the will of God is my mother and 
my brothers and sisters” (Mk 3:35). God as creator informs 
Jesus’s use of biblical tradition. Israel’s God as the creator 
could be trusted to make all things right in the present as 
God did in the Psalms and prophets. 

The parables of the seed that grows by itself (Mk 
4:26-9) and the mustard seed (Mk 4:30-32) draw on 
the experience of farmers growing food. Grain — wheat 
and barley — were basic foods. Mustard seeds were 
used for seasoning or in healing remedies. The leaves 
were eaten raw or cooked. Yet do these parables tell 
of farmers’ experience? There is no inclusion of the 
hardships of preparing the earth — ploughing, harrowing, 
arid earth, tending, weeding, protecting from insects and 
disease. Absent, too, is mention of the toil for landlords, 
struggles of tenant farmers, taxes, debt, enslavement and 
dispossession.

The Care of God as of Old
Those who heard the first parable (found only in Mark’s 
Gospel) are not pressed to act (Mk 4:.26-29). Actions of sowing 
and reaping are recorded. The emphasis, however, is on the 
people of the land’s reverent wait. These people walking 
through or alongside a ploughed field saw the plants and the 
potential food as God’s creative work. This connection was on 
their lips and in their hearts for praise of God and creation are 
at the core of the Psalms and Jewish prayer. The plants and 
the processes of Earth are agents revealing God’s mercy. Both 
parables extend that awe-filled, interconnected way of seeing 
all that is, as belonging, to the reign (basileia) of God. 

The main character is not the sower or reaper but the 
seed which ripens despite all the forces stacked against 
it. Central to this parable is the wonder of creation. In the 
mysterious, benign earth is found the care of God as of old. 
The reign of God is about the person of God, not a place.

The farmer who had scattered the seed on the earth 
(Mk 4:26) goes about his ordinary life “night and day” in the 
Jewish rhythm of time where sunset is the beginning of the 
new day (Mk 4:27). He does not understand how the seed 
grows. The Earth produces growth “of itself” (automatē) 
without visible cause (Mk 4.28). The energy of the seed 
is unexplained. The focus is the working of the natural 
processes of Earth which transform the seed. 

This parable directs the reader to the wonder of seeing 
the work of God and the Earth with new eyes. While other 
parts of the Gospel stress the hardships of life on the 
land, this parable creates peace and composure for weary 
people living under foreign occupation because it shows 
what happens when God is totally in charge of life and right 
relations exist. Through the agency of the seed, readers 
discover that so, too, the basileia of God develops at God’s 
initiative and its growth is unexplained and unseen. 

In the second parable, too, there is no mention of a human 
agent. A mustard seed, the main character, is sown (Mk 4:32). 
The end is in the beginning; the great in the small; the present is 
in motion — though its development is hidden and insignificant. 
It grows “into the greatest shrub of all and puts forth large 
branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in shade” 
(Mk 4:32). This mysterious saying was well-known (cf. Ps 
104:12; Ezekiel 17:23). The image of the world tree in whose 
branches birds find shelter, was widely used as an imperial 
symbol of the empire (basileia). Is Mark’s shrub suggesting a 
different quality for God’s cosmic empire (basileia)?   

How can we reflect on these parables today, to understand 
where the seed of the care of God as of old is growing — though 
it grows unseen and hidden? Might we have to choose, too, 
between the basileia of Rome — the conquest and occupation of 
peoples — and the basileia of God?  

Painting: A Mustard Seed by Piety Choi © 
Used with permission. www.pietysart.com



20 Tui Motu InterIslands    www.tuimotu.org    Issue 228   July 2018

Kathleen Rushton RSM lives in 
Ōtautahi Christchurch where, in the sight of 
the Southern Alps and the hills, she 
continues to delight in learning and 
writing about Scripture. 

The Fourth Evangelist begins with a prologue (John 
1:1-18) which inserts Jesus, imaged as the Word and 
Wisdom Sophia, into God’s work of ongoing creation. 

God’s ongoing work threads throughout in words and 
phrases — the works of Jesus are to those on the fringes of 
society and religion. These fringe-dwellers included those 
ignorant of the Torah (Jn 7:49); the physically marginalised 
(the sick man by the pool Jn 5:1-15; the beggar born blind 
Jn 9:1-41); the geographically marginalised (the official Jn 
4:46-54; and the woman of Samaria Jn 4:4-42). 

Being attentive to clues found in the Prologue when 
we hear the Gospel proclaimed from John 6, on the last 
Sunday of July and for all the Sundays of August, helps us 
to be aware of the spirituality Jesus lived, and with him, to 
complete the works of God in our time. 

John 6 divides into two parts. The first tells of the 
feeding of a large crowd (Jn 6:1-15) and a boat trip (Jn 
6:16-22). The second records a long discourse (Jn 6:22-71). 
The feeding of the five thousand, found in all four Gospels, 
is shaped differently in the Fourth Gospel: location, timing, 

KATHLEEN RUSHTON points to 
significant aspects of John 6:1-21 
that link the feeding story with 
the reason for Jesus’s ministry 
and our own living.

actions and words. The first four verses are an introduction: 
Where? Who? When? Why?

Where? 
A new place is introduced. Jesus goes “to the other side of 
the Sea of Galilee”, also described as the “Sea of Tiberias” 
here (Jn 6:1) and after the resurrection (Jn 21:1). Why does 
the Evangelist so name the sea and the city of Tiberias (Jn 
6:23) in the only references to them in the New Testament? 
Between 17-20 CE, Herod Antipas (4 BCE-39 CE) built 
Tiberias on its waterfront location. He was the first local 
ruler of Galilee for centuries and the son of Herod the 
Great. He named this new administrative capital after 
the Roman Emperor Tiberias. The reign of Antipas was a 
time of relative political peace. Galilee developed into a 
small, prosperous Jewish kingdom where collusion existed 
between Herodian rule and the provincial aristocracy.

Who?
“A large crowd kept following him” (Jn 6:2). Jesus 
disappeared in the Jerusalem crowd (Jn 5:13). Now, a 
new set of characters enters: a crowd from Galilee. The 
founding of Tiberias and the giving of land to its inhabitants 
meant local people were displaced and there was pressure 
on landowners to break up small holdings. The fast-
developing Herodian economy of Galilee affected the 
lives of the marginalised crowd — tax collectors, peasants, 
lepers, the sick, small farmers, labourers, widows, women, 

Sunday, 29 July 
Roman Lectionary, 17th Sunday Ordinary Time – John 6:1-15. 
Revised Common Lectionary, 10th Sunday After Pentecost – 

John 6:1-21 

GOD’S WORK 
Completing
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children. They were Jews living under Roman occupation. 
They were mostly poor, earning their living on land, 
sea or by trade. All had a collective history of exile and 
deportation, of being ruled by other nations, of working 
day and night and paying huge taxes in society from which 
they did not benefit. 

When? 
Passover time is the context of the beginning of the 
ministry of Jesus (Jn 2:13) as well as his arrest, trial and 
execution (Jn 11:55-19:14) and also of John 6. This festival 
was one of three when all Israelite males were commanded 
to go on pilgrimage to Jerusalem (Deuteronomy 16:16). 
This week-long spring festival celebrated the Exodus (Ex 
12:1-18) and is associated with liberation and with God’s 
salvation past and future. 

The Why of Where, Who and When
So why does the crowd near Tiberias seek out Jesus 
at Passover time? During changing times, maybe, the 
marginalised crowd could not afford to make the journey 
to Jerusalem for the Passover. They came to Jesus who 
preached and healed in the countryside. He avoided the 
cities of Tiberias and Sepphoris. Change occurs not only 
through money and markets but when a change of values 
means people and resources are exploited for profit rather 
than for providing what is needed for subsistence. The 
works of Jesus resist the changing values and attitudes 
represented by the rise of Sepphoris and Tiberias. He 
adapts the Wisdom and Exodus traditions to a new 
situation in a prophetic critique of the ways things were.

Wisdom Sophia
By John 6, Jesus is established as Wisdom Sophia who 
invites her people to “come eat of my bread” (Proverbs 9:5). 
The Fourth Gospel has no Eucharist institution narrative, so 
John 6 is seen as the counterpart of Last Supper accounts 
of Matthew, Mark and Luke. Jesus takes the initiative. On 
whose behalf? The marginalised. Jesus “looked up and saw 
a large crowd” and then asked Philip where they might “buy 
bread for these people to eat” (Jn 6:5-6). The word used for 
“buy” in their conversation comes from the word for the 
market place, agora. 

Andrew noticed a boy with five barley loaves and two 
fish. Barley was the food of the poor and slaves, and was 
also fed to animals. The barley loaves evoke Elisha feeding a 
multitude (2 Kings 4:42-44). The word “bread” back then, as 
today, meant both bread and food in general. Behind “bread” 
in all its senses is the hard work and the self-giving of men 
and women to provide for families. In ordinary life, meal and 
sacrifice are linked. Bread in its particular and widest sense 
comes from the soil and water that irrigates it.

Jesus’s words and actions echo the Passover 
deliverance from slavery in Egypt and God feeding the 
people with manna and quail (Ex 16) in the spring. The 
cycle of the seasons connects with the Passover. So, at that 
time, the Galilean hills would have been covered with lush 
grass and wild flowers. Jesus gives directions to “make the 
people sit down,” using a word meaning to stretch out for 

the meal. Reclining was the customary position for eating. 
The references to “a great deal of grass” and having “as 
much as they want” evoke Psalm 23:1-2: “The Lord is my 
shepherd, I shall not want. He makes me lie down in green 
pastures.” The reader is prepared for the declaration of 
Jesus later: “I am the good shepherd” (Jn 10:11).

Gather the Fragments
After Jesus had given thanks (eucharistein), he distributed 
the bread himself. This recalls the Last Supper stories 
where Jesus acts in this sequence: he took the loaves, gave 
thanks (eucharistein) and distributed them. Provision for 
all gathered and some left over is a recurring description 
of biblical meals. God says to Elisha: “Give it to the people 
and let them eat … they shall eat and have some left.” In 
the Exodus wilderness feeding, they gathered 12 baskets 
of left-over manna. The Greek words for fragments and 
gather were used in the early Church when speaking of 
Eucharistic fragments.

According to the Food and Agricultural Organisation of 
the United Nations, about one-third of the food produced 
in the world for human consumption gets wasted or lost 
every year. What can Christian communities learn from the 
spirituality of Jesus to complete the works of God when 
he directed his disciples to gather up the surplus so that 
nothing is lost? What can the Christian community learn 
about caring for the landscape when the Gospel says the 
place was cleaned up and restored to how it was found? ■
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The two words “in” and “into” have deep and subtle 
meanings in John. In the Prologue we read: “to all 
who received [the Word], believed in his name, he 

gave power to become children of God” (Jn 1:12). What 
bibles translate as “believed in” actually means “believed 
into”. It is one of the Fourth Evangelist’s favourite phrases 
— repeated 34 times. 

Today “believe in” suggests an intellectual faith or 
belief. Although faith and belief permeate the Fourth 
Gospel, we do not find them as nouns in the text. And 
in the Middle Eastern world faith and belief, along with 
fidelity and faithfulness, bound one person to another. 
These sentiments come from the heart, the centre of a 
person’s being, and are the external expression of social 
and emotional values of solidarity, commitment and 
loyalty. This understanding underpins “believing into”. The 

Being a Disciple
KATHLEEN RUSHTON explains 
that in John 6:24-69 being a 
disciple means committing to 
believing into Jesus and in God’s 
mission.

Evangelist prefers to use verbs — and “believing into” is 
dynamic and an active commitment.     

The expression “believing into” (pisteuein eis) is unique 
to the Fourth Gospel. Scripture scholar Raymond Brown 
describes it as “an active commitment to a person and, in 
particular, to Jesus … it involves much more than trust in 
Jesus or confidence in him; it is an acceptance of Jesus 
and of what he claims to be and a dedication of one’s 
life to him.” This means a willingness to respond to God’s 
demands as Jesus presents them. The verb “to believe” is 
found 98 times, mostly in John 1-12 where Jesus lays out 
for people the choice of believing. This is the background 
to John 6:25-69. In John 12-21, Jesus is speaking to those 
who already believe even if inadequately (Jn 14:1). 

Who? Where? When?  
John 6 follows the Gospel’s usual action-narrative pattern. 
The chapter begins with feeding a large crowd (Jn 6:1-15) 
and a boat trip (Jn 6:16-21). The narrative (Jn 6:22-71) 
consists of the Bread of Life discourse. Sections of the 
discourse are addressed to groups — the crowd, “the Jews”, 
disciples and the twelve — who respond differently to the 
invitation to “believe into” Jesus.

After feeding the crowd, Jesus “withdrew again to the 

5 August John 6:24-35
RL: 18th Sunday Ordinary Time

RCL: 11th Sunday after Pentecost
12 August

RL:  19th Sunday Ordinary Time — John 6:41-51
RCL:  12th Sunday after Pentecost — John 6:35, 41-51

19 August John 6:51-58
RL: 20th Sunday Ordinary Time

RCL: 13th Sunday After Pentecost 
26 August

RL: 21th Sunday Ordinary Time — John 60-69
RCL: 14th Sunday After Pentecost — John 6:56-69
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mountain by himself” (Jn 6:15). That evening the disciples 
crossed by boat to Capernaum. The next day, some of the 
crowd sailed from Tiberias to Capernaum to look for Jesus 
(Jn 6:23). The discourses (Jn 6:25-59), in part, serve to 
address the mistaken expectations of the Galilean crowd 
(Jn 6:14-15). Views about Jesus and his work unfold and 
stretch the faith of disciples following him. 

Believe into Jesus — John 6:24-35
The crowd was seeking Jesus because of the free food and 
he is straight with them. They missed “signs” of what he 
was really offering: “Do not work for the food that perishes, 
but for the food that endures for eternal life” (Jn 6:27). 
It seems a bit tough of Jesus to scold people who were 
probably living on the breadline. Even so, the people seem 
to understand. “Work” evokes the prologue (Jn 1:1-18) 
which inserts Jesus into God’s work of creation. The works 
of God feature often in this Gospel. Here the crowd asks: 
“What must we do to work the works of God?” (literal 
translation). Jesus responds: “This is the work of God, that 
you believe into the one whom God has sent” (6:28-29). 

“Believing into Jesus” is a work of God required of all 
who seek to follow him. It is an all-embracing acceptance 
of Jesus and of what and who he claims to be. He is the 
one on whom God has set God’s seal (Jn 6:27). He claims: 
“I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be 
hungry, and whoever believes into me will never be thirsty” 
(Jn 6:35). And again, it is will of God “that all who see the 
Son and believe into him may have eternal life” (Jn 6:40). 
Believing into Jesus means becoming like him and doing 
what he does. He reaches out to those on the fringes of 
society and religion (Jn 7:49) — the physically marginalised 
(the sick man by the pool Jn 5:1-15; the beggar born blind 
Jn 9:1-41); and the geographically marginalised (the official 
Jn 4:46-54; the woman of Samaria Jn 4:4-42). Believing into 
Jesus requires the dedication of our life to him. 

Murmuring — Jn 6:41-51
The crowd had disagreed with Jesus’s interpretation of 
Scripture. Now, “the Jews” murmur in a disrespectful 
tone. This fellow claims: “I am the bread came down from 
heaven” (Jn 6:41). They know his mother and father. Jesus 
has stepped out of line, gone beyond his origins by his 
audacious claims that threaten the established order. Jesus 
tells them directly to stop murmuring. “Murmur” evokes 
the Israelites murmuring during the Exodus (Ex 16:2, 7-8). 
Bread in the Scriptures often means divine instruction. 
Then, Jesus quotes Isaiah loosely: “They shall be taught 
by God” (Is 54:13) and speaks about being “drawn” by the 
Father who sent him (Jn 6:43-45) using a term meaning to 
be drawn to the Torah. The “I am” statements of Jesus — in 
this case, “I am the bread of life” (Jn 6:35, 48,) or “the living 
bread” (Jn 6:51) — are not about who Jesus is but what he 
does. He nourishes with a bread that gives eternal life. Life 
(zoe) features 18 times in John 6.  

Eucharistic Overtones — Jn 6:51-58
Tensions rise. “The Jews” disagree among themselves: 
“How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” (Jn 6:52). Jesus 

does not mince words. Four times he insists that they are 
not only to eat his flesh but also to drink his blood (Jn 
6:53-58). In these four repetitions he uses a word for an 
impolite way of eating — meaning physically crunching the 
food with teeth (Jn 6:54, 56-58). And the drinking of blood 
was prohibited (Gen 9:4; Lev 17:10). But flesh and blood 
highlight the reality of Jesus’s incarnation and very real 
death. Eating flesh and drinking blood, too, describes the 
intimacy and close relationship with Jesus of those who 
“believe into” Jesus. The Eucharist is placed in the middle of 
his ministry and linked to his incarnation more so than as a 
memorial of his death or a continuation of the meals of his 
lifetime and after the resurrection.

Crisis Because of the Word of Jesus — Jn 6:60-69
Jesus’s words create a crisis for many of his disciples. They 
“turned back and no longer went with him” (Jn 6:66). After 
this, Jesus turned to his core group, the twelve, and asked: 
“Will you also go away?” (Jn 6:67). And from Peter, we, for 
the first time, hear belief expressed in Jesus because of his 
origins: “We have come to believe and know that you are 
the Holy One of God” (Jn 6:69). 

Most who heard Jesus would have been illiterate, 
but their familiarity with Scripture is evident throughout 
Jn 6:31-59. They engaged passionately in debate. What 
about us? Do we continue this debate? Do we access, 
study and engage deeply with Scripture so that we believe 
into Jesus?   
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Like a Child
KATHLEEN RUSHTON shows in Mark 9:30–37 that childlikeness, 
not childishness, is a quality of discipleship.

Jesus often turned the world upside down. Perhaps 
most remarkable and shocking was when he presented 
his disciples with a child to learn from and imitate as a 

model. In the ancient world, a child had low status within 
the family and community. Exactly how this gesture and 
the words of Jesus challenged accepted values is not easy 
to express. For someone outside the family to “welcome” a 
child was to set aside their own self-importance and adult 
status. Although children were loved, they were regarded 
as nobodies without rights. Life was precarious. Infant 
mortality was sometimes 30 per cent of live births. Of those 
who survived 60 per cent died before they were 16.

Humility
The disciples were arguing over who among them was 

the greatest. Jesus responded: “Whoever 
wants to be first must be last of all 

and servant of all.” For him the 
most insignificant are the 

greatest. He put 

his arm around a little child (Mk 9:36) — the child a model 
of radical humility. He loved children, indignantly rebuking 
the disciples who wanted to send them away because the 
grown-ups were busy with serious, important concerns: 
“Let the children come to me; do not stop them” (Mk 
10:13-14).  

What did Jesus see in these children? He saw what 
his reign-of-God-family was all about: “for it is to such 
as these that the reign of God belongs” (Mk 10:14-16). 
Jesus loved children because they were vulnerable, 
nobodies or overlooked and they were open and sincere, 
not hypocritical. They were trusting in an amazingly 
spontaneous way. Jesus drew his strength and confidence 
from his childlike trust in God. This was at the core of his 
spirituality.

Albert Nolan in Jesus Today: A Spirituality of Radical 
Freedom, writes: “Those who treat Jesus as central to 
their spirituality tend to make him the object of their 
spirituality rather than a person who had a spirituality 
of his own from which we might be able 
to learn something.” Jesus’s 
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Jesus before Pilate, First Station of the 
Way of the Cross, by Llew Summers 
in the Cathedral of the Blessed 
Sacrament, Christchurch. Used with 
permission.

The attributes of 
childlikeness are deeply 
human and of permanent 
value — humility, sincerity, 
trust, freedom from care, 
a sense of joy, wonder and 
playfulness. In contrast, 
childishness is to hold on to 
those temporary qualities 
of childhood which are 
immature or stem from 
inexperience or ignorance.

23 September – Mark 9:30-37

RL 25th Sunday Ordinary Time

RCL 18th Sunday After Pentecost

spirituality was “behind what he said 
and did, what fired and inspired him”. 

Childlike Trust
Jesus recognised in children the total, 
unquestioning trust he had in God. 
In this sense he was exceptionally 
childlike — which may not be our 
usual image of him. We tend to give 
Jesus exalted titles and refer to him 
in prayers, images, hymns as an all-
powerful king of kings and a mighty 
saviour. But seeing the childlike 
in Jesus is neither demeaning nor 
suggesting he was weak, naïve or 
immature.

Although Jesus felt fear faced with 
the prospect of suffering and death in 
Gethsemane, he was fearless about 
what others — the Scribes, Pharisees, 
chief priests, Herod or Pilate — could 
do or say about him. John Simpson 
reflecting on Llew Summers’ image of 
“Jesus Before Pilate” notes how Jesus 
“appears childlike in proportion and 
in appearance” and has “the quality 
of innocence and intimations of 
innocence.”

Sense of Wonder
A sense of wonder is a quality 
in a healthy child. Children find 
everything new and surprising — awe 
at seeing the sea for the first time, 
mosses growing in cracks in the pavement, scurrying 
ants, flowers to smell and colours to name. Adults can 
let their wonder dull. 

It is clear from the gospels that Jesus had a deep 
sense of wonder — he was a mystic and poet. We hear his 
wonder when speaking of the miracle of the seed which 
grows unseen and quietly by itself as the farmer slept. The 
mustard seed grows “into the greatest shrub of all and puts 
forth large branches, so that the birds of the air can make 
nests in shade” (Mk 4:26-32). He marvelled at the lilies of 
the field whose beauty, he said, outdid Solomon and all his 
finery (Lk 12:22-23). 

Albert Nolan says wonder happens when we are 
swept away by the consciousness of mystery —

watching buds burst into flower; contemplating the 
uniqueness of fingerprints and DNA; discovering the 

interconnectedness of everything in the universe 
which has been expanding for 13.7 billion years 
from a tiny, compressed state. 

Playfulness and Joy
We associate laughter, playfulness 
and joy with childhood. Children love 
pretending and imitating — playing 
at being grown up — father, mother, 
doctor, nurse, driving an aeroplane or 
car. They laugh when adults pretend 
and play with them. Jesus watched 
the play-acting of children in the 
marketplace when they disagreed 
among themselves about dancing 
and playing the flute (Mt 11:16). He 
noted the gulf between the child’s 
playful pretending and the hypocrites’ 
deceptive pretending. 

Unfortunately, we can lose our 
sense of playfulness in adulthood. 
Yet Evelyn Underhill in her classical 
work on mysticism says humour and 
playfulness are essential to authentic 
spirituality. And Jesus’s love for 
children is at variance with portrayals 
of him as seriously dull. 

Beyond Childishness
There is a great difference between 
being childlike and being childish. 
The attributes of childlikeness are 
deeply human and of permanent value 
— humility, sincerity, trust, freedom 
from care, a sense of joy, wonder and 
playfulness. In contrast, childishness is 
to hold on to those temporary qualities 
of childhood which are immature or 

stem from inexperience or ignorance. 
We can hold onto an immature image of God and 

childish trust believing that God is like Santa Claus who will 
manipulate the world if we “ask him nicely”. This is not the 
childlike trust Jesus had in God. Jesus’s trust enabled him to 
work fearlessly in solidarity with “the least of the least”. 

In our time, the problems of Earth and children are no 
laughing matter. We realise that we have exploited Earth 
dangerously. And that millions of children deprived by 
poverty, malnutrition, violence, war and sexual abuse have 
had their childlike qualities extinguished. Jesus embracing 
a little child reminds us again of the preciousness of 
every human life regardless of how small or insignificant. 
Jesus’s sense of wonder highlights the preciousness of 
Earth. When we allow ourselves childlike trust in God and 
contemplate the mysteries of creation, we will participate 
fearlessly in God’s great work with hope. 
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14 October 
Mark 10:17-30 — RL 28th Sunday Ordinary Time

Mark 10:17-31 — RCL 21st Sunday After Pentecost

This story of Jesus and the rich man is integral 
to Mark 10. This chapter returns us to “in the 
beginning of creation” (Mk 10:6) and ushers Jesus’s 

radical teachings of powerlessness, childlikeness and 
poverty. As a new creation through Jesus’s death and 
resurrection, we are called “to receive the basileia/reign  
of God as a little child”.

Jesus teaches the disciples about the simplicity 
essential for following him “on the way” in five areas 
of ordinary life. He talks about the unity between man 
and woman that was at the beginning (Mk 10:2-9). He 
embraces children and declares that the basileia of God 
belongs to them (Mk 10:13-16). He teaches that they 

must divest themselves of possessions and learn to trust 
totally in God’s providence (Mk 10:17-31). Peter and then 
James and John fail to grasp these teachings (Mk 10:35-
45). Finally, Mark tells of the healing of the blind poor man 
who, in his powerlessness and poverty, is able to become a 
disciple of Jesus (Mk 10:46-52). 

The dialogue of Jesus and the rich man begins and ends 
with being on “the way” (Mk 10:17, 32). Its three parts 
begin with the “gaze” of Jesus. In his conversation with 
the man (Mk 10:17-22) Jesus looks attentively at him (Mk 
10:21). When he is teaching about the basileia of God (Mk 
10:23-26) “Jesus looked around at his disciples …” (Mk 
10:23). When teaching on community and property (Mk 
10:27-31) “Jesus looked at them …” (Mk 10:27). And, surely 
there is a fourth part — where Jesus looks at you and me.

Jesus Looks Attentively at Him (Mk 10:17-22)
The man asks: “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” 
Jesus responds by listing some commandments. He inserts 
a commandment not in the Ten Commandments or in the 
Gospels of Luke or Matthew: “Do not defraud”  — which 
refers clearly to economic exploitation. The phrase “do 
not defraud” is used in the OT for the act of “keeping back 
the wages” of a hireling (Deut 24:14). More is going on 

KATHLEEN RUSHTON, 
interpreting Mark 10:17-31, 
highlights how greed works 
against discipleship of Jesus.

No place for 

GREED
  on the way
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in this story than the personal failings of one man. Jesus 
is discussing the wealthy elite class and inviting the man 
to be healed of his sickness — an affliction the scripture 
scholar Chad Myers names the “sickness of accumulation”.

When the man declares he has kept all the 
commandments since his youth, Jesus, “looking at him, 
loved him.” This is the only time Jesus is described as 
looking on an individual with love. But when Jesus invites 
him to be a disciple by selling all and giving the money to 
the poor, the man goes away “appalled”. This response 
evokes the prophet Ezekiel’s judgement on the rich and 
powerful of Tyre (Ez 27:35). The word used of the man 
going away — “sad” — also describes the distress the 
disciples feel later when Jesus says one of them will betray 
him (Mk 14:19).

The man in this story, according to the text, is neither 
young nor a ruler. He comes to Jesus and, kneeling, 
makes a request. Only after he refuses the invitation 
to be a disciple are we told “he had many possessions” 
— “properties” and “estates”. In the time of the Gospel, 
landowners were the most politically powerful social class. 
Bruce Malina suggests that when “rich” appears in the Bible 
it would be translated better as “greedy”. Mark sees that 
the man’s wealth was acquired by “defrauding” the poor. In 
his hidden life, Jesus had been a carpenter and experienced 
what is was like for workers in Galilee. He would have 
passed through estates to work as a day labourer building 
the wealthy city of Sepphoris nearby. 

Jesus Looked around at His Disciples (Mk 10:23-26)
“When Jesus looked around at his disciples” and talked 
about the camel and the needle, he was probably using 
hyperbole in a kind of dry joke. There is a similar saying in 
the Babylonian Talmud about an elephant going through 
the eye of a needle. While the elephant was the biggest 
animal in the Babylonian area, the camel was the biggest 
animal in Palestine. In earlier verses, Jesus spoke of the 
need to “receive the basileia of God as a little child” (Mk 
10:15). In Mk 10:23 he again turns expectations upside 
down by extending his solidarity with “the least” in the 
family to the economic system: “How hard it will be for 
those with wealth to enter the basileia of God!” 

Most understood wealth as a blessing from God. 
However, Jesus rejects this view by making the 
renunciation of property a condition of entering into the 
basileia of God. The only way the greedy may enter is by 
redistributing their wealth. At that time people believed 
that everything of value already existed, was limited in 
supply and was distributed already. The “greedy”, who took 
more than they needed, took what belonged to others. 
This story comes, as do all the gospel stories, from a very 
different world from our society.

Jesus Looked at Them (MK 10:27-31)
“Jesus looked at them [the disciples]”, who were greatly 
astounded. How could they enter the basileia of God? He 
assures them that “for God all things are possible”. This way 
of living demands total dependence on God. The words 
that pass between Jesus and Peter show how little Peter 

has understood (Mk 10:28-31). His focus is on how much 
he has done already: “Look, we have left everything and 
followed you.” 

Jesus was asking the greedy man attached to his 
independence, power and status to become dependent 
on the providence of God. Jesus calls for humility which 
identifies with those the world judges unimportant. Rather 
than individualistic upward mobility, the way of Jesus is 
downward mobility and solidarity with the poor. 

Not all his disciples were asked by Jesus to sell their 
possessions. Peter seems to have kept his house and boat 
(Mk 1:29; Jn 21:3); the women of Galilee have material 
resources (Mk 15:41) and Joseph of Arimathea has funds 
for preparing Jesus for burial (Mk 15:43-46). Not every 
disciple is called to the same degree of material poverty 
or to work among the poor. As Dean Brackley puts it: 
“Solidarity with the poor is an objective criterion for our 
lifestyle, but the particulars depend on our callings.”

Jesus Looks Attentively at Us 
Here in Aotearoa New Zealand, the gap between the 
greedy and the rest has widened faster than in any 
other developed country. In our world the greediest 85 
individuals own as much as the poorest 3 billion people 
together. This disparity is not just individual but systemic. 
The World Council of Churches calls it a problem of greed 
(The Greed Line: Tool for a Just Economy, 2016). We can 
help to make changes. For example, we can advocate for 
workers to receive the living wage. We can “fame” fair 
trade businesses and ask retailers where their goods are 
sourced. We can enquire whether an item is produced 
without exploited or slave labour from its source to our 
shop shelves. 

Jesus looks attentively at us, but solidary with the least 
will require us to look attentively around us, too.  

https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/publications/
TheGreedLine_PeraltaandMshana_SAMPLE.pdf 

Painting: The Rich Man Went Away Sorrowful by James Tissot. 
Brooklyn Museum

Most understood wealth as a blessing 
from God. Jesus rejects this view. 
At that time people believed that 
everything of value already existed, 
was limited in supply and was 
distributed already. The “greedy”, 
who took more than they needed, 
took what belonged to others.
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18 November 
Mark 13:24-32 — RL 33rd Sunday Ordinary Time
Mark 13:1-8 — RCL 26th Sunday After Pentecost

Mark 13 is an example of a type of writing we call 
“apocalyptic”. “Apocalypse” means “unveiling” 
and describes the revelations told — in the form 

of visions, symbols and vivid images — by a superhuman 
being to a human intermediary. Such revelations allow us 
to see our experience within a larger context and imagine 
a new world. Mk 13:4-37 is a sermon about the coming of 
the basileia of God, not revealed from heaven but from the 
mouth of Jesus on Earth. This sermon, moving between 
reassurance and warning, looks beyond the time span of 
the Gospel and addresses the situation of readers past 
and present. There is no simple application for our times, 
but the urgency and insistence that accompanies Jesus’s 
message exists for us today. 

Jesus leaves the Temple which he had earlier closed 
down (Mk 11:15-17). The disciples marvel at its beauty 
(Mk 13:1). In 19 CE, Herod began massive renovations of 
the Temple which were completed 45 years later in 64 CE. 
Jesus’s description of Jerusalem’s destruction (Mk 13:2) 
tells of events which are likely to have occurred. In the 
spring of 70 CE, the Roman general Titus set up camp to 
prepare a siege wall. Eventually, the city was captured and 
the Temple destroyed.

KATHLEEN RUSHTON interprets Jesus’s sermon in Mark 13 uncovering 
the symbolic language and urging us to stay awake in our world.

Mark’s criticism of the basileia of Rome is veiled 
because the armies of Titus are already in control of 
Galilee. In contrast, the Temple and its leaders are 
denounced vehemently. Just prior, Jesus had accused 
scribes of devouring widows’ houses (Mk 12:40). The story 
of the poor widow critiques the temple treasury practice 
(Mk 12:41-44).  

Gospel Context of Mark 13
Jesus and disciples were “on the way to Jerusalem” (Mk 
8:31-10:52). Now, a series of “endings in Jerusalem” 
unfolds: the end of Temple worship as a way to God (Mk 
11:1-25); the end of the authority of Jewish leadership 
(Mk 11:27-12:44); the end of Jerusalem (Mk 13:1-23) and 
the end of the world as we know it (Mk 13:24-27). Mark 
13 is balanced between the end of the public ministry of 
Jesus, after which he goes underground (Mk 14:1), and 

WAKE UP
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the beginning of his way to the cross. “The way” of Jesus 
encounters opposition and leads to the cross. This, too, 
will be the disciples’ experience on “the way” of Jesus in 
his day, in Mark’s time and in all times. This reality is the 
backdrop to Mark 13. 

The Imperative — “Watch!”
Jesus sat down on the Mount of Olives opposite the 
Temple (Mk 13:3), a setting evocative of a well-known 
tradition. From there, the Messiah will intervene in the 
crucial hour of Jerusalem’s need (Zechariah 14:2-4). The 
sermon is arranged around the imperative “watch” (MK 13: 
5, 9, 23, 33). The literal sense of the eye seeing extends 
to the intuitive, critical level of looking deeply into, seeing 
through, becoming aware of the essence. A religious view 
is implied — view of God, insight into the cosmic order 
and universal world. Often in the New Testament, “watch” 
suggests seeing the processes of understanding which 
lead to faith in God and in Jesus. Bibles variously translate 
“watch” as “take care”, “be on your guard”, “take heed”, 
“beware” or “be alert”. 

Jesus exhorts the disciples to “watch” (Mk 13:5). He 
clears the ground of all that could be interpreted falsely 
as “signs”. Signs of false prophets, wars, rumours of wars, 
earthquakes and famine on such a scale that the whole 
world order would appear to be collapsing (Mk 13:6-8). 
His next “watch” (Mk 13:9) zooms in closer to home. Trials 
and persecutions are to be endured. In this turbulence, 
Jesus’s primary focus is that “the good news must first be 
proclaimed to all the nations” (Mk 13:10).

What we are told in Mk 13:14-20 is so anchored in its 
original context that it is impossible for us to unravel. We 
are best to approach “watch” in Mk 13:23 as an invocation 
of Mark’s conviction that all remains in the hands of God.

Climax of the Sermon
The climax of Jesus’s sermon attempts to describe the 
transcendent reality of the establishment of the basileia 
of God on Earth by using vivid language and symbols (Mk 
13:24-27). The whole cosmos is affected — sun, stars, the 
powers of heaven. The risen Jesus is active in the cosmos 
and “his elect” being gathered “from the fours winds” 
suggests that the Gospel has been preached to all and the 
basileia of God established. 

Two parables follow. Earlier, Jesus had cursed the fig 
tree (Mk 11:12-14). The blossoming and fruiting fig tree is 
found in First Testament passages about God visiting the 
people with blessing. The fruitful fig tree, unlike most trees 
in Palestine, was deciduous, so its budding leaves signalled 

summer was near. The whole cosmos is affected by signs 
that prepare the hearts of disciples for God’s final coming. 
God will overcome evil.

“Stay Awake” Always
The word “watch” (Mk 13:33) opens the second parable 
addressed to disciples, who are to be like “servants” 
awaiting the return of Jesus. Then, the imperative “stay 
awake” (Mk 13:35,37) is introduced. This verb, commanded 
also of the door keeper (13:34), means “stay awake,” “be 
vigilant.” Where else do we find, “Stay awake”?

The Gospel moves to the last supper and the passion. 
Mark uses “evening”, “midnight”, “cock-crowing” and 
“morning” — the times of the four duty watches of the 
Roman military sentinels. The evening of the last supper 
(MK 14:17) is the first watch. From there, Jesus and his 
disciples go to Gethsemane. Twice Jesus implores Peter, 
James and John to “Stay awake” (Mk 14:34, 38) because 
they would not “keep awake” one hour (Mk 14:37). Where 
are the disciples? How do they respond at the second 
watch of midnight, the time of Peter’s denial (Mk 14:30)? 
At the third watch of cock crow, the specific time of Peter’s 
denial (Mk 14:30, 72)? And then at the fourth watch of 
dawn when Jesus is handed over to the Romans (Mk 15:1)? 
The disciples did not stay awake. They fled.

Do We Get It?
Despite Jesus’s efforts, the disciples don’t get it. They 
weren’t able to “stay awake” — instead they flee from what 
Jesus wants to show them. And so, the way through the 
struggle is the way of the cross. Today, we will need no small 
measure of historical empathy to understand how difficult 
it was to “believe” in an end to the world of the Temple. Any 
more than in Jesus’s time, do we “get it” today? 

Maybe the sermon primarily deals not with the 
destruction of the Temple or Jerusalem but the fate of the 
present world. The Christian community is called to live 
in history with open eyes, to look deep into past events, 
beyond the conflicting claims of those vying for power. 
We can read Mark 13 as an “apocalypse” that invites us to 
“unveil” our world —  to search for, and work against the 
roots of violence and oppression. Chad Myers calls Mark 
13 a sermon on revolutionary patience. The coming of the 
basileia of God is in solidarity with Earth and the human 
family in its dark night of suffering. Never have members 
of the Earth community been so alert to a global crisis of 
such social, economic and ecological proportions. German 
theologian Dorothée Soelle encourages contemplation 
as revolutionary patience which opens up new creative 
abilities, energy and ways to respond. 

Photo by Kazi Faiz Ahmed Jeem on Unsplash 

Despite Jesus’s efforts, the disciples 
don’t get it. They weren’t able to 
“stay awake” — instead they flee 
from what Jesus wants to show 
them  . . . Any more than in Jesus’s 
time, do we “get it” today? 
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We have many popular stories and images of 
Christmas — all moving and much loved — but 
we can set these aside to read the Luke 2:1-

20 story reflectively. What do we see, hear, feel? What 
moves us?  

Luke tells of the birth of Jesus in two verses (Lk 2:6-7) 
which are surrounded by Old Testament associations and 
theological strands concerning this newborn. I will draw 
on Michael Trainor’s Earth Bible Commentary on Luke in 
exploring these associations, namely, God’s word-deed 
(rhēma), the “inn", the "manger", “wrapped in cloth strips" 
and the shepherds.

God’s Word-Deed 
In the Genesis creation story, and in words of prophets, 
when God speaks, creation happens. God spoke: “Let there 
be light”, there was light. The infancy narrative links the 
coming birth of Jesus on Earth with the creating Word of 
God through the term rhēma. To keep the sense of God’s 
word, which speaks and brings about in material form 

what is spoken about, rhēma would be better expressed as 
“word-deed".

Usually, we hear the angel’s last words to Mary at the 
annunciation as: “For nothing is impossible with God” (Lk 
1:37). That translation loses the significant link with the 
biblical creating Word of God. Raymond Brown translates 
the angel as saying: “Nothing said (rhēma) by God can be 
impossible.” Mary, too, acknowledges the creating Word 
of God when she responds: “let it be with me according 
to your word-deed (rhēma).”  What is about to happen to 
Mary is an act of God’s word-deed. 

The shepherds, having seen “this word-deed (rhēma) 
which has happened”, go to Bethlehem. They “spoke publicly 
concerning the word-deed (rhēma) that had been spoken to 

KATHLEEN RUSHTON draws attention to how the story 
of Jesus’s birth in Luke 2:1-20 challenges our domesticated 
Christmas images and ideas.

JESUS COMES BRINGING PEACE

CHRISTMAS 
Both RL (Midnight and Dawn) and RCL (Eve, Morning 
and Midday) have verses from Luke 2:1–20. 
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them about this child” (Lk 2:15, 17). Most likely they return to 
“keeping watch” over their sheep. Mary “kept all these word-
deeds (rhēma) pondering them in her heart” (Lk 1:19; 2:51). 
Both “keeping watch” and “pondering” suggest care, nurturing 
and sustaining which all are called to do for people and Earth.

The “Inn”
Imagine Joseph and Mary journeying with families of 
peasants and labourers. They’re on the move for political 
and economic reasons. The couple are travelling to Joseph’s 
family city of Bethlehem to be registered in a census which 
would decide what taxes will be imposed on them by the 
Roman administration. While popular Christmas stories 
include an inn and innkeeper, Luke focuses on place. For 
Mary and Joseph “there was no place in the lodging area". 
The earliest hearers would know that a guest house was 
where elites stayed. No place there for peasants! Socially, 
they did not belong. 

If Joseph had family there, they would stay with kin. What 
is the significance of place? Is Luke inviting us to go deeper? Is 
Luke inviting the well-to-do of his Christian community, and 
Christians today, to consider those among whom Jesus cast 
his lot — the poor and outcasts? Is the Christian community 
being called to conversion? Maybe, after all, the lodging area 
of the well-to-do, the wealthy and the powerful was not a 
suitable place for the birth of this child.  

The Manger
The manger is mentioned three times in the story (Lk 
2:7, 12, 16). The manger points to the life of Jesus and 
to an ecological connection. It is a place of life, nurture 
and food. Food, meals and the place of eating will feature 
significantly in the public ministry of Jesus. Through his 
ministry of hospitality, the isolated and socially-excluded 
are welcomed.

We can set aside the dainty wooden centrepiece in a 
crib set. There is archaeological evidence of only stone 
mangers in Jesus’s time. Usually peasant houses had only 
one room. (In Mt 5:15, the one lamp gives light to the 
whole house.) The family lived and slept in this one room 
which was often raised. Animals occupied the other end 
of the room which sometimes consisted of a cave up 
against which the house was built. The manger was placed  
between the two ends. It would have been the usual place 
for peasant births.

The manger links Jesus to the land, the human and the 
other-than-human worlds. The child is at home in these 
worlds. The manger, like Mary’s womb, is a place which 
receives the body of the child.

“Wrapped in Cloth Strips”
There is reference to the child wrapped in cloth strips 
twice. At first, the focus is on Mary who “wrapped the child 
in cloth strips” (Lk 2:7) to complete the tasks of traditional 
afterbirth care. Later, the clothing of Jesus will be touched 
for healing (Lk 8:44), become dazzling white at the 
transfiguration (Lk 9:29), and Herod will clothe him at his 
trial (Lk 23:11). A linen shroud envelopes his dead body (Lk 
23:53) and it is discovered by Peter after the resurrection 

(Lk 24:12). The cloth Jesus is wrapped in links him with the 
Earth, as clothing then was made from natural products 
materials such as flax, wool and cotton. The wrapping 
and placing of the newborn body of Jesus in the manger, 
mirrors what will happen to his dead body — it will be 
wrapped in a linen cloth and placed in the tomb.

A child wrapped in cloth strips is a part of the sign in 
the angel’s message to the shepherds (Lk 2:12). This is 
an action done to Jesus. This is what God does to Jesus. 
Jesus is wrapped in space and theology beyond the human 
household to the heavens and the cosmos. 

Shepherds
The focus shifts from city to countryside. The shepherds 
“were in the open fields keeping watch at night over their 
flock”. They, too, received good news from an angel. They 
are not to be afraid. The message (Lk 2:10-14) has five 
elements: it a message of joy for all people; the birth of 
the Saviour is the reason for the joy; this Saviour is the 
awaited Messiah who is in the “city” of David; the sign is 
that the baby will be wrapped in cloth strips and lying in 
the manger; and because of his birth, God will receive glory 
and peace will come upon the Earth. 

The shepherds are of lowly social status. Often unrest 
existed between them and peasant farmers depending 
on whether available land was plentiful and fruitful. They 
were all reliant on the relationship between the human and 
creaturely worlds. Sheep were valuable for many reasons. 
Stories throughout the OT show they provided food, milk, 
wool for clothing and tent coverings. They were also a 
significant part of the system of religious sacrifice. They 
were a source of wealth, livelihood and security.

Jesus Connects
Jesus’s birth outside conventional places of hospitality 
shows his connection with the land and the people. 
His birth in a “city” brings together urban people. The 
manger, associated with the peasant farming households, 
represents the rural poor. Mary, Joseph and the shepherds 
represent the landless.  

Heaven and Earth come together in this birth. These 
cosmological spheres, known to Luke’s readers, are 
affected and come together. The whole inhabited creation 
is involved.  Having heard God’s sky messengers, shepherds 
witness and validate Jesus’s birth on Earth. While the 
Gentile world during the Pax Romana regarded Emperor 
Augustus as the prince of peace, Jesus comes as the One 
bringing peace. We might still hold dear our Christmas 
stories and images of Jesus’s birth. But there is room to add 
to them by reading Luke attentively — witnessing Jesus’s 
birth anew through fresh eyes. 

Painting: Nativity by Jane Maisey RSJ © Used with permission
www.designjane.com
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