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Joe could see into people. They felt he really knew them. He told me he had a
dream to spread the Fifth City ideal of community throughout the whole world.
That motivated me to carry on. Joe was a powerful symbol. I called him the Dean
of the Iron Men.

~Ruth Carter, Director of Fifth City Preschool, Chicago

Dr. Mathews’ insights into facilitative leadership, partnership polity, and systems
change shaped the conceptual framework for my organization'’s service to
national and international education agencies.
~Marilyn R. Crocker, Ed.D., President, Crocker & Associates, Inc.,
Maine

Whenever Joe was present, things took on greater meaning for me, and
consciousness greater depth.
~Vinasithamby Dharmalingam, journalist, Malaysia

The Mathews' talks inspire me to see my classroom as sacred space and my
students as Those Who Care for the Not Yet.
~Leah Early, teacher, Nevada

The tools for transformational living in the midst of the everyday is Joe's
enduring gift to me.
~Lela Jahn, CFP, owner, wealth management firm, California

Joe Mathews broke through the medieval teaching of Christianity and showed me
the meaning and concreteness of the cross and empty tomb today.
~Cristian Nacht, businessman, Brazil

We learned to be global citizens and to care for humanity from our only guru,
Joe.
~Vinod and Kamala Parekh, trainers, India



After three degrees and seventeen years in my profession, Joe Mathews gave me
the tools that allowed me to more effectively re-mythologize the Gospel for my
students.
~Clarence H. Snelling, Jr., Ph.D., Professor Emeritus, The Hiff School
of Theology, Colorado

His ability to articulate and demonstrate the meaning and relevance of the
“Great Teachings” to evervday life has been the basis Jor my approach to
leadership. teamwork, and corporate culture.
~Raymond Spencer, Chairman and CEO, Kanbay International Inc.,
Chicago

There was awe in Joe's' life and awe in his writings.
~Brian Stanfield, Institute of Cultural Affairs, Australia

1 first met Joe when he came to visit the Ethiopian Patriarch, where I was serving
as the Secretary General of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. He had a piercing
look when he talked with individuals, and we took him very seriously. He talked
of being interested in the church, and of wanting churchmen to become aware of
their responsibility in the modern world.
~V. Rev. L. L. T. Mikael N, Taffesse, The Eth iopian Orthodox Church
of Medhane-Alem

Joe found and expanded on individual greatness for the greater good.
~Sandra True, nurse administrator, and Robert True, physician, NYC

Joe Mathews was a master pedagogue. He remains an exemplar of effective
teaching for me.

~Neil Vance, Senior Lecturer, University of Arizona

Joe helped me realize that living a deeply human life is living a deeply spiritual
life.
~Larry Ward, business owner, clergy, and Director of the Lotus
Institute, North Carolina

The 21st century is in desperate need of Joe's words of challenge and healing. 1
will ahvays cherish my years of study and work with him and his team as we
attempted to facilitate human development around the globe.
~Robertson Work, Principal Policy Advisor, Decentralized
Governance, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
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Formal remarks made at Washington, D. C., April 4, 2003:

“[I]n 1955 [I] went to the University of Texas from Yale and there 1 met
Joseph Mathews. . . . He and I became close friends and colleagues. He
brought to that campus a spiritual depth and enthusiasm. . . . There he was at
a largely secular campus of 25,000 . . . students, and he created something of
a religious revival. But it wasn’t the “tub-thumping” revival, or one
characterized by “evangelism.” . . . It was rather [a] spiritual revival as he
pushed students to new depths of intellectual search on spiritual issues. He
had a following hard to imagine, and it took only two or three years for him
to [help] develop it into the Christian Faith and Life Community. He took the
germ of that idea with him through many parts of the world as he developed
[a] movement.

“If we had had a structure in the Methodist Church or even in
Protestantism that had the rigor of the [Roman] Catholic hierarchy, Joseph
Mathews would probably have been treated first with hostility, as was St.
Francis, and then later admitted into the fold as one who was the great
revivalist of spiritual life in our time.”

~Dr. John R. Silber
Boston University President (1971-96; 2002-03)
Chancellor (1996-2003)
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the citizens of Fifth City: Chicago;
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Foreword

By James K. Mathews, Ph.D., Bishop of the United Methodist Church, missionary 1o

India, son-in-law of E. Stanley Jones, author of ten books, and younger brother of Joseph
W. Mathews

Ever since | was asked to write a foreword to this collection of “talks” or
speeches by my brother Joe, I have been searching my memory about what it was
that helped make him what he was. Events from his early years do indeed give
some hint about this subject. Some of these 1 shall try to record here in the order
in which they came to me.

Others have often made the point that Joe Mathews did not leave much of a
paper trail — in the sense of formal writing. On the other hand, he saw to it that
extensive notes, drafts, and outlines were preserved in abundance.

Somehow when he took a pen in hand, his style became cramped and stiff.
There were, of course, exceptions, as in the case of his essay “The Time My
Father Died” and a few others. When he turned to speaking in public, however,
he immediately became loose and lucid. This was his medium. There is good
reason for St. Paul’s assertion: “Faith comes from hearing” (Rom. 10:17).

I hesitate to liken Joe to Winston Churchill, but I recall hearing that when
the latter arose to speak in the House of Commons, the word would quickly
spread, “Winnnie’s up!” and the chamber would become instantly crowded. It
was somewhat like this with Joe.

This aptitude manifested itself very early in Sunday School, in public
school. or even at home. When it came to reciting verse or “speaking a piece,”
Joe excelled. Let me recall a little poem he used to repeat with great gusto:

Of Father George and Martha too,
I’m proud as I can be;

For they were parents of this land
Of which I’m part, you see.

We all ought to honor them,
For it is very sure, | am:
That if there’d been no Father George,
There’d be no Uncle Sam!
No claim can be made for that being great poetry, but when voiced by Joe, it
would open up the wellsprings of patriotism! Incidentally, be showed a lifelong
interest in good poetry, ranging from the Psalms, the Browning’s, e.e. cummings,
and D.H. Lawrence, among others.
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While we were growing up there was a barn on our property, not uncommon
even in town during horse and buggy days. The barn lent itself to “theatricals” of
all sorts. Since ours was a large family, as was true also of our neighbors, casting
was never a problem. Some presentations were our own composition. At times
our undertakings were more ambitious. How well I recall Joe’s role in a selection
from As You Like It.

We were fortunate later in attending the outstanding Senior High School in
Mansfield, Ohio. The teachers were of superior quality and always alert to
encourage promising students. Joe excelled in English and in Public Speaking. In
fact, he rated very high in statewide oratorical competition in Ohio. In turn, he
encouraged his younger siblings, Alice and myself, in the field of public address.

It was also during his high school years that Joe’s gifts in acting were
uncovered. He successfully tried out for Sheridan’s The Rivals. No one who saw
him in the role of Captain Absolute — clothed in red-coat regimentals and all —
could forget his prowess as an actor. He also played the leading role in a play —
popular on Broadway in the 1920°s — Rollo’s Wild Oats.

Afier having been graduated from high school he did not immediately go on
to college but was active in a local drama group. Among other plays he had a
principal part in Witness for the Prosecution. This led to a tryout at the Cleveland
Playhouse. One of the judges on that occasion was the well-known character-
actress (this feminine term was still used in those days) Marie Dressler. She
recommended that Joe go to Hollywood and try out for the movies! The details of
that story are told in my forthcoming biography of my brother.

In a word, Joe did not become a movie actor, although there always
remained about him something of the actor — so no waste there. Very often I have
thought about another man from the Middle West who went to Hollywood about
the same time. He did get into the movies and ended up living in a prominent
residence in Washington, D.C. His name was Ronald Reagan.

Perhaps I should mention at this point that Joe took up the habit of cigarette
smoking while involved in drama. One part called for this and he was determined
to master the “stage business” related to the practice. In this endeavor he
succeeded, but he never succeeded in breaking the tobacco habit, though at times
he tried. He tolerated my complaining to him about this, although he thought my
admonitions arose out of some sort of “moralism.” In my view, his addiction
hastened his death but the Creator at no time has entrusted me with control in
such matters.

Meanwhile, my brother ended up in Los Angeles in 1932. It was the year of
the Olympic Games in that city. The churches mounted a program at that time
called the “Olympiad of Religion.” Some of the finest preachers in the country
took part. Among them was Bishop Arthur J. Moore of the Methodist Episcopal
Church, South. His message and delivery were always compelling and
convincing. Joe responded to the Gospel and this proved to be the most
transforming moment of his journey. The direction of his life was completely
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changed. All else ensued from this. He returned home later that summer and told
the story to me. I, too, responded and was changed, and though we had always
enjoyed a close relationship, from then on we became Colleagues in the Spirit in
a most profound way.

It goes almost without saying that Joe learned from Bishop Moore and
sometimes imitated his manner of preaching. He sought out other great preachers
of every stripe and learned from them. Later, while he was in seminary in New
York, he and 1 literally feasted on the sermons of the leading preachers of the
day. Nor did he neglect learning from the outstanding camp meeting preachers of
the time whose very hallmark was earnestness. All of this left a lasting
impression on Joe. His speaking was always dramatic, always emphatic, and
always passionate. Invariably, too, he expected response and he usually got it.

It was in the autumn of 1932 that I first recall hearing him preach. His text I
have forgotten, but not his topic: “Presume Not That I Am What [ Was.” It dealt,
of course, with his spiritual awakening and the change in his life’s direction. It is
hardly surprising that the title came from Shakespeare, specifically from the
Second Part of King Henry the Fourth (5.05.56). To this day I can hear him
“ringing the changes” in this oft-repeated testimony — the story of his conversion.

It was about this time that both of us became well acquainted with a
renowned Methodist preacher who was regarded one of the greatest orators of his
day. His name was John Wesley Hill — a superb master of old-style oratory. He
encouraged both of us in public speaking — in fact he “took us in hand” to school
us in clear enunciation. How many times we were caused to repeat the tongue-
twister: “The rat ran over the roof with a piece of red liver in its mouth.” “Master
that phrase and they will catch your every word — even in the back row,” he
would admonish.

Joe and I were together in college for two years. We studied together in
seminary for one year. We preached together in the summer of 1935 in
southwestern Virginia. This was evangelistic preaching — revival meetings, but
much more. We would also call on every family in the towns and then in the
surrounding farmers’ homes. In town we would walk; for the countryside we
would borrow horses. As we expressed it at the time: “we walked until we could
not stand up and we rode until we could not sit down.” But the people came in
droves. During the mornings we would teach Bible and every evening we would
preach — alternately. Our message was the same but our manner was different.
Joe would declare the wrath and judgment of God and then I would proclaim the
love of God. Between us we developed a kind of “divine pincer movement”
which proved highly effective, for the people did respond.

During the following summer — 1936 — Joe and | were engaged together in a
modern version of the “Lollard Movement” (14™ century preachers related to
John Wycliffe in bringing the Bible to people in the language of the people). In
northern Ohio we organized some thirty Bible study groups in, say, twenty
communities. We drove an old Essex car, each teaching separate groups of 20-35
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persons every week. We did extensive charting methods, which Joe was later to
develop into a fine art. We did not so much lecture to the classes as to “draw the
message out of the participants” who were exposed directly to one or another
books of the Bible. About 700 people altogether were involved. To our surprise,
we discovered twenty years later that some of these groups still continued!

Thereafter our paths parted for some years — Joe to pastorates in the United
States, followed by chaplaincy in the Army in Word War I; I to India as a
missionary and also four years in the Army. After the war we were reunited, so to
speak, and continued our close affinity to the end.

Some readers may conclude that too much emphasis has been placed here
on Joe’s speaking skills. To this the only response is that this volume is, after all,
a collection of his public addresses. His dramatic skills were not a fagade but
instruments to communicate vitally world-transforming truths.

It may also be rightfully asked what transformed Joseph Mathews from a
more or less conventional preacher to the radical churchman he became. There
can be no doubt that it was Joe’s war experience, which literally shocked him
into drastic change, for firsthand he was confronted with the brevity of life and,
therefore, of its profound finality and seriousness. He was not an “armchair” but
a “frontline” chaplain. In the successive and severe battles in the Pacific he saw
hundreds of the soldiers he served literally obliterated in a second’s flash. In
burying them he was inevitably deepened and thereafter never ceased to explore
the depths of human existence. He pondered: “What have I to say to people who
are doomed to death?” He concluded that his theological preparation was utterly
inadequate.

It was for this reason that he enrolled in Yale Divinity School. For the first
time in his life he was freed for a period of the need to support himself as he
learned. The G.1. Bill of Rights and the labors of his wife, Lyn, paid expenses.
He immersed himself in uninterrupted study as never before. He felt the demand
upon him to bring the message to the people in a fresh way, acceptable to modern
minds.

Meanwhile, Joe sat under or was introduced to the world’s finest theological
minds. These included the contemporary theologians: the Niebuhrs, Tillich,
Bonhoeffer, Bultmann, Barth; and the historical ones, Wesley, Luther, Aquinas,
Augustine — the whole array.

Finally, he was convinced that modern theology had done all the theological
groundwork for church renewal. For him the task was to help work out the
concrete pragmatic application that these insights demanded.

Always he was focused on the Christian message, but this had to be
available for all. “God works in a mysterious way” but his wonders serve the
present age in every place and every person.



Introduction

By John Epps

May 1 have the honor of introducing you to Joseph Wesley Mathews (1911-
1977). or Joe, as he was known in his lifetime.

Joe might be characterized as a Protestant prophet, as a Methodist maverick,
or as a religious revolutionary. He was all those things and many more. He was
one whose presence impacted everyone he encountered. His great gift was to
focus that presence on whatever situation in which he found himself, When Joe
tied his shoe, that shoe knew it had been tied. When he wished you “Good
morning,” you knew full well that you had been greeted. However one attempts
to characterize the man, intensity would be a dominant trait. No encounter was
casual for Joe Mathews, and no one he encountered was unmoved.'

The articles in these pages were mostly talks given in the framework of the
Order: Ecumenical, the group that formed the staff of the Ecumenical Institute,
and later, the Institute of Cultural Affairs. From 1962 until his death in October
of 1977, Joe was Dean of the Order: Ecumenical. We were a group of families,
covenanted to live corporately under the disciplines of poverty (detachment),
chastity (single-mindedness), and obedience (engagement in mission). This was a
group, at one time numbering 1700 around the world, dedicated to renewal of the
church in service to the world. Prior to 1973, work focused on the religious life
and service to the church; afterwards the focus shifted to renewal of local
communities and organizations as a pilot for the church’s mission of service. Joe
led the charge on both fronts, the religious and the secular.

Since these talks were often delivered to the staff, they sometimes have
peculiar phrases and jargon that the group used to enhance communications. The
editors have attempted either to remove the jargon or to make the terms clearer to
the reader. The message is relevant far beyond the confines of the group that first
heard it, in part because the group saw itself as experimental, “guinea pigs” if
you like, on behalf of the larger society.

Joe’s passion for authentic human living caused him constantly to probe
religion, sociology, philosophy, theology, and the arts for insights, which he used
in profound and moving presentations. But the presentations were not the aim:
Joe sought authenticity not for himself but for everyone, whether or not they
shared his worldview, philosophy, or religion. Human authenticity, not spiritual
insight, was his aim. When his insights were developed and presented, they

' For a biography of Joe W. Mathews, see the forthcoming work of his brother, Bishop
James K. Mathews.
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frequently became the grist for methods and “spirit exercises” that allowed
people to explore them personally.

Theologically, one can find the root of Joe’s thought in the works of his
graduate professor at Yale University, H. Richard Niebuhr. With few exceptions,
Joe’s theology is a practical grounding of Niebuhr’s insights. According to Joe,
major theological breakthroughs had occurred in the works of Barth, Bultmann,
Tillich. Bonhoeffer, and the Niebuhr brothers. Their works accomplished the
intellectual accommodation of the Christian faith to the 20" century scientific,
secular, and urban worldview. While there was rational clarity about the faith, its

existential impact was virtually unexplored. Joe saw his task to be clarifying
concepts of faith in life experience.

Yet in that clarification, Joe was profoundly corporate. Often he would pose
an insight to a group and encourage extensive discussion — sometimes over a
period of months — until it was refined, polished, and shaped into a
communicable form. Hence, few of his speeches were Joe’s alone in their
substance. He drew from the insights and experiences of a wide variety of people
and shaped them into content that we all owned.

What Joe brought was oratory. Joe was a speaker. When you heard a Joe
Mathews lecture, you were changed. You may not have liked it, or may not have
understood it, but you certainly had to come to terms with it. Whether on a
rostrum, behind a pulpit, across a table, or one-on-one in a hallway, Joe let his
considerable passion focus on his tongue. He could, and frequently did, animate,
illuminate, and illustrate the most profound concepts while alternatively
intriguing, challenging, and castigating his audience. The man’s oratory was
awesome.

Part of it was his willingness to use whatever language seemed most
appropriate to the topic — not necessarily to the audience. He used shock value to
great advantage, and the most pious of people listened with considerable
discomfort at his army-like profanity while expounding on religion. Far from
bothering him, he was delighted to expose “little old ladies of both sexes.”

After you finished listening to a Joe Mathews talk, your worldview was
different, and you typically were left with a decision of how to embody that
difference.

Joe left a limited legacy. Most materials were in the form of speeches or
talks or lectures. In this book, in their written and edited form, they omit most of
the rhetorical flourish that marked their delivery. You cannot simply transcribe
and publish a good speech. Asides, personal names, expletives, stutters, pauses,
growls, cackles, and sighs all fall victim to the editor’s pencil.

But Joe’s content was deeper than oratorical fanfare. It gave form and voice
to profound insights into authentic humanness developed by a sensitive and
disciplined body of people for whom Joe was the spokesperson. This content is
worth knowing and it is valuable knowledge. Although it came from a particular
time and place, it has universal implications. We ignore it at our peril. There
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were several consistent themes that are apparent in his works, and I would like to
say a word about them as part of this introduction.

1. Authentic living consists of total expenditure on behalf of all in one’s
particular situation.

Joe was not one who held back or who tolerated others who did. Life is meant to
be lived fully, not hoarded, and that living meant active engagement in the major
issues of the times. Once in a vocational retreat, a student asked Joe what would
be a significant vocation. His reply was to ask the student to name the three most
important issues in the world. The student gave his response, to which Joe
replied. “If, when I come back next year, you’re not doing something about
those. then you’re living in sin!” Vocation is expending your life addressing what
you find are the important issues of the world. But it is not simply addressing an
issue or a set of related issues that constitutes human authenticity. The only thing
worth addressing is the whole thing — the world and all its issues. And even that
is finite and fleeting. So, ultimately, it’s God that you serve, but you can do that
only through service in and to the world.

While addressing the major issues was of primary importance, so also is the
way you address them. Joe had little patience for the “protest” approach which is
ineffective, in part because it depends on someone else to correct the situation.
The approach Joe advocated and demonstrated was one of demonstrating with
your own life the solution, and then advocating that solution to the appropriate
social structures. He referred to this as the approach of structural revolution.

Personal risk and rewards were not high values to Joe; being effective was.
And this meant using every ounce of energy and creativity you can muster to
address the real needs you face. He understood that you have one life that is
fleeting; attempts to hold onto that one life simply don’t work. He would have
regarded the current spate of efforts towards self-development (whether they be
spiritual or physical or mental) as misguided at best and perhaps idolatrous. The
sole reason for developing your capacities is not so that you can be more
fulfilled; it is so that you can be more effective in addressing the issues. Joe went
so far as to study ancient strategists, Sun Tzu from China and Musashi from
Japan, in order to learn effective ways of addressing contemporary issues.

One might suspect this approach meant a kind of perpetual seriousness, but
Joe understood that people need rituals, celebrations, and times of discontinuity
to sustain effective and creative engagement. He felt that once you select your
point of engagement, you go for it with all you’ve got. If you get any more, you
throw that into the fray as well.

It was the big picture that was worth living and dying for, not just a simple
little cause. He could be quite caustic when anyone began to take her/himself too
seriously. What matters is the “last fat lady,” to use an expression Joe borrowed
from J. D. Salinger’s Franny and Zooey. One community doesn’t matter; what
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matters are all communities in the world. Put another way, you give yourself in
bringing life to this community so that it becomes a sign of possibility for others.
In fact, Joe demonstrated this approach in initiating Human Development
Projects in each of the world’s time zones. Each was to become a demonstration
of possibility for others in its zone, and so a unit of care in a global network.

But you cannot go for the “big picture” directly; it can only be addressed in
the particular local situation. Abstract causes held no appeal for Joe, and, in fact,
were manifestations of what he regarded as “the liberal heresy.” You can only
engage the world from your particular standpoint, but to be responsible you must
engage the world from that standpoint.

«Expenditure” in this definition of authenticity carries with it a large degree
of self-consciousness. You decide what you’re going to do with your life; you
don’t let circumstances decide for you. It’s an ambiguous decision made with
wracking deliberation in total uncertainty. As a result, you find yourself standing
over nothing with a hundred-ton crane on your shoulders, to use a couple of Joe’s
favorite metaphors. As you decide to pick up the weight of the world, there is no
assurance that you’re doing the right thing, and this very uncertainty is part and
parcel of authentic living. You’re always up against sheer mystery.

This means that you have a peculiar and passionate nonchalance about what
you are doing. On the one hand, it doesn’t matter. It’s insignificant compared to
the whole. On the other hand, it is the means through which you address the
whole and so is crucially important, even though it will definitely pass away.
You may recognize this as the paradox of radical monotheism as laid out by H.
Richard Niebuhr.?2 Joe called this lifestyle many things: “cruciformity,” “the
resurrected life,” “profound humanness,” and many other phrases you will find in
these works. People who practice it are, variously, “the church,” “those who
care,” “the league,” “the spirit movement,” “the secular-religious,” “the guild.”

In all cases there is the double paradox of 1) giving your life in order to find
it, and 2) engaging the particular to address the universal. While these can be
easily footnoted from the New Testament, Joe’s means of authenticating his
message was with his life, not with an external authority. As he often quoted
(from St. Paul), “Our only weapon, our sole defense, is a life of integrity.”

Maintaining that posture of integrity — passionate nonchalance, effective
local engagement, and global responsibility — does not come easy. It requires a
disciplined spirit life to keep the perspective and stay “on the Way.” This brings
up the second of Joe’s underlying themes.

2. Spirit exercises sustain you on the journey of authenticity.

Human authenticity is a continuing journey, a progression through numerous
stages, with various pitfalls. It is a journey of consciousness and engagement,

2 See his Radical Monotheism and Western Culture (New York: Harpercollins College
Division, 1972) for a complete description of this paradox.
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combining knowing and doing in a perpetual drama of development, disillusion,
decision, and destiny. Joseph Campbell chronicled the journey as it was
described by various ancient cultures in his classic The Hero with A Thousand
Faces. Joe’s efforts attempted to give a contemporary expression to the topic of
human authenticity. While he never put together a comprehensive narrative
describing the complete journey, he provided detailed and moving accounts of
various landmarks along the trail.

The journey begins with some form of “awakenment,” when you find
yourself up against final and ultimate Mystery, received by Being, and
responsible for the world. This often comes as a religious experience, but there is
nothing religious about it. It can occur with equal profundity in community
meetings or business consultations or personal relations in which you confront
your own negation of the given situation and choose to engage responsibly.
Religion is the mythology and dramatization of these profoundly human
dynamics.

In the midst of this work, Joe stumbled onto what he considered to be one of
the most significant findings of his career: the Other World in the midst of this
world. Following H. Richard Niebuhr’s insight from 1942, that “mankind lives in
two worlds, and whenever he attempts to reduce life to either one alone,
something goes seriously wrong,” Joe found a way to describe that Other World
that was both consistent with the scientific worldview and illuminative of human
experience. We live, basically, in two dimensions, the surface and the depth. The
surface is the world of ordinary experience; the depth is our state of being as we
live on the surface. Our ordinary experience sometimes becomes transparent to
the depths wherein lies significance and meaning.

As was typical of Joe’s work, he pursued this insight and mapped out 64
distinct states of being that constitute the Other World in the midst of this world.
They are grouped into four elements of topography which he labeled “The Land
of Mystery,” “The River of Consciousness,” “The Mountain of Care,” and “The
Sea of Tranquillity.” Each was related to a type of experience you have on the
Jjourney of authenticity.

Living as awakened, you sometimes experience another phase -
“sanctification” was one term Joe used to describe it. In this phase his descriptive
terms were “universal benevolence,” in which you fall in love with the world;
“radical integrity,” in which the responsibility for the world drops on you; and
“endless fulfillment,” in which you find paradoxical joy in your given situation.
None of these terms means quite what you would expect — each contains both
misery and elation.

In the interplay between these phases you find yourself experiencing the
“dark night of the soul,” (humiliation, weakness, resentment, and suffering); the
“long march of care,” (rootlessness, ineffectiveness, weariness, and

* “Towards a New Otherworldliness,” H. Richard Niebuhr, Theology Today, 1942,
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unfulfiliment); and “hope beyond hope” (ghostliness, ceaselessness, nothingness,
and salvific presence). Each of these dynamics was carefully delineated so that
anyone could recognize it in her/his experience.

Even with all these marks along the trail of authenticity, you cannot simply
let things happen. It is exceptionally easy to lose your way. In fact, culture
conspires to make it difficult to follow the way of authenticity. Commonly
accepted values of sufficiency, self-preservation, and comfort intrude into the
journey, making it difficult to stay “on the Way.”

Hence, Joe spent a great deal of time, energy, and creativity working out
“spirit exercises” that could sustain people on the journey. Each of them could
warrant a book of explanation and practice. The point here is to note that Joe was
thoroughly involved in the development and practice of spirit exercises. He found
them essential for keeping yourself reminded of your decision to live the life of
authenticity.

But what was it all for, if personal authenticity was not a goal worthy of
pursuit in itself? This brings up the third major theme in Joe’s works: primal
community.

3. Primal community is the sociological manifestation of human authenticity.

While much of Joe’s creativity went into matters of spirit, he was no less
concerned with sociological reality. In fact, his lifelong grievance with the
established church was its irrelevance to the major social issues confronting the
world. His initial effort with the Ecumenical Institute was to provide a laboratory
to discover how the church might effectively serve society in its local setting.
The two faces of Joe’s work were a “new religious mode” and a “new social
vehicle.”

As a pilot project, the Institute located in the West Side ghetto of Chicago
and set to work serving the needs of the area. It quickly became evident that any
effective work would need to be in a limited geographical area, and a section was
delimited and named “Fifth City.” This location became a lifelong passion for
Joe, and he was laid to rest with a handful of Fifth City soil in his urn.

But as a pilot project Fifth City had to yield insights and wisdom applicable
to other situations, and indeed it did. In all future human development project
consultations, principles were presented that came from the experience of the
Institute in Fifth City. In the economic arena, principles were: 1) imaginally
isolate the community from the larger economy; 2) bring money in; 3) cut the
outflows; 4) circulate the money rapidly; and 5) re-relate to the larger economy.
Culturally, the principles were: 1) define a limited geographical area; 2) deal with
all the people; 3) address all the issues; 4) identify the underlying contradiction;
and 5) use symbols as key. Once when questioned about these principles, Joe
remarked that prior to our efforts in Fifth City and elsewhere, these things were
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not known. Now they may be commonplace and even obvious because lives were
invested in specific efforts to make them known.

4. Human authenticity is the birthright of every person in the world.

Throughout his life, Joe exhibited a passion for the dispossessed. In his later
years when he was able to visit rural villages in third world countries, he found
among residents a dignity, depth, practical intelligence, and passion waiting to be
released. He came away greatly impressed and clear that authenticity is not
exclusive to those of the Christian persuasion or of those with adequate economic
resources. He articulated this insight powerfully in a talk entitled “Transpadane
Christianity.” While this may seem self-evident to persons raised in a multi-
cultural setting, most of us tend to regard those with dramatically different
cultures and values as less than fully human.

This, for Joe, constitutes bigotry. Speaking personally, he regarded his
deepest and most entrenched prejudice to be “Christian bigotry,” thinking and
acting as though Christians had an exclusive right to authenticity. That is nof the
case. and, while Christian mythology spells out the dynamics of authenticity, the
capacity for it resides in everyone. The job for Those Who Care is to bring it out.
Joe made numerous disparaging comments about those who insisted everyone
had to “say the Boy Scout Oath like I do” (meaning to verbalize Christian poetry)
in order to be fully human. For him, the Christian poetry points to realities that
are not restricted to one form of poetry. It was far more important to manifest in
your life those dynamics than to speak about them. Authentic living consists in
manifesting profound humanness, whatever poetry you use to express it. It is to
be welcomed and celebrated wherever it is found. Joe engaged in extensive
research to articulate the dimensions and dynamics of profound humanness in
secular, non-Christian terms.

Rational clarity, however, was not the point. Communication of that clarity
was, and in his unique way Joe made his point through telling a story. It was the
story of walking through the fields near Maliwada, a village development project
in Maharashtra, India. The fields were spotted with wells from which villagers
drew their water. As Joe put it:

They have those big wells, some of them twenty to thirty feet across, others six
to eight feet across, and in my imagination | was afraid of falling down those
wells. As a matter of fact, vertigo overcame me, and | looked in one of those
things and thought, “If you don’t get out of here, Mathews, you’re going to
Jjump.” I was walking with old men: we were an old Muslim, an old Hindu, and
an old Christian. We spread out as we were walking in the fields and
simultaneously each one of us fell down a separate well. There we met a table
of common consciousness. We three fell down into consciousness. Those wells
we fell down were our own historical poetry. I fell down through a hole in
Christian poetry, and another fell down through a hole in Hindu poetry, and
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another through a hole in Muslim poetry. And when we hit the water table of
consciousness, we didn’t need to speak Hindi, or Marathi, or English together.
We just looked into the deeps of one another’s eyes.

Despite the research, Joe himself never left the Christian poetry in his
personal expressions. Nor did he expect others to leave their particular poetry in
talking about the profound. He only believed — and deeply believed — that down
beneath the poetry lies reality which we all share. Surely, he said, we should be
able to relate positively to it and therefore to each other.



Meet Joe the Man

The Time My Father Died

By Joseph Wesley Mathews

Sometime past noon, November ninth the last, our telephone rang. It was for me,
person-to person. My oldest sister, Margaret, was calling.

“Joe, Papa just died!”

We children never called him Papa while we were growing up. He was
mostly “Dad.” But in the last decade or so, out of a strange mellowing affection,
we started, all seven of us, referring to our father as Papa.

My Papa dead! — just seven days before he was nine-two.

Within the hour | began my journey to my father. I find it difficult to
express how deeply I wanted to be with him in his death. Furthermore, he had
long since commissioned my brother and me to conduct the celebration. My
brother unfortunately was out of the country and I had quiet anxiety about
executing it alone.

The late afternoon flight was conducive to contemplation. I thought of the
many well-meant condolences already received.

“Isn’t it fine that your father lived to be ninety-two?”

“It must be easier for you since he lived such a long life.”

Certainly 1 was grateful for such comments. But I found myself perturbed
too. Didn’t they realize that to die is to die, whether you are seventeen, forty-
nine, or one hundred and ten? Didn’t they know that our death is our death? And
that each of us has only one death to die? This was my father’s death! It was no
less significant because he was most of a hundred. It was his death. The only one
he would ever have.

The family had already gathered when I arrived in the little New England
town. We immediately sat in council. The first task was to clarify our self-
understanding. The second was to embody that understanding in the celebration
of Papa’s death. Consensus was already present: the One who gives us our life is
the same that takes it from us. From this stance we felt certain broad implications
should guide the formation of the ceremony.

Death is a very lively part of life and no life is finished without the
experience of death.
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Death is a crucial point in the human adventure that somehow
transposes to every other aspect of life.

Death is to be received in humble gratitude and must ever
be honored with honest dignity.

Together we concluded that the death of our father must be celebrated as a real
part of his history, before the final Author that gave him both his life and his
death, with integrity and solemn appreciation.

The very articulation of these lines of guidance worked backward laying
bare our own inward flight from death. They also made more obvious the efforts
of our culture to disguise death. I mean the great concealment by means of plush
caskets, white satin linings, soft cushions, head pillows, Sunday clothes,
cosmetics, perfume, flowers, and guaranteed vaults. Empty of symbolic meaning,
they serve but to deceive — to simulate life. They seem to say, “Nothing has
actually happened. Nothing is really changed.” What vanity to denude death! All
our pretenses about it only strengthen its power to destroy our lives. Death
stripped of meaning and dignity becomes a demon. Not to embrace death as part
of our given life is finally not to embrace our life. That is, we do not really live.
This is the power of unacknowledged death. I ponder over the strange smile on
faces of the dead.

To symbolize the dignity of our father’s death, the family thought to clothe
him in a pine box and to rest him in the raw earth.

I remembered the men of the war I buried. There was great dignity in the
shelter — half shrouded, in the soiled clothing, in the dirty face, in the shallow
grave. | say dignity was there. Death was recognized as death. Death was
dramatized as the death of the men who had died their own death.

A sister and brother-in-law were sent to make arrangements. They asked
about the coffin. A pine box was out of the question. None was to be had. The
undertaker, as they called him, explained that caskets ranged from one hundred to
several thousands of dollars. Interpreting the spirit of the common mind, our
emissaries asked for the $100 coffin.

“What $100 coffin?” replied an astonished undertaker.

“Why the one you mentioned.”

“Oh no, caskets begin at $275.”

“Did you not mention a $100 coffin?”

“Yes. Yes. But you wouldn’t want that. It is for paupers. We bury only the
paupers in the $100 coffins.” '

This thought racked the psychic foundations of my sister and her husband.
They retreated for further consultation. None of the rest of us, it turned out, was
emotionally prepared for the pauper twist. Actually, the tyranny of the economic
order over us was exposed. Our deepest emotions of guilt, love, sorrow, regret
were all mixed up with this strange tyranny. In short, we could not move forward
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with our decision until we first agreed to set up a small memorial for Papa that
would be used for charity in the little community.

By this time, assuming that no one would want to put his father away as a
pauper, the undertaker had placed Papa in the $275 casket. Having recovered
some equilibrium we protested. He was understandably upset by our stand and
insisted that we come to his showroom. We all went together, including Mama,
who has been weathering the storms of life now for more than fourscore years.
Caskets of all kinds filled the place. We asked about the pauper’s coffin.

“We keep that outside in the storehouse.” Anticipating our next request he
hurried on. “No, I can’t bring that into my showroom.”

In the back | saw a wooden rough box which reminded me of the pine
coffin. We talked, the undertaker and 1. He was really a very sensitive man.
Certainly he had a living to make. When | offered to pay him more for the other
expenses of the funeral, he refused. But he mellowed a bit. He remembered when
he lived in upper New York state as a little boy. His grandfather had been an
undertaker too. Grandfather had used rough pine boxes out in the country to bury
people in. In his recollecting he found a kind of meaning in our decision for the
pauper’s coffin. He even brought it into the showroom where Mama and the rest
of the family could see it.

Immediately it was opened and another mild shock came. The pauper’s
coffin was exactly like any other coffin — pillow, white satin, and all. Except the
white satin wasn’t really white satin. It was the kind of shiny material you might
buy at the ten-cent store. Everything was simply cheap imitation. We had hoped
for something honest. Despite the disappointment, we took the pauper’s box. And
Papa was transferred to his own coffin.

I did not want to see my father until I could have some time with him alone.
Several hours before the funeral 1 went to where he waited. 1 can scarcely
describe what 1 saw and felt.

My father, | say, was ninety-two. In his latter years he had wonderfully
chiseled wrinkles. 1 had helped to put them there. His cheeks were deeply
sunken; his lips pale. He was an old man. There is a kind of glory in the face of
an old man. Not so with the stranger lying there. They had my Papa looking like
he was fifty-two. Cotton stuffed in his cheeks had erased the best wrinkles.
Make-up powder and rouge plastered his face way up into his hair and around his
neck and ears. His lips were painted. He . . . he looked ready to step before the
footlights of the matinee performance.

I fiercely wanted to pluck out the cotton but was afraid. At least the make-up
could come off. 1 called for alcohol and linens. A very reluctant mortician
brought them to me. And I began the restoration. As the powder, the rouge, the
lipstick disappeared, the stranger grew older. He never recovered the look of his
ninety-two years but in the end the man in the coffin became my Papa.

Something else happened to me there with my father in his death.
Throughout childhood, I had been instructed in the medieval worldview. This by
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many people who were greatly concerned for me: my father, my mother, my
Sunday school teacher, yes, my teachers at the school, and most of my neighbors.
They taught me the ancient Greek picture of how when you die there’s something
down inside of you that escapes death, how the real me doesn’t die at all. Much
later 1 came to see that both the biblical view and the modern image were
something quite different. But I wondered if the meeting with my father in his
death would create nostalgia for the worldview of my youth. I wondered if 1
would be tempted to revert to that earlier conditioning in order to handle the
problems of my own existence. It wasn’t this way.

What did happen to me 1 am deeply grateful for. I don’t know how much
I’m able to communicate. It happened when I reached down to straighten my
father’s tie. There was my father. Not the remains, not the body of my father, but
my father. It was my father in death! Ever since 1 can remember, Papa never
succeeded in getting his tie quite straight. We children took some kind of
pleasure in fixing it before he went out. Though he always pretended to be
irritated at this, we knew that he enjoyed our attention. It was all sort of a secret
sign of mutual acknowledgment. Now in death I did it once again. This simple
little act became a new catalyst of meaning. That was my Papa whose tie I
straightened in the coffin. It was my father there experiencing his death. It was
my Papa involved in the Mystery in his death as he had been involved in the
Mystery in his life. I say there he was related to the same Final Mystery in death
as in life. Somehow the dichotomy between living and dying was overcome.

Where is thy victory, O death?

Death is indeed a powerfully individual happening. My Papa experienced
his death all alone. About this I am quite clear. I remember during the war I
wanted to help men die. 1 was never finally able to do this. I tried. Sometimes I
placed a lighted cigarette in a soldier’s mouth as we talked. Sometimes I quoted
to him the Twenty-third Psalm. Sometimes I wiped the sweat and blood from his
face. Sometimes I held his hand. Sometimes I did nothing. It was a rude shock to
discover that I could not in the final sense help a man to die. Each had to do his
own dying, alone.

But then I say death is something more than an individual experience. It is
also a social happening. Papa’s death was an event in our family. All of us knew
that a happening had happened to us as a family and not just to Papa.
Furthermore, the dying of an individual is also an internal occurrence in the
larger communities of life. Indeed it happens to all history and creation itself.
This is true whether that individual be great or small. The inner being of a little
New England town is somehow changed by the absence of the daily trek of an
eccentric old gentleman to the post office where he stopped to deliver long
monologues on not very interesting subjects to all who could not avoid him.
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Perhaps we don’t know how to feel these happenings as communities. Maybe we
don’t know how to celebrate them. But they happen.

We wanted to celebrate Papa’s death as his own event but we wanted also to
celebrate it as a social happening. Most of all, we wanted to celebrate Christianly.
But this is not so simple. The office of the funeral suffers a great malaise in our
day. Perhaps even more than other rites. There are many causes. The undertaker,
in the showroom episode, spoke to this with deep concern. His rather scathing
words disturb me still.

“Funerals today have become no more than disposal services!”

“What of those conducted by the church?” I ventured.

“Church indeed! I mean the church,” he said.

_ His professional posture was here set aside. Pointing out that most funerals
today are held outside any real sense of Christian community, he spoke of the
tragedy of keeping children away from death. He spoke of adults who
sophisticatedly boast of never having engaged in the death rite. He spoke of the
overall decrease in funeral attendance. He especially rued the emptiness of the
rites because they were no longer understood. And he caricatured the clergy as
the hired disposal units with their artificial airs, unrealistic words, and hurried
services.

“What we all seem to want nowadays” he said, “is to get rid of the body as
quickly and efficiently as is respectably allowable, with as little trouble to as few
folk as possible.”

These solemn words were creatively sobering. The funeral embodied the full
office of worship. We who gathered acted out all three parts. We first confessed
our own self-illusions and received once again the word of cosmic promise of
fresh beginnings. Then we read to ourselves from our classic scriptures
recounting men’s courage to be before God and boldly expressed together our
thanksgiving for the given actualities of our lives. Thirdly, we presented
ourselves to the Unchanging Mystery beyond all that is and corporately dedicated
our lives once more to the task of affirming the world and creating civilization.

The point is, we did not gather to console ourselves. We did not gather to
psychologically bolster one another. We did not gather to excuse anybody’s
existence or to pretend about the world we live in. We celebrated the death of my
father by recollecting and acknowledging who we are and what we must
therefore become. That is, we assembled as the church on this occasion in our
history to remember that we are the church.

In the midst of the service of death the “words over the dead,” are
pronounced. I had sensed for a long time that one day I might pronounce them
over Papa. Now that the time had come 1 found myself melancholy beyond due.
It was not simply that it was my father. Yet, just because it was my father, | was
perhaps acutely sensitive. | mean about the funeral meditation, as it is revealingly
termed. Memories of poetic rationalizations of our human pretenses about death
gnawed at my spirit. Some that | recalled actually seemed designed to blanket the
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awareness that comes in the face of death, that death is a part of life and that all
must die. | remembered others as attempts to explain away the sharp sense of
ontological guilt and moral emptiness that we all experience before the dead. The
very gifts of grace were here denied, whether by ignorance or intent, and the
human spirit thereby smothered into nothing. 1 remembered still other of these
meditations even more grotesque in their disfigurement of life — undisguised
sentimentalities offering shallow assurances and fanciful comforts. How could
we shepherds of the souls do such things to human beings? Perhaps after all 1
was not unduly depressed.

Coincidental with these broodings, my imagination was vividly assaulted by
another image. It was a homely scene from a television western. A small crowd
of townsfolk was assembled on Boot Hill to pay last respects to one that had
lived and died outside the law. A very ordinary citizen was asked to say “a few
words over the dead.” He spoke with the plainness of wisdom born out of
intimate living with life as it actually is. Protesting that he was not a religious
man, he reminded the gathered of the mystery present in that situation beyond the
understanding of any one or all of them together. Then he turned and spoke
words to the dead one. He spoke words to the family. He spoke words to the
townsfolk themselves. In each case his words confronted the intended hearer with
the real events and guilt of the past and in each case he offered an image of
significance for the future. There was comfort in his words. But it was the honest,
painful comfort of coming to terms with who we are in the midst of the world as
it is. It impressed me as deeply religious, as deeply Christian.

For my father I took this pattern as my own. At the appointed place I too
reminded the assembled body of the Incomprehensible One who is the ground of
all living and dying. I too announced a word to the assembled townsfolk, and to
my family, and to my father.

I looked out at the members of the funeral party who represented the village
where my father had spent his last years. They were sitting face to face before
one another, each caught in the gaze of the neighbor. In that moment, if I had
never known it before, I knew that a community’s life is somehow held before it
whenever it takes, with even vague seriousness, the death of one of its members.
I saw in its face its failures and fears, its acts of injustice, callousness, and
irresponsibility. I saw its guilt. I saw its despair. They would call it sorrow for a
passing one. But it was their sorrow. Indeed it was, in a strange way, Sorrow for
themselves.

In the name of the church, I spoke first of all this that they already knew yet
so desperately needed to know aloud. And then I pronounced all their past,
remembered and forgotten, fully and finally received before the Unconditioned
Being who is Lord both of life and death.

I looked out at my family. There was my mother surrounded by her children
and her children’s children. What was going on in the deeps of this woman who
had mixed her destiny with that of the dead man for the major share of a century?
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What of sister Margaret who knew so well the severity of her father? What of the
son who had never won approval? Or the son-in-law never quite received? What
of the one who knew hidden things? What of the rebellious one? What of the
specially favored? What of Alice? What of Arthur? What of Elizabeth? I knew as
I looked. perhaps all over again, that the sorrow at death is not only that of the
loss of the cherished and the familiar. It is the sorrow of unacknowledged guilt,
postponed intentions, buried animosities, unmended ruptures. The sorrow of the
funeral is the pain of our own creatureliness, of self-disclosure, and of self-
acknowledgement. It is the pain of turning from the past to the future. It is the
pain of having to decide all over again about our lives.

In the name of the church, | spoke of these things written so clearly upon
our family countenance. And then in fear and joy I pronounced all our relations
with Papa and one another as cosmically approved by the One who gives us our
lives and takes them from us once again.

I looked at my father. And 1 knew things in a way I had not known them
before. It wasn’t that | knew anything new. But my knowing was now transposed
so that everything was different. 1 knew his very tragic boyhood. I knew the scars
it engraved on his soul. I knew his lifelong, agonizing struggle to rise beyond
them. I knew his unknown greatness. 1 knew his qualities next to genius that
never found deliverance. 1 knew his secret sense of failure. 1 knew things he
never knew 1 knew. I knew the dark nights of his soul. I knew . . . well, what 1
knew was his life. His spirit’s journey. That was it. It was his life I knew in that
moment. It was frozen now. It was all in now. It was complete. It was finished. It
was offered up for what it was. This was the difference made by death.

In the name of the church, I spoke his life out loud. Not excusing, not
glorifying, I spoke just of his life as I saw it then. And then I pronounced it good
and great and utterly significant before the One who had given it to history, just
as it was. Not as it might have been, not as it could have been abstractly
considered, not as I might have wanted it to be or others felt it should have been,
not even as Papa might have wanted it altered. 1 sealed it as acceptable to God,
then, just as it was finished.

The celebration ended in the burial grounds.

The funeral party bore Papa to his grave. There was no drama in the
processional. It was just empty utility. The death march, once explosive in
symbolic force, had lost its power. I allowed myself to be swept along in silent
frustration. | was sad for Papa. | had pity for those of us who bore him. I grew
angry with myself.

The sun had already fallen behind the ridge when we came to the burial
ground. It was on a remote New England hillside (they call it a mountain there). |
remember clearly the sharp, cold air and how the very chill made me feel keenly
alive. | remember also how the dark shadows dancing on the hills reminded me
of life. But I remember most of all the clean smell of God’s good earth freshly
turned.



34 Bending History

1 say I smelled the fresh earth. There was none to be seen. What I did see is
difficult to believe. I mean the green stuff. Someone had come before us and
covered that good, wonderful raw dirt, every clod of it, with green stuff.
Everything, every scar of the grave, was concealed under simulated grass. Just as
if nothing had been disturbed here. Just as if nothing were going on here. Just as
if nothing at all were happening. What an offense against nature, against history,
against Papa, against us, against God!

I wanted to scream. | wanted to cry out to the whole world, “Something is
going on here, something great, something significantly human. Look!
Everybody, look! Here is my father’s death. It is going on here!”

The banks of flowers upon the green fagade only added to the deception.
Was it all contrived to pretend at this last moment that my father was not really
dead after all? Was it not insisting that death is not important, not a lively part of
our lives, not thoroughly human, not bestowed by the Final One? Suddenly the
great lie took on cosmic proportion. And suddenly I was physically sick!

This time [ didn’t want to scream. I experienced an acute urge to vomit.

A sister sensitively perceived all this and understood. She pushed to my side
and gave me courage. Together we laid aside the banks of flowers. Together we
rolled back the carpet of deceit. God’s good, wonderful clean earth lay once
again unashamedly naked. I drank it into my being. The nausea passed.

Mind you, I’m not blaming anybody. Not anybody, really, save myself. I
just hadn’t anticipated everything. I have no excuse but I was taken by surprise,
you understand. And I so passionately wanted to celebrate Papa’s death with
honesty and integrity and dignity — for his sake, for our sake, for God’s sake.

We lowered Papa then in his pauper’s box deep into the raw ground. Then
began the final rites. There were three.

I lifted up the Bible. It was a sign. We were commemorating Papa’s journey
in the historical community of the faithful. However distantly, however feebly,
however brokenly, he had walked with the knights of faith, Abraham, Amos,
Paul, Augustine, Thomas, Luther, Wesley, Jesus. By fate and by choice these
were his first companions of the road. I recalled aloud from their constitution that
I held in my hands. The heroic formula from Job is what I meant to recite:
“Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return; the Lord gave,
and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.” What came from
my lips were the words of Paul. “If 1 live, 1 live unto the Lord; if I die, I die unto
the Lord; so whether 1 live or whether I die, I am the Lord’s.”

I lifted up a very old, musty, leather-bound volume of poetry. This too was a
sign. We were ritualizing Papa’s own unique and unrepeatable engagement in the
human adventure. Papa was an individual, a solitary individual before God. It
was most fitting that a last rite should honor this individuality. Such was the role
of the volume of hymn-poems. From it Papa had read and quoted and sung in
monotone for as long as any of us, including Mama, could recall. The words I
joined to the sign were from this collection. The author was a friend of Papa’s.
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God moves in a mysterious way, his wonders to perform;
He plants his footsteps on the sea and rides upon the storm;
Blind unbelief is sure to err, and scan His works in vain;
God is His own interpreter and He shall make it plain.

The third sign celebrated the fact that Papa was a participant in the total
wonder of creation and that his life and death were good because creation is
good. What I mean is that Papa was God’s friend. My last act was to place him
gladly and gratefully on behalf of all good men and women everywhere in the
hands of the One in whose hands he already was, that Mysterious Power who
rules the unknown realm of death to do with him as he well pleaseth. I ask to
know no more. This I symbolized. Three times 1 stooped low, three times 1
plunged my hands deep into the loose earth beside the open pit, and three times I
threw that good earth upon my Papa within his grave. And all the while I sang
forth the majestic threefold formula,

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost.

And some of those present there for the sake of all history and all creation said,
“Amen.™

* Printed in Motive magazine of the Methodist Student Movement of the Methodist
Church, January-February Issue, 1964, and printed in i.e. (newsletter of the Ecumenical
Institute: Chicago, August 1964). This is a finished writing of his reflections that gives
insight to Joseph the speaker as well as Joseph the man. One senses the power of his
address at the two services he describes.
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SECTION I: JOE'S THEOLOGY

Commentary
By John Epps

Joe Mathews understood that his task as a practicing theologian was to uncover
the human meaning — the “so what” — of Christian doctrines. His theological
works are an attempt to clarify in a direct and powerful manner the human issues
they address and to pose the decisions they require. He was very clear that the
required decisions are not about intellectually assenting to abstract propositions.
They are life decisions — personal decisions about innermost attitudes,
perspectives, and actions. Consequently, Joe’s aim was to recover Christian
doctrine and poetry as illuminative of profound human living in the
contemporary world.

For Joe that world was characterized as in the midst of a cultural revolution.
In his schema, the globe underwent a political revolution in the 18" century, an
economic revolution in the 19" century, and the 20™ was the time of a revolution
in culture, the way in which people perceive and relate to their situation. This
revolution created globally a mindset that was unabashedly scientific, urban, and -
secular. This posed a challenge to theology since science did away with the two-
story universe assumed by scripture and tradition; urbanity rendered obsolete the
rural imagery used in earlier times; and secularity found awe and meaning in the
midst of ordinary life rather than in a special religious realm. Joe regarded this
mindset as given, the context within which the Christian word must be grasped if
it is to have any relevance or even intelligibility.

To address this challenge, Joe looked for the human experience that both
gave rise to religious longing and was addressed by Christianity’s insights. He
found it in the consciousness of one’s own contingency. The awareness of one’s
approaching death forces a search for security, a search continually frustrated by
reliance on temporal objects or causes. This experience, made evident to Joe in
his time as a combat chaplain during World War II, is the phenomenological
basis of his theology. Other features of human experience will be evident in the
writings to follow. The major point here is that Joe attempted to relate all his
interpretations of Christian doctrine to profound experiences in human life.

Philosophically, Joe was indebted to Heidegger and Sartre, the existential-
ists. Theologically, Joe derived many of his formulations from Barth, Bultmann,
Tillich, Bonhoeffer, and the Niebuhr brothers, Reinhold and especially H.
Richard — anchors of the Neo-Orthodox approach. That said, one has to give due
credit to his reliance on John Wesley, both in style and substance.
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Joe found Wesley to be a religious revolutionary and said as much in his
dissertation. He also found Wesley’s emphasis on sanctification illuminative of a
stage in the journey of profound living that was largely ignored by more recent
theologians.

Finally, one would have to characterize Joe’s theology as constructive. He
was not out to criticize the church or religious doctrines. In fact, on his deathbed
he said to a trusted Roman Catholic friend, Msgr. Jack Egan:

We tried to get the established church to see that it’s not about peddling abstract
dogma, but about awakening humans to life and significant engagement in the
historical process, so that they might truly experience the glory of life through the
intensification of consciousness and the intensification of engagement. The hope
that is God’s hope belongs to humanity. The joy that is unspeakable is of the Lord.

~ The peace that passeth understanding is ours — on loan from Ged, of course. I hope
the church breaks through its provincialism of defending church members to

concern for all humanity — which will save the church and purify it.

Joe sought to find the meaning in the church’s doctrines and, more
importantly, to make that meaning accessible to everyone. Despite his
unflinching insistence on demythologizing all religious language without
reservation, he none the less continued to use “God-talk” throughout his life. It
seemed to him to have irreplaceable power in expressing the human’s ultimate
relationship. But he was quite clear that the language was to be taken seriously as
poetry, and not to be taken literally as if it were scientific.

The talks presented in this section provide, if not a complete exposition of
his theology, at least an introduction to Joe’s approach and major themes.

“The Christ of History” is an early classic (published earlier by John Cock,
with an extensive commentary’). It stands here as a fine example of both
explaining the various layers of tradition in our statements about Jesus and in
reaching the heart of the Christian message as it relates to human life.

Three Religious Studies-1 lectures are published here for the first time
(Brian Stanfield has written a secularized version®). Many of us delivered them in
the course taught to thousands of church groups around the world. We added our
own embellishments and illustrations, but the basic structure and content were
Joe’s. What's presented here are the lectures as Joe delivered them. Methodists
might draw the analogy between them and Wesley’s “Standard Sermons.”

“The Christ Lecture” clarifies the happening in life in which the possibility
made manifest in Jesus as the Christ confronts each of us.

“The Freedom Lecture” focuses on the “spirited” life for which responsible
freedom is the major defining category.

5 John Cock, The Transparent Event (Greensboro, N.C.: Transcribe Books, 2001).
6 Brian Stanfield, The Courage to Lead (Gabriola Island, Canada: New Society, 2000).
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“The Church Lecture™ presents an understanding of the People of God as
mission on the leading edge of history, standing precariously between the “no
longer™ and the “not yet.”

“The Barefoot Jesus” is Joe’s later reflection on the paradigm of profound
humanness. As you will note, its source is three-fold: scripture, the movie “The
Gospel According to St. Matthew,” and Joe’s own experience. It is a powerful
presentation of the shape of authentic life.

“This is the Time of Sanctification” explores another level of profound
living that follows one’s initiation into the process of justification.

“Endlessness™ represents Joe’s take on our ultimate destiny. Delivered in
response to the death of his son John, in a traffic accident, it is a powerful
representation of Joe’s uncompromising commitment to the contemporary
worldview (When you die, you’re dead, period!) and his recovery of the human
meaning of doctrines about everlasting life.

These seven talks will both illumine your life and call you into question.
Read them with care.



The Christ of History

The Everyman Christ

The need to “make sense” out of our sufferings and actions is deeply human.
Apparently people everywhere and in every time have sensed themselves as
pilgrims looking for a way to really live in this world. In the language of the poet,
EVERYMAN quests after some light, way, truth, door. More or less awarely,
people search for a bread or word of life. They dwell in the hope that some
tomorrow will bring a delivering power, an illuminating story, some saving
event, a final blessedness. When that day comes, so they dream, then surely in
some way the essence of life and the living of it will be different. All peoples
have forged signs and symbols of this human characteristic. For the Hebrews of
old, one such image was the coming “anointed one,” the Messiah, translated into
the Greek as “the Christ.”

This Messianic hope of EVERYMAN is born out of his experience of the
limitations of existence. His encounter with the unknowns, ambiguities,
sufferings and deaths of this world discloses his insecurity. This primordial
anxiety breeds the Messiah image. Watch him, as he is thrown up against his
finitude, become a seeker after some truth which will overcome the unbearable
incomprehensibles of life. Watch him search, however subitly, for the justification
which will alleviate his sense of insignificance. Watch him relentlessly strive for
a peace which will somehow blot out his lucid awareness of the tragic dimension
of life. One senses in this spectacle a creature vainly striving to rise above his
creaturely limits. Finding his givenness burdensome beyond bearing, he dreams
of discovering some other kind of a world. Indeed he already has a different
world for he literally exists in his present hopes about the future. Thereby he
escapes his actual life in the Now. His very meaning is his anticipation that some
tomorrow will render his situation quite different. On that day the ultimate key
will come clear; the final excuse for his existence will emerge and true
contentment will bathe his being. Then shall he truly live, so he imagines,
delivered from this present world of uncertainty, unfulfillment, and anxiety. Such
a life-quest is an experience, I submit, that all of us are quite privy to. People
dwell sometimes very explicitly, most times quite vaguely, in great expectations
of that which will relieve them of the necessity of living their given life in the
present situation. This great hope, whatever its form, is the CHRIST OF
EVERYMAN.
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The Jesus of Nazareth

The New Testament age opens with the Jews, like EVERYMAN, expecting the
Christ. Of course, they were doing so out of their concrete historical memory.
The Christ-quest is always tied to specific life situations. It was into this
particular Jewish yearning, around the beginning of the first century, that one
Jesus intruded. It might have been, in an abstract sense, Herman of Hebbronville
or Jones of Smithville. But it was not. It was this fellow Jesus of Nazareth in
Galilee. Very little detail is directly known about this man. But as all of us do, he
lived a life and died a death. It was, to be sure, his life that he lived and his death
that he died. This is most important for it was in the midst of these very definite
historical occurrences, as they disturbed the hopes of Israel, that the New
Testament happening of Christ took place.

Perhaps the core of the issue could be put something like this: a very
specific man lived a very specific life and for that specific life died a very
specific death. Somehow in these concretions the deeps of human existence
became exposed. A man got born, lived his life, and experienced death even as
you and I. Yet there was a plus. Not a metaphysical plus, but what might be
termed a plus in specifics. I mean he lived a life essentially like that of anyone
else, save he seemed to really live his. However one chooses to account for it —
special mutations of genes, unusual neurotic tendencies, peculiar environmental
influences, unique occurrences of lucidity — is all quite beside my concern at the
moment. Here was one who apparently not only lived, but /ived his living. He
appropriated his life as an unqualified gift and bore it as a significant mission.
The givenness of creaturely living appeared to him to be the very meaning of it.
Indeed, he kept saying that what everyone is looking for is very much AT
HAND.

EVERYMAN, here in Jewish guise, was understandably disconcerted by the
style of this unknown and everyday stranger. The very point is that Jesus collided
with the lives of all he encountered. He invaded, broke into, and penetrated their
worlds, leaving them painfully unsettled. To the proud he seemed humble and
they were threatened. If men hated life, he loved it. To those who hung
desperately onto living, he appeared nonchalant about it all. If they thought of
life as detachment, he was utterly involved. If their living was a bondage, he was
too obviously free. Where men were other-directed, he was independent. When
they were confidently self-determining, he seemed lost in loyalties. To
conservatives he was manifestly revolutionary; he impressed the radicals as a
reactionary. Obviously, the life of such a human being would be in jeopardy.
When people’s lives are audited to the quick, either they must re-do their lives or
destroy the occasion of the audit. Jesus was executed.

Death comes to all. So it had to come in some fashion to Jesus of Nazareth.
The specifics are what concern us. A life that was in some way really lived drove
people to destroy it. Let this be said again. Precisely because his living somehow
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exhibited the way life actually is, people felt he had to be removed. Rulers saw
him as a danger to society. The hierarchy feared him as a menace to religion. The
strange irony here uncovers a tragic inversion in human history. There is yet
another important concretion. The man of Galilee embraced death as he
embraced life. Call it the slaughter of the innocent or the miscarriage of justice;
call it murder or mistake; call it social expediency or the intervention of fate;
however, and whatever, he took unto himself his death without malice as a part
of the givenness of his life. Not that he sought death. But when it came, and as it
came, he died it as significant. In consequence, there was a compounding of
disturbance. His dying as his living was disquieting.

In some such fashion did the life and death of an unknown, Jesus of
Nazareth, protrude into the history and the hope of Israel, and therefore into the
life of EVERYMAN. But this is not yet the end, nor even the finally important
aspect of the tale.

The Jesus-Christ-Event

In the midst of the happenings surrounding Jesus, some individuals were seized
by a radically new possibility for living in this world. Incredible as it was to the
many, a few actually raised the question of Christ in connection with Jesus. This
moves us to the heart of the matter. To really hear this question is to sense an
absolutely unbelievable twist in the Christ symbol. The very life-image of the
Jews, their very existence, their very history, was cut to the marrow by the
question Is Jesus the Christ? Quite understandably they reacted to it as
scandalous. Because it was a scandal, crucial decisions had to be made. Here are
the keys to the New Testament Christ-happening: scandal and decision.

The scandal is clearly manifest in the broad picture. The EVERYMAN-
CHRIST for the Jews was concretized in the anticipated coming of a mighty king
or cosmic figure that would fulfill the corporate dreams of Israel. Patently, such a
figure Jesus was not. He came a helpless babe in a feeding trough. He left a
pitiful personage on the state gallows. This have to do with Messiah? How
ridiculous! Indeed, in the light of the sacred hopes, it was blasphemous.

Now the offense of the Jew is the offense of EVERYMAN. The question
about Jesus insinuates an unmitigated revolution in human self-perception. The
distressing implication is that life is not in the future, it is in the present; it is not
in some other circumstances, it is those at hand; it is not to be sought after, it is
already given. Obviously this cuts across the notions to which every person has
attached her/his being. The one who seeks to escape the present situation as
meaningless must certainly be outraged by the hint that the final meaning is to
receive that very situation. Those who look to tomorrow to solve the riddle will
surely feel affronted before the intimation that the ultimate solution is living the
Now. This is the elemental scandal in the Jesus question.
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The point needs to be underlined. If the self-understanding which broke into
history surrounding the living and dying of one Jesus is to be designated by the
term “Christ,” then very evidently a radical eruption has occurred in history
through a complete inversion of the Christ symbol. This is not just an addition to
or an alteration of life. The total image of life is disputed. In truth, it is literally
turned upside down. That is, the scandal is cataclysmic and universal. Concisely,
what we shall call the JESUS-CHRIST mortally assaults the EVERYMAN-
CHRIST.

The JESUS-CHRIST fronts people with the awareness that there is no
messiah and never will be one, and furthermore, that this very reality is the
Messiah. This must not, however, be understood as an intellectual abstraction. It
is rather a happening that meets people in the midst of their living. Indeed, the
fronting is experienced as death itself. For to receive the JESUS-CHRIST is to
put an end to my Christ quest; it is to surrender my very life stance; it means that
I must die to my very self. Or better still, my self must die. The threat of the
JESUS-CHRIST is now unmasked as the threat of death. The scandal, as
experienced, is that I must choose to die.

The drama of this deciding unto death permeates the New Testament. This is
certainly to be expected. For decision is a rudimentary component of the New
Testament Christ Happening and a necessary consequence of the Christ offense.
Those seized by the scandal of the Jesus question could not avoid an answer. One
way or the other they had to decide. Life decisions are always compelled by the
disturbance of life modes. But the choice was not apprehended as just another
choice. It was understood as the elemental one, and this precisely because the
above scandal was the ultimate assault upon the world of EVERYMAN. In short,
the great and final divide of all human decisions is located in the strange New
Testament question Is Jesus the Christ?

The response demanded and the only one that could be demanded was a
simple yea or nay. There is no possible third option; no middle ground; no
perhaps. Not even a delay is thinkable. For not to decide here is still to decide. At
any other point, several alternatives, in principle at least, are offered.
Such is not the case here. The scandal is either embraced or it is rejected.
Though repudiation has a thousand faces, yes, a thousand times a thousand times,
all are but some form of re-entrenchment in. the EVERYMAN-CHRIST. This
extreme dimension becomes clearer when one remembers that for the New
Testament people the Christ decision was transparently an election for or against
life itself. The negative answer was at bottom a rejection of human existence as it
is constituted. The acknowledgement of the scandal, on the other hand, is a full
and free affirmation of the significance of the creaturehood of humans. When the
human situation is nakedly exposed there are but two choices: to affirm life or to
negate it.

Perhaps it appears incredible that such fathomless deeps of mankind and
history are caught up in so very concrete a decision. Yet this is exactly the way
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things are in this dimension of existence. As the search for meaning is always
concrete, so necessarily is the offense to this meaning historically rooted. And
therefore the ensuing decision must likewise be grounded in the very particular.
Though at base the New Testament people were deciding about their own stance
and destiny, yet, because Jesus was the occasion of the question, externally it
took the form of deciding about him: Is Jesus the Christ? What do you say? Is
your CHRIST, JESUS-CHRIST? or the EVERYMAN-CHRIST?

One final concern before the summation. The JESUS-CHRIST-EVENT has
been depicted at one and the same time as both death and life. This draws
together the entire twist. It is unmistakably plain that the early Christians
conceived of and experienced this happening as the very fullness of life. They
sensed after themselves as the blind who now see, as the deaf who have been
given to hear, the bound set free, the maimed made whole, the dead who are
alive. The death involved in encompassing the scandal was discovered to be life
itself. There is no addition here, no subtle way out. Any addendum would be a
cancellation of the event. The choice to give up our illusions and false hopes and
hiding places is the death of choosing the scandal. This very death is life, they
insisted. o die is to live. To use their figures, it is like being born all over again.
It is like the healing of a mortal illness. It is like being forgiven a big lie at the
heart of our being. It is like a resurrection from a tomb.

The dying to the life-quest becomes itself the very bread of life. Surrender
of the demand for final truth becomes quite the truth about things. Capitulation to
the secret that there is no way out becomes the very door and way to being. This
is the end of the road of self-understanding. There is no beyond it. There is no
need. For one can now freely live in his negations, learn in his perpetual
ignorance and walk in all his given creatureliness. In brief, the decision to die is
at the same time an election to life. The JESUS-CHRIST is life abundant. As it
was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be.

Now to the recapitulation: the JESUS-CHRIST is an historical event. It is a
radical revolution in the interior history of people proceeding from an absolute
reversal in human self-understanding. Originally occasioned by Jesus of
Nazareth, it is first of all the experience of an offense. This offense is grounded
in an actual disaffirmation of our creaturely phantasms which issues in a new
possibility of living our bestowed existence as a great benefaction. It is, secondly,
the decision to receive the offense and embrace the ensuing possibility as our
own. This entails a dying to ourselves as defined by our mirages, which very
death is experienced as the very life we were mistakenly searching for. Such is
the radical transfiguration of the JESUS-CHRIST-EVENT.

The early Christians’ pronouncement of it contained an inseparable promise
and demand. The demand is to die. That this very dying is life is the promise.
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The Christian Story

Our task is not finished. Any serious dialogue on the Christ symbol must of
necessity consider the Christian story, so-called. In and through the
JESUS-CHRIST-EVENT an historical community broke into time. The church
and the event are actually but two sides of one historical occurrence. Those to
whom the event happened constituted the church. Like every historical people the
church forged a life-apologue or meaning story by which it communicated to
itself and to others that the event which created it was rooted in ultimacy. What
we have termed the Christian story became, therefore, along with the event and
the church, an integral component of the total historical complex.

The cosmic tale has a universal and definitive agency. Both the social body
and the comprising individuals are contingent upon it. As insinuated above, it is
the vehicle by which the interior history is transcendently grounded,
comprehensively appropriated and significantly communicated. To say it again, it
freights the universal dimension to self-understandings and life missions. In fact,
all intentional being and doing, all self-conscious existence is finally interwoven
with one or another cosmic-meaning drama.

Such stories are conspicuously penetrated by the relative and arbitrary: not
in their inner meaning but in their form. Yet once the story is devised, there is a
certain absolute quality about even the form. In principle, the detail could have
been quite different at its creation. And any time thereafter its basic intent can be
expressed in other ways. But once the original dramaturgy is complete, that
production is the prototype. It remains prototypal as long as the historical
community remains. The early Christians formulated their classical tale out of the
relative stuff of their specific Hebrew memory, the unique worldviews of their
time, and whatever figures emerged from the collective unconscious. It was a
work of expansive conception and consummate artistry. Through it the church
continued to grasp for themselves and transmit to others the finality of what had
occurred in their midst. This is to say, it endured as irreplaceable.

The story is a strange metamorphic tale of two symbols: the cross and the
empty tomb. These basic New Testament emblems pervade the drama from the
beginning to the end. The truth of the matter is they play the stellar role.
Uncommon and fantastic as it may sound, the leading character of the Christian
story is none other than the biform symbol, cross and open sepulcher, indicating
and embodying the reality of the crucifixion that is resurrection, the death that is
life. To say it another way, the principle player is the meaning-word that people
may dare to be fully human, living freely among the uncertainties, ambiguities
and anxieties of creaturehood, in gratitude, concern and creativity. The hero, in
brief, is not Jesus, but the JESUS-CHRIST-EVENT.

In brief synopsis, the story develops as a dramatic extravaganza in three
sweeping acts executed on two stage levels. It opens on the upper stage
representing the cosmic, universal, transcendent dimension of life. It moves next
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to the historical, temporal, human level on the lower stage. Finally, in the third
act the movement returns once more to the cosmic gallery. Each of the three acts
is a spectacle in itself. Yet all are bound together into one majestic movement by
two transitional scenes between the acts.

The time and place of act one is the beginning of the beginnings. Exciting
awesomeness is the overarching mood. The JESUS-CHRIST-EVENT, disguised
as a most curious lamb which is alive though dead, is the principle figure on
stage. Here, before the foundations of the world, a slain lamb is sitting very much
alive on the very throne of thrones alongside the creator. Indeed the lamb is
portrayed as the creator himself calling all things into being. Without him no
thing that comes to be comes to be. Passing to the third and final act of the play,
the scene is very much the same. It is again on the cosmic level with the slain
lamb occupying stage center. The difference is that it is now the ending of the
endings. All things have passed away. The lamb, alive-while-dead, is once more
seated on the throne. This time he is playing the role of the unconditional judge
presiding over the finale of history. In sober awe all things come forth to account
and no thing is judged save by the judgment of the lamb.

Embracing the middle act are two transitional scenes. Their theatric function
is that of getting the lamb on and off the historical stage where the second act is
performed. The entrance into temporality of the JESUS-CHRIST-EVENT figure
cannot of course be like any other entry. Heralded by angelic hosts, he arrives
born of a virgin. If the play were being composed today the advent might well
have been by way of a space rocket fired out of nowhere. In this case, the lamb
imagery conceivably would be replaced by that of a strange little creature from
beyond the time-space continuum. The important point is that the cosmic figure
invades history on a mighty mission. When the mission is accomplished he
departs the temporal, not of course as others do, but through ascending in an
effulgence of glory again to the upper level.

In the second act, the interest is in the cosmic mission. The central character
is still the JESUS-CHRIST-EVENT. Camouflaged in the first and last act as the
slain lamb, it is here disguised as a man. In this double concealment the cosmic
figure submits to the ordeal of finitude. He meets and straightforwardly engages
the twin forces of death and the devil: that is, the temptation to illusion and the
anxiety of creatureliness, which drives us into the clutches of illusion. He
engages the forces of EVERYMAN-CHRIST and destroys their power by boldly
withstanding their subtlest wiles. He enters the very den of death and emerges
from the grave the unchallenged conqueror. In a mighty invasion the
JESUS-CHRIST-EVENT has overcome the hosts of the foe on the plains of
history, pushed to the fortified place and bound the strong man, leading humanity
forth from its bondage and slavery unto the glorious freedom of life. The sign
and power of the cross and empty tomb are engraved for all time upon the fact of
history. Cosmic permission to live has been epiphanied. Mission accomplished,
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the lamb returns to that realm from whence he came, the manifest victor to rule
as sovereign lord and only judge forever and forever. What a play!

It must be underscored that this drama is in no sense a web of metaphysical
statements. Nor is it an aggregate of religious doctrines to be believed. It is a
story. Its task is to hold before the reader, in a comprehensive, precise, and
constraining fashion, the stance of life. One is moved therefore not to ask
whether the dramatic images correspond to “objective realities,” but whether the
life meaning they embody corresponds to the way life comes to us as persons.

When it is received as the truth-story it is, the axial point is quite plain.
Though the point is singular, it peradventure ought to be put several ways. First
of all, the JESUS-CHRIST is presented not as just a way of life, but the final and
only way. The story announces both the cosmic permission and the cosmic
requirement to live after this style. Second, it is clear in the play that the
JESUS-CHRIST is the way real life has always been from the very beginning of
human existence, and will always be to the very ending. Third, the
JESUS-CHRIST is a removal of the false veils we have drawn over life as it is. It
is in no wise a superimposition upon life. The transfiguration is a restoration, not
a novelty. Lastly, the JESUS-CHRIST tells us nothing we do not somehow
know. The meaning of being human is that we were constituted to be human.
This is what we were given to be. This alone shall be our judge.

The compendium is this: the JESUS-CHRIST IS LORD in every sense of
the word. Everyone, it is plain, bows his/her knee to some life image. Before one
or another self-understanding under the general canopy of the EVERYMAN-
CHRIST, s/he utters the submissive word: My Lord. The early church was quite
clear about this. She was also transparent concerning the location of her own
obeisance and confession of allegiance. Her -earliest creedal formula,
JESUS-CHRIST IS LORD, is an abbreviation of the whole cosmic tale. It is at
once a subjective decision and an objective state of affairs. The story of the
cosmic Christ — his pre- and post-existence, his virgin birth and ascension to
heaven, his historical life, death and resurrection — are all signs and symbols of
this lordship.

In all of this the primitive church was calling upon herself and everyone
everywhere to live boldly in the JESUS-CHRIST, confidently sure that this is the
way things are, ever have been, and ever will be. There is but one objective,
everlasting, unchanging life truth, namely, the living of life as a gift is the
meaning of living life. Put it liturgically: the JESUS-CHRIST IS LORD.

The Eschatological Hero

Intimately related to the Christian story, yet not synonymous with it, is still
another component of the Christ construct. It is the image created by the
primitive Christians of a hero of faith or a cultic exemplar. The hero was first
etched upon the common memory of the community. In time he became



Section I: Joe's Theology 51

universally public as the central literary figure in the Four Gospels. One must not
be misled here. This cultic man is not Jesus of Nazareth. Nor is he the cosmic
figure sketched above. Neither is he simply a representation of what we have
termed the JESUS-CHRIST Happening. One must rather say that the Christian
paragon is a masterfully artistic combination of them all.

Every historical community has its cultic figures. They are the models of the
corporate self-understanding in the collective imagination. Such representations
inform the liturgical dramas through which the group recollects who it is. They
are the “universal” categories which provide the everyday common sense. They
are the generalized other in the conscience that prompts and judges action. They
are the master signs through which the active and passive emotions are usefully
illuminated. In sum: the archetypal persons are the keys of concretion in the
corporate worship dramas, the corporate lifestyles and the corporate practical
wisdoms.

It is most understandable, then, that the early church was inspired to create
such a hero. His paradoxical nature has already been indicated. He eats and
weeps and experiences deep struggles of the spirit. Yet he also withers trees with
a glance, does disappearing feats and quite actually rises from the grave on page
twenty-five or so of the record. Succinctly, the Christian hero is the
JESUS-CHRIST-EVENT embodied at the same time in both the temporal Jesus
and the cosmic lamb.

This complex of paradoxes needs a closer look. To begin with, the hero is a
man of this world, plus or minus nothing. He was born and he died. In between,
he is portrayed as experiencing life’s gamut of joys and sorrows, failures and
successes, knowns and unknowns. Furthermore, he struggles, as humans must, to
assume his posture toward his creatureliness. The stance he embodies, however,
is not that of the EVERYMAN. He elects to live entirely within the
JESUS-CHRIST faith, deciding and acting only in the style of the death that is
life. The Christian prototype, to employ a formula, is in the first instance the
historical-JESUS-CHRIST-man.

The other pole of the hero’s individuality is likewise a fusion. In this case,
the ingredients, like those in the Christian story, are the cosmic dimension and
the JESUS-CHRIST-EVENT. This is the figure that stills storms, turns water to
wine, casts out demons, and raises up dead men. He signifies the wholly other,
the utterly absolute, being in itself. Use any symbol of ultimacy, the beginning
and the end, the first and the last, he is it. At the same moment, he is the
JESUS-CHRIST-EVENT that takes place in time. His own death and
resurrection are presented as the master sign. The wonders he performs and the
oracles he utters are likewise symbols of the Christ Happening. Actually, his total
existence is an unbroken nexus of signs pointing to crucifixion that is the
resurrection. In terms of our schemata, the archetypal hero is the
cosmic-JESUS-CHRIST-figure as well as the historical-JESUS-CHRIST-man.
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The picture is still not complete. The whole emerges only after the polarities
in the two formulae are totally amalgamated into one. A diagrammatic statement
of this amalgamation would look something like this: the cosmic-historical-
JESUS-CHRIST-man-figure. Authentic human existence and ultimate cosmic
significance coalesce in the JESUS-CHRIST-EVENT. Here is the bare skeleton
on which was shaped the most remarkable personality in the literature of any
people. The paradoxes are made to completely cohere in the characterization of
that strange personage who moves through the New Testament Gospels. It is a
work of consummate artistry. In one paragraph he moves from the very human
business of dispersing crowds and enjoying a moment alone to his stroll across
the lake. Wonder-filling as this is, the reader is not surprised. There is no jarring.
The player is exactly in character, so to speak.

In literary flesh and blood, the gospel hero is first and last a man of mission.
Being and doing are consolidated in him. His single-minded vocation is exhibited
in a two-fold activity of living life genuinely, authentically — as a man of faith in
the midst of the world — and announcing to all others the possibility of such
living. This is patent in both poles of his individualization: cosmic and historical.
To use our earlier figure, he walks freely out across the anxious, uncertain,
ambiguous waters of life. At the same time, he beckons others to do likewise. On
the temporal side, the same pattern is discernible. With utter intentionality, the
hero lives as the free person. He humbly opens himself to what is given;
gratefully receives himself in what is given; and benevolently involves himself
on behalf of what is given. He is liberated to be thankful for life; to love this
world of neighbors; to be directed toward the future. This is to say, he is free to
live life. And while he is busy living, he simultaneously declares to those about
who have ears to hear the good news that they too can live in the freedom of the
JESUS-CHRIST-EVENT.

Within the cultus, the name of the hero came to be Jesus Christ. This is
frequently abbreviated just to Christ. And sometimes, perhaps more of the time,
he is simply called Jesus. This is the Jesus of piety. To caution once more, he is
not Jesus of Nazareth, but rather Jesus of the holy literature, the Jesus of the
liturgical experience, the Jesus of the common life. As such he is the most vividly
alive, the most finally significant, the most always present personality in the
existence of the cultus. There are, of course, a host of other companions who live
in the collective memory. Jesus Christ is the primordial one. The many titles
bestowed upon him are indicative of this: Lord of Lords, King of Kings, Son of
Man, Son of God. No designation or mark of honor is too high or high enough to
articulate his status for the people who bear his name. This raises a question
about the adequacy of the term “cultic hero.” The representational Jesus very
obviously is the cultic or prototypal figure of the people who live in the
CHRIST-EVENT. Yet the church knew him to be more: not just the cultic hero
but the final or eschatological hero. That is, he represents the way things are for
everyone. He is the paragon of man as Man.
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This eschatological hero is then the portraiture of what human living
actually is. He is an unqualified delineation of the human style of life. He is a
model of faith-filled living. A model is a design of the way things are. It is a
construct of the manner in which things are understood to function. In dealing
with subjects rather than objects, as in the case at hand, where the model is a
personage, perhaps the “exemplar” would be a more fitting term. The Christ hero
is a model or exemplar of what is going on where unmitigated human living is
taking place.

The terms “ideal” and “example™ have been intentionally avoided for fear of
distracting connotations. To be sure, since a model is necessarily a totally
unbroken and unfragmented representation, it might be labeled “ideal.” But it is
not ideal in the sense of disclosing some ought-world of precepts and virtue
through which we can escape our humanity. It is not ideal in the sense of some
moral goal toward which people strive for the sake of meaning and significance.
All this would be merely a subtle form of the EVERYMAN-CHRIST that builds
illusions about the human situation in seeking for truth, perfection, and peace.

The Jesus model is the JESUS-CHRIST made flesh. It is a dramaturgical
embodiment of that life stance or posture. To follow in the steps of the
representational Jesus is not to imitate his words or reproduce his deeds. It is to
be and do as a free person in our concretion as he depicted this stance in the
concretions of his role. It is to walk out across the uncertain, ambiguous, anxious
deeps of my life in gratitude, humility and compassion, with the sure confidence
that this very walking is the meaning of life. The Exemplar is an ever present
indicative word in the memory of a people, that to live is to live in the Christ
event, and an ever present imperative word that continually calls them to it. In
this sense, it guides their thoughts and deeds, their words and feelings. It is the
context in which and out of which they forge their concrete actions.

The New Testament writers think of their Jesus hero as the pioneer who
blazes the way; the elder brother who goes on before; the first fruit of a mighty
harvest to be reaped. The followers then see themselves as the second wave of
explorers, the younger brother, the latter harvest, yet as embodying the same life,
traveling on the same way, participating in the same mission. As he lived his life
as the meaning of his life, and announced the cosmic permission for all people
thus to live, so the church understands that she can and must go and do likewise.
As Luther said, the Christians are to be little Christs.’

7 This published writing by Joseph Mathews came from his talks. “The Christ of
History " was first printed in booklet form in the Image: Journal of the Ecumenical
Institute: Chicago, Number 7, June 1969. The copy here is found in John P. Cock’s The
Transparent Event: Post-modern Christ Images, pp. 108-22, with interpretive chapters
following.



Three RS-I Lectures:
Christ, Freedom, and Church

Three talks by Joseph Mathews at Religious Studies I seminars, mid to late 1960s

The Christ Lecture

The Christian Self-understanding of Death and Resurrection

Genuine Humanness is Dependent upon Symbols

We are cripples at being genuine human beings before one another. You and |
can be pigs without the use of symbols, but to be persons we are utterly and
completely dependent upon symbols that mediate our deeps. For example, [ have
resorted to an ancient formula: “Grace be unto you and peace, from God our
Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.”

Prologue I. You must understand that you alone can live your own life. My
friend Luther stood in his pulpit one day and said something like this to his
people: “When I got born-ned, you were not there. When you got born-ned, | was
not there. When you get die-ded, I’ll not be there, and when I get die-ded, you’ll
not be there. Everyone of us must do our own getting born and getting died
utterly alone, because everyone of us has to live our own life.

Prologue 11. St. Paul once said to all of creation: “As 1 follow Christ, as 1
live an authentic existence, so you must follow my pattern and live an authentic
existence. As I reflect Christ,” he said, “you reflect me.” That, I wish to say to
you. is exactly my stance. As | follow Christ, you follow me. As I grow with
authenticity and integrity, you follow me. That’s what I mean to say to the world,
that everyone must do his or her own living and his or her own dying. Alone.

Prologue III has to do with what we’re doing here. But before I start, | have
poetry which D. H. Lawrence and I wrote together for you. He never actually
produced these things 1 produce out here, so we’re a team.

As we live. ..

I wish I were an actor, rather than a ham [laughter], but I tell you, words just
fascinate me. Have you ever noticed those good four-letter Anglo-Saxon words
have whole universes in them? You have? Oh, I didn’t think that you were that
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kind of a girl [laughter]. 1t’s that word “live.” How do we say it in such a way
that those four letters, you know, just breathe meaning? This is one way:

As we live, we are the transmitters of life.
And when we fail to transmit life, life fails to flow through us.

That is a part of the mystery of sex, it is a flow onwards.
Sexless people transmit nothing.

And if, as we work, we can transmit life into our work,
life, still more life, rushes into us to compensate, to be ready
and we . . . [revel at life] through the days.

Even if it is a woman making an apple dumpling, or a man a stool,
if life goes into the pudding, good is the pudding,

good is the stool,

content is the woman, with fresh life rippling in to her,

content is the man.

Give, and it shall be given unto you

is still the truth about life.

But giving life is not so easy.

It doesn’t mean handing it out to some mean fool,

or letting the living dead eat you up.

It means kindling the life-quality where it was not,

even if it’s only in the whiteness of a washed pocket handkerchief.
(“We Are Transmitters,” The Complete Poems . . . , p. 449)

You like that poem? Wouldn’t you like to have that power? Every time you
moved your hand to touch another being, a new life they never dreamed of —
well, you’ve got to be alive to do that. So unstop those ears. Unblock that tongue.

I love poetry, don’t you? Another friend, this one named John, but 1 don’t
know his last name. He and 1 wrote a little bit of poetry that I want to read next.

Sometime later came one of the Jewish feast-days and [Joshua] went up to
Jerusalem. There is in Jerusalem near the sheep-gate a pool surrounded by five
arches. . . . Under these arches a great many sick people were in the habit of
lying; some of them were blind, some lame, and some had withered limbs.
(They used to wait there for the “moving of the water,” for at certain times an
angel used to come down into the pool and disturb the water, and then the first
person who stepped into the water after the disturbance would be healed of
whatever he was suffering from.) One particular man had been there ill for
thirty-eight years. When [Joshua] saw him lying there on his back, knowing that
he had been there for a long time, he said to him, “Do you want to get well
again?” [long pause]
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“Sir,” replied the sick man, “I just haven’t got anybody to put me into the
pool when the water is all stirred up. While I’'m trying to get there somebody
else gets down into the water first.”

“Get up,” said [Joshua], “pick up your [life] and walk!” (Jn. 5:1-8, JBP)

The Christ Event

I want to deal first with the Christ Event, and second with the Christ Story, and
third with the Christ Drama. Yesterday 1 was attempting to talk about life in
terms of what I call the edge of life. And I came at that in terms of the two ways
in which anyone meets it, and that’s in terms of the overwhelming emptiness of
life, and then the overwhelming
fullness of life.

Let this little circle represent all
of those structures of the civilizing
process in which we find ourselves.
Yesterday 1 talked about that life
situation wherein you and 1 get
shoved to the very edge of life.
Within this circle there are all kinds
of complexes, or little games. The
person, who knows what you and I
know, knows that everyone lives by
faith in some god, in something that
bestows significance on life. If it
isn’t Mama, then it’s Goldwater or
Liberalism. And if it isn’t Lib-
eralism, it’s the Methodist Church.
And if it isn’t the Methodist Church,

Figure 1-1: The Edge of our Lives

it’s something else.

Fifty years ago, people raised the question as to whether or not there’s a
God. That kind of a question is as anachronistic as anything can be. You can
always spot a person who’s either fleeing from life, or who is naive when he or
she raises the question Is there a God? The kind of a universe in which you can
raise that question hasn’t existed for a long time. The problem in the spirit of
humans today is that we’re aware that there are so damn many gods we don’t
know what to do with them. That’s our problem. Therefore, the spirit question of
life is Which god is God? Which God am 1 going to get myself born before and
get myself died before? Which one of the not-me-nesses in life am I finally going
to live my life before? That’s the question, not whether there’s a God.

Finally, all other gods fail. Do you remember that time when Mama
collapsed off of the pedestal for you, or hasn’t she yet? I can remember the time
when it happened for me. Mama sent me to the door to tell somebody who was
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knocking that she wasn’t home. And it finally dawned on me, “Mama’s a liar!
Waaaa!”

This is an amazing thing when the god called Mama cracks. She is delivered
from the phony universe we stuck her in, because, mark you, my Mama was a
creature, not a god. The worms got Mama like they got Plato and Kant. When
this “Waaaa!” happens, then you’ve got a genuine hunk of flesh and blood you
can relate to, called Mama.

It doesn’t always happen so dramatically. Being an upright Methodist
clergyman, to say nothing of having been conditioned in a moralistic type of
childhood, 1 used to hide from my Mama that 1 smoked. And it became finally
ridiculous, because Mama knew that I smoked, and I knew that I smoked, and 1
knew that Mama knew that 1 smoked, and Mama knew that I knew that she knew
that I smoked. I was going along one day driving Mama in the car, and I said to
myself it’s now or never.

“Mama, you’re pretty old aren’t you?

“Yes, son.”

“You’re not going to live too much longer, are you?”

And she said, “Well, likely not.”

I said, “Isn’t it time you and I really become human beings before one
another?”

She looked at me, you know. She never knows what to expect from me. So |
said, “Now, over in that glove compartment are my cigarettes. I think you ought
to be the one to hand them to me.”

She looked at me seriously and then reached over and got them. 1 tell you,
Mama and | were new people after that.

Do you grasp what I’'m saying? Shall I rehearse the death of another god?
When you finally become aware that the Methodist Church wasn’t always here,
and will not always be here, and when you see that, it’s already gone. It’s already
gone. It can no longer be the meaning of your life. The cr-aa-ck has taken place.
The pedestal is broken. And when you see that the United States of America
wasn’t always here and isn’t always going to be here, it’s already gone. Cr-aa-ck!

Which is to say that I’m working up here to the edge of this circle. You see,
everything that is, is in that same predicament. Everything passes away. Even
your most favorite theologian passes away. Down at Perkins Theological
Seminary, once a year they ought to get all the theologians up on the stage and
have them turn sideways, and then strip stark naked before their students, so all
can see our pot bellies and our flabby muscles, so they will never take us
seriously ever again. We are only human beings that the worms will eat as they
have eaten every theologian before us.

That’s what I’m talking about by the edge of life where lucidity breaks in.
Question: What are you up against? Nobody has ever known what he or she was
up against. A student said, “Well, I’'m just up against the great question mark.
I’m just up against what the hell? I don’t know.” Any name you put on it, that’s
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it. The great Mystery, huh? And in that awareness you become aware that your
basic relationship that constitutes you as a person is the relationship to the great
unknowable unknown,

Now, this isn’t some kind of doctrine. It’s not some kind of philosophy. It’s
just the way life is. At this point, the only real decision anybody ever had to make
is How are you going to live your life and die your death? You get but one
chance, not two. If I"d been God, 1’d have given everybody two times around so
they could have played with the first and come back sober for the next one. But
you know that’s not the way life is.

I’s exactly at this point, and only at this point, that the question of God in
depth is raised. If you’re sitting around here nursing off of Mama, Methodism,
Plato, Tillich, Mathews, Goldwater, Kennedy; if you’re nursing any of those
gods, you have never raised the question of God. Not of G-O-D. And only at the
point where the question of God is raised for you is the Christ word relevant. The
gospel of Jesus Christ has no meaning when you stand anywhere else. But when
you stand at the edge of the circle, at the edge of your being, then you become
aware of the relevance of what we symbolically call the word.

The Event

Let’s see if we can ground this in life experience. My wife is literally the wrath
of God upon me because she knows where my gizzard is. I mean, if the gizzard
in a person is the illusion-making faculty, she knows more about my illusions
than anybody in this universe. At times she sticks a knife into my gizzard. That’s
why she’s the wrath of God upon me.

But the wrath of God is always God’s love. Not that God’s love comes
sometimes and his wrath comes sometimes, or his mercy comes after his wrath.
No, no, no. His wrath is his mercy. That is, you haven’t the slightest chance of
being other than who you are until some over-against-ness in life takes you and
shakes you till your teeth rattle. Only when you die do you live.

I say my wife is the wrath of God. She’s always calling into question my
illusions. I remember a student who said that he came home to his wife after
having a great theological dialogue over in the library with some of his buddies.
He came waddling home in the image of being a really-with-it theologian, only to
be met at the door by his frau, who pulled out her hatpin and stuck it into his
illusion (POP! like a balloon) as she reminded him he was not a really-with-it
theologian but a thirty-minutes-late babysitter.

Do you understand? When these negations move in, sometimes in these
negations | am hurled out to the edge where I see the “No” of life. But not
always. And especially as 1 grow more sophisticated and more lucid, it’s
increasingly hard to get to me. You see, the moment somebody moves in on your
life, you have to Kill ‘em to protect yourself. But there’re laws against literally
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slitting wives’ throats — they put you in electric chairs and things like that — so us
subtle people, we learn how to destroy and kill with kindness.

I had a group of students out to my house one night, and we were just sitting
around, and I was just scintillating all over the place. Lyn, my wife, stood up and
started out of the room, saying, “Joseph, 1 will see you in the kitchen.” Now,
when Mama — I mean my wife — calls me “Joseph,” I feel guilty to begin with. 1
know I’ve done something wrong. So, without knowing how I was threatened, 1
was already sharpening my knives as I moved toward the kitchen. I quickly
spoke first, “Lyn, you can’t do this to me. Tomorrow I’'m their professor. I’ve got
to stand up and be their professor. You can’t humiliate me by ordering me around
in my house like that.”

She said, “Joseph, you know women were given weapons. They’ve used
them all their lives and they’re effective. And sooner or later, if you’re going to
live with one, you’re going to come to terms with that fact.”

But I have other ways. “Well, I don’t care what I did, you’ve done worse”
(laughs). 1 see that you understand what I’m saying. You understand that when
someone destroys your illusions you strike back.

When you are not able to destroy the intrusion in your life, you’re thrown
out here (in the circle) to the very edge where you see the collapse of the collapse
of the collapse. There you stand utterly naked without any justification, without
any excuse for having showed up in history.

The Secizure

It’s at that point that the word becomes relevant. This word, it came to me in
terms of what happened to me. First, I experience it as a seizure. Second, I
experience it as an offense. And, third, I experience it as a decision, a deadly
decision, I might add. What I mean by that is that in those moments, a word
breaks out of my latent memory into my active memory and addresses me. It’s a
word like, “Joseph, you’re significant.” Now, mark you, I’m standing there naked
as a jaybird. Caught. Unveiled. And that word moves in. “Joseph, your life is
utterly significant.”

And I say, “Who, me? How could you make that kind of a statement?”

“Your life is utterly significant.”

Wesley said that it was something like this: you carry within your mind an
abstract idea that God so loved the world, and that in a situation like this your
name appears on that word. It’s like, “Joseph, your life is significant.”

That’s what I mean by “seizure.” It becomes relevant. And as a matter of
fact, at this point it becomes the only relevant word. You are filled with the
awareness that if that isn’t the word, then by god, there isn’t any word! At that
moment, you don’t care when that word broke into history. It might just as well
have come from the braying of a jackass in 1846 on the south slope of the Alps.
Do you understand that? At that moment there isn’t any question of who first said
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that word, because that’s the only word that can ever have meaning. What
Nietzsche saw very clearly is that if that isn’t the word, then either spend the rest
of your life (and I'm gonna swear real hard because you swear down in your guts
when you take this stance) saying, “This Goddamn universe!” Or else you
conjure up a new rosy illusion like the characters in “The Iceman Cometh,” in
which you pretend that you don’t know what you damn well know, and then the
cussing comes out through the form of colitis, ulcers, migraines, tics,
eccentricities, slobism. Do you understand what I’'m saying? At that point,
wherever that word came from, it is the lone word that has relevance. That’s what
I mean by seizure.

The Offense

But there’s a sneakiness in this seizure. Let’s say that here I am seized by that
word as that which pronounces possibility for my existence. That word is the
kind of a word that is an utter offense. It strikes you and knocks you outside of
yourself so that you are able to see old Joseph over there being seized, and yet
here is Joseph seeing Joseph being seized, and seeing that it’s a scandalous
seizure. The reason why it’s scandalous is because of intellectual and emotional,
emotional and intellectual, insecurity raised to the nth power.

When you are seized, the scandal that causes the gap is first the intellectual
scandal of “Who said s0?” Now, I’ve already pointed to that in a way. But now
you are facing it head-on. Here 1 am seized with the only word that has
relevance, and now I want three good reasons. This is what it means to be a
rational creature. But you see, at this time, none of this helps. If I say, “Tillich
says so!” at this point I know damn well that the worms are going to eat Paul
Tillich as well as me.

It doesn’t do any good to say, “My dear friend Luther says so!” Because,
hell, Luther, he got eaten too. It doesn’t do any good to say, “The Bible says so,”
because that’s exactly the problem. And certainly it doesn’t do any good to say
“My eschatological hero, Jesus, says so!” Because who in the hell is Joshua to
say this?

If I give you three good reasons why “A” is better than “B,” you aren’t
interested. You’re interested in where in the wide world does a guy get three
good reasons?

You are at the point of decision. You make a kind of decision. A person that
stands at this point is the one who will step out beyond any cynic, out one step
beyond any skeptic, a person who in principle is aware of every doubt possible in
the whole universe. Maybe one day you’re going to see that the Christian faith is
not to take care of those neurotics who can’t handle their neuroses. The Christian
faith is that self-understanding that shoves a person to the limit beyond which
there is no more truth. That’s what I’m trying to articulate.
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The emotional insecurity is the other side of the coin — this person who
dares to stand here and say “yes” to that word knows that no Mama can ever be a
womb again, that no political cause can ever give security again, no religious
institution can offer everlasting security, no friendship can take away the anxiety.
At this point you have to become a “Goddamn liar” if you’re going to get any
significance out of any of those authorities. Said theologically, at this point you
have to build a lie that is damning to God, as you hide behind illusions that are
known to be illusions. That’s the emotional insecurity.

Some of you look surprised that bourgeois philosophy is dressed up in
Christian terminology: that Christianity is a matter of security. No! That’s the
Christianity that denies God. The person of faith seized and offended by this
word is out over 70,000 fathoms of insecurity for the duration of being.

That’s the offense. That’s why nobody ever heard this word save his or her
life collapsed, or he or she hit bottom.

The Decision

And then the third part of the analysis of the dynamic of faith is the decision, a
decision out over nothing. I mean the kind of decision that doesn’t have three
good reasons for deciding anything. I mean the decision that has nothing as a
basis for deciding. I mean the kind of decision in which the decision itself is the
gamble of your own existence, remember, that only goes around the clock once.
It’s the kind of a decision when you use pure guts to make your decision.

Let me be very clear: the word never comes to a person as truth. Good Lord,
no! That's the problem. The word comes to you as possibility, which is a
question, which forces you to answer the question as to whether or not you’re
going to live in the deeps of humanness, or whether you’re going to live in the
lying, secure shallows. The word does not come as a truth. It comes as
possibility, which is a question that addresses the very depths of your life and
world. And you have to answer that question. And you have to answer it out over
nothing. And the cost of it is your whole being. It’s that kind of word.

It’s as if the person of faith picks up every doubt in the universe. This is why
that person out-skepticizes the skeptic. The skeptic knows nothing that the person
of faith doesn’t know. The tragic hero knows nothing, the most lucid stoic knows
nothing, the atheistic existentialist knows nothing that the person of faith doesn’t
know. The person of faith knows emotional insecurities. The person of faith can
be surprised by nothing. This person internalizes every insecurity, even some-
body pushing the atomic bomb button — every insecurity in the universe.

Now, let me see if I can get a little more flesh and blood on that word. 1t’s
been said in history so many ways, for example, that word of Augustine, which
was “All that is, is good.” He knew damn well that anybody with two ounces of
sense knew that this world isn’t good. “All that is, is good” is a confessional
statement.
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Trees talk to me. | used to have an office down in Austin, Texas, and the
students at the university would come in and talk to me and pour out their
troubles. I tell you, the students at Texas really had bellies full of problems. I’d
sit there and 1°d listen to them like 1°d never heard things like that in my whole
life. until it got so painful that all I could think of were my own problems. And
when I got to thinking about my own problems, I’d sort of turn away, just a little
bit, but pretend to listen. But 1 wasn’t hearing a thing they said. 1 was just
consumed with my own problems.

And then I’d look out the window, and across the street there was a tree.
That tree was a friend of mine. It was a strange old tree. In Texas they have
hurricanes, and some of the limbs of this tree were knocked off, and there was a
great big gash down through its psyche, | mean its trunk. And that black stuff
was smeared on it to patch it up. I knew it wasn’t long for this world and the
students would come by and they would pay no attention to it. Even the faculty
members would walk right by that tree, my old friend, and literally ignore it. But
in these circumstances that tree used to speak to me. Augustine went around and
asked all the little flowers if the meaning of life was in them, and in those days, a
lot of flowers could talk, and they said, “No, it’s not in me.”

This tree talked also. He’d start out, he’d say, “Hello, Joseph.” He’d always
call me Joseph. He’d say, “Hello, Joseph.” And I°d say, “Hello, tree.” And the
tree would start in saying, “Look. I’m accepted in this universe,” and I’d say,
“What?!? You mean with all those stubby old limbs of yours?” And he’s say,
“Yes, I'm received in the universe.” And I’d say, “With that great big gash
through your psyche, that you’re never going to get over, and you’re going to
carry . .. 72 And he’d say, “Yes, I’m received, even with that big gash in my
psyche.” And I’d say, “You mean even though everybody pays you no
attention?” He’d say, “Yes, I’m received.” I’d say, “How do you know that?”
And the tree said to me, “Look.” And sure enough, I’d look. And whatever was
sustaining everything else in being was sustaining my friend the tree in being!
Just as it was! And then the tree would be sneaky. He’d turn it around on me.
He’d say, “You know, Joseph, you’re received in this universe.” I'd say, “What
do you mean? You mean this guy that can’t even stand the pain of listening to
this poor student?” He’d say, “Yes!” “You mean this guy who never was quite
what his Papa wanted him to be?” “Yes!” “You mean this fellow who never quite
made it like his brother made it?” “Yes!” “You mean this guy who’s done all of
these horrible things that you know damn well. . . 2 “Yes!”

And I’d say, “How do you know?” And he’d say, “Look.” And sure enough,
I looked down and there I am, and whatever is sustaining anything in this
universe is sustaining me. Whether anyone likes me or not.

You know, whether you like me or not, whether my Mama cares for me,
whether or not my wife likes me, whether or not I approve of myself. By
whatever finally is going on in this universe, Joseph Wesley Mathews, as he is,
not as he might have been, not as you think he ought to be, not as he might like to
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be, but exactly as he is, is pronounced utterly received. That’s John 3:16. That’s
the word that seizes you as possibility. But you see it’s not your word until you
say, “I am the one who is utterly approved in this universe!” And then, that word
is the word of my life. It’s the anchor of my existence, and if you ask me, “Who
says s0?” Then I say, “I say so!” And only after I say, “I say so!” do I say “We
say so!” Which means Mrs. Bigbottom and I down at First Methodist. Which
means Luther and I, which means Paul and 1, which means Amos and I, which
means Bill sitting over there and 1.

That’s the Christ Happening. And our fathers had many wonderful parables
by which they spoke of it. They said, “All my life I was maimed, but didn’t think
I was maimed. | thought I was a two-armed and a two-legged man, but I only
have one arm and one leg. All my life [ was maimed. And lo, in this Happening I
am whole. All my life I’ve been blind,” is what they said, “Oh, I thought I could
see. But I was blind. And now I see. All my life I’ve been deaf. Now I hear. All
my life I’ve been tongue-tied. And now I can speak. All my life I’ve been in
chains. And now 1 am free. All my life I’ve been a cadaver. I’ve been dead. And,
lo, now I am alive. I’ve been resurrected from the dead.”

And the strange irony is that what 1’ve described is nothing short of death in
the deepest meaning of “death.” Here I die to all of those illusions which seemed
to give me life. And when I die to those illusions and become nothing, out over
70,000 fathoms, in my nothingness I discover I am approved by the cosmos.
When I die, it is then that I discover this is my life and that I’ve had my life from
the beginning. But I did not know I had my life, and therefore, I did not live.

Listen! The Christ Happening isn’t something that took place 2000 years
ago. The Christ Event is something that happened back in the beginning of time
and it happens now in your life. And there’s nothing religious about it. There is
nothing pious about it. There is nothing dogmatic about it. It’s as human as going
to the toilet.

The Story of Our Life

Your next question, and mark you, this is your next question. Your next question
is, “How can these things be?” “How can these things be?” When you and I step
back from this Happening and try to think and talk about it, we become aware
that we cannot speak to ourselves about how these things can be, save we tell the
story of our lives, which is the story of the community in which we live when
this happening has become the Happening in and through which we define
ourselves in history.

Let me tell you the story that the church knows. When you come to us as the
church and ask us to talk about how this can be, you find us lying like sailors.
That is to say, these people who say they have embraced their insecurity you find
to be the most insecure people you ever saw. They lie like sailors. They begin to
give you three good psychological reasons why this is true and three good
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philosophical reasons why this is true. And yet, when you yank the rug out from
under them each time, which you have to do, because they’re so insecure, these
people. when you drive them into the corner, and finally you get them squatted
down there with their heads between their knees and their hands over their heads,
they’ll finally say, “All right! All right! All right! I’ll tell you the story of my
life!™

And when they do, they tell a story something like this: One time we were
not. We did not be. And then a configuration of happenings — the center of which
was one Joshua — happened. | say, a configuration of occurrences occurred, after
which here we be. You see that? They say, “At one time in history we had no
being, and after a configuration of circumstances, here we be!”

It’s sort of like the Revolutionary War, If you ask us who we are and we
finally tell the story, and we say, well, one time we were not, and after a conflux
of circumstances that we loosely refer to as the Revolutionary War, after which,
here we is! Here we is.

“Jesus Christ” is not the first and the last name of a character. The term
“Christ” is a title like “Mr. President,” Harry Truman. So you have “Jesus” plus
“the Christ” equals this Happening or Event, because this Christ is the
significance for human existence. What I’m trying to say is that in and about
some Joe Blow, about whom we know next to nothing, a new significance in
terms of grasping what it means to be a human being got belched into history.

I said that when you stand on the edge it doesn’t make any difference how
that word came into history. But scientifically, apparently, and that’s what you
always have to say, this self-understanding, this possibility for being human,
broke into history in and about the character named Joshua — one Jesus. But what
broke into being was the self-understanding, which is to say, the Christ Self-
understanding, or the possibility of the Christ Happening happening in history.
And out of this happening, these people wove a tremendous story.

The Christian Story

And I want to retell you that story. I’ve never read a story like it. Maybe that’s
because it’s my story. | mean, it’s the story behind all of the stories in life that
give meaning to my being Joseph Wesley Mathews.

And the story goes like this. You’ve got to go back and get their stage
setting. Amy Sample McPherson wrote an opera, and there were three stage
levels: Earth, Heaven, and Hell. I went to see it, and it was rather a phenomenal
thing. Anyway, on this stage there are two levels. The lower level represents the
civilizing process, or history, if you please. The upper level represents the
cosmic. in the poetic sense. It represents the ultimate. It represents the final
meaning of life.

These strange people of the church, to whom this thing happened — this new
self-understanding, this awareness that they had divine permission to be human
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beings with all of the creatureliness that that meant — these people built two basic
symbols. Those two symbols, in my opinion, are the omega — that’s really the
empty tomb — and the cross. Which is to say, that when we die, I mean die to all
of our pretensions about life, we discover we’ve been resurrected, that we’re
alive. That we live! That we’re really human beings.

To put it in another way, our fathers never separated these two symbols.
This was what happened in history, those two symbols of death and resurrection.
They told their story to try to say to themselves and the world that this is not just
another happening, but it’s the final happening of humanness.

What a story! First of all, they took these two symbols and put ‘em up on the
cosmic level, and then shoved the cosmic level in the play back to the beginning
of the beginning. To get this little episode in the play, you have to go back to
those primordial moments. You know, the Jews in the first chapter of Genesis
have a great picture of it. You remember in the little play there, they waddle old
Yahweh out on the stage and have him hurl out a little bit of isness, and at the
end of the day he steps back and says, “It’s good.” And then they waddle him out
a second day and have him throw out a little more isness, and he says it’s good
again. And when he wraps it all up — it took seven days to get through that little
dramatic episode — when he got all the isnesses going, he stepped back and said,
“It’s very good.” What a play!

You see the scene. Old Papa sitting on the throne back here in this scene,
that means the ultimate up-against-ness in life, and guess what’s sitting on his
lap? Well, it’s a little baby lamb. Now, just to be sure that you don’t get this
mixed up with any antiquated literalism, it’s a lamb. I want you to understand
that that lamb represents this symbol, right here, that if a person dies to any
pretension or illusion, s/he lives. That’s what it represents. And to be sure that
you get that symbolism that they used, this little lamb as it hops along, said “Baa,
baa, baa.” Now you’ve got the picture in the play we’re rehearsing. And this little
lamb, which was the Lamb of the world, back in the primordial moment, was
sitting on the lap of the Papa. What a play! And guess what! In this play the little
Lamb is the one who hurled into being all isnesses. Therefore, our fathers were
saying that this self-understanding is the cosmic self-understanding that was there
from the very beginning, whatever that means mythologically. And you and 1
haven’t the foggiest, for that was millennia ago when they were using all those
mythological concepts and symbols.

Let’s go to the other act of this play. I tell you, this ought to be on
Broadway. We’ve been talking about the pre-existence of the Christ Happening.
Now we go to the post-existence. When the play wraps up, and history is all
rolled up, whatever that means, you’ve got the old Papa, of course, sitting on the
throne. But guess who’s on his lap. Why, the little Lamb is there. And guess who
is the one who gets to say whether this whole play was good or bad. The Lamb
gets to do that in the play. It’s the Lamb that was slain before the foundation of
the world, it’s the Lamb that’s still dripping with blood, it’s the Lamb who
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decided what the play was about, and it’s the Lamb who decides whether the play
was good.

Do you understand why, for me, it’s a matter of utter life and death that I'm
washed in the blood of the Lamb, or that I’'m given cosmic permission to live in
the Christ word? There is nothing religious about it, nothing supernatural about
it, nothing philosophical about it, nothing dogmatic about it — just the way life is.

There are a couple of tremendous little transitional scenes in the play. First
of all, they had to get the Lamb into history. They had to get him into human
form so that he didn’t say, “Baa, baa, baa,” but so he could say, “I am the way,
the truth. and the life.” They had to get the eschatological hero into history. They
did it through that tremendous scene, the Virgin Birth. Wouldn’t you like to
orchestrate that scene? If it’d been in our day, it wouldn’t have been that. We
sure wouldn’t have done it with the Virgin Birth. Maybe we’d use a flying
saucer. He wouldn’t have been a little old Lamb, he’d have been a little old
Green Man from Mars,

But we didn’t write the play. It was written long ago. That’s the play, with
the Lamb. Anyway, here he was hurled into being on a Virgin. Grace rode a
Virgin. This is to say, you could no more get along without the Virgin Birth in
the play than you could fly to the moon.

Then they had to get him off the stage of history. I like the way they did that
— a lot of drama in it. You know, when I was a little boy, 1 lived in Ada, Ohio,
and 1 went to Sunday school one day to see that strange picture of the Ascension.
They"ve got this guy about halfway up in the picture? He’s on his way. | came
home that afternoon and went out to the edge of Ada, to a little knoll, and you
may think [ was crazy, but anyway, I tried it; but | never got off the ground,
except maybe a little jump. This is a tremendous scene in which the hero goes
out. The meaning of existence beats the wrath of the worms, and he’s the only
one that beats the wrath of the worms.

The Meaning of the Story

Now, the real question is, what does this play mean for Joseph Wesley Mathews?
The self-understanding that bought my ticket, in the cosmic sense, was Jesus. In
the earliest creed they said, “Jesus the Christ, Our Lord.” And it was the Lord.
This community bowed its knee before this self-understanding. And the Virgin
Birth pointed to the Lordship, the early scenes to the Lordship, the Ascension to
the Lordship, the post-existence to the Lordship. It all pointed to “Jesus Christ is
Lord.”

But what does that mean to this unique, unrepeatable fellow in the 20"
century? It means that when | dare to receive the negations of my life and
appropriate afresh the word that 1 am received; when the word intrudes in the
flesh of my concrete situation, when the incarnation takes place for me, in that
moment | become aware of grace.
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From the beginning that word was over my life even though I never knew it.
My whole memory is reconstructed, including the times that my Papa beat the
daylights out of me for not shelling beans as fast as my brother. Do you
understand how that scarred my being? And can you understand how I’m not
over it yet? And can you understand that something has happened, because at
least I can talk about it to myself? Can you understand that I am enabled to say
that which is obviously not good is nevertheless very good? That it’s mine! That
all my life I have been an utterly approved man. And at this moment I know it.
And not only do I have a memory, 1 have a capacity to anticipate, that is to say,
shove out into the darkness of the future.

When I’m able to receive my life as significant, then I am able to grasp, first
of all, that I haven’t the slightest idea of what the future is going to be. I may be
dead in five minutes. I may have one leg tomorrow. But there is one thing I am
sure of, that the cosmic going-on-ness of this world pronounces my life
approved! Approved, under any circumstances. This is to say, if I show up
tomorrow as a one-legged man, I shall be accepted in the universe as a one-
legged man, and dare to live my one-legged-ness to the hilt. And if tomorrow I
am given the gift of my death, I shall grasp the fact, that dead, as well as alive,
my existence is approved. And therefore I can pick up my death and die it.

That’s what this strange story means. This is why this is the story, this is the
play, without which history is not in the deepest sense history. This is why this is
the story without which no human being, in the deepest sense, is ever a human
being. This is to say the story isn’t true because it’s better than some other story.
You see the joke of that, don’t you? This is the story that is the last story. I mean,
there’s no place else to go. This is the end of the road of meaning. I mean, this is
the final word on humanness. Before God, in Christ, one discovers in that word is
our cosmic permission: if we die we live. Therefore, we can stand exposed in the
white-hot insecurity of nothingness itself.

In the third act, therefore, we are able to pick up our lives and plunge them
into the deeps of concern for the whole civilizing process. I remember “A Raisin
in the Sun,” a great movie. But they left out the punch line of the play. That was
when the African Negro man asked the American Negro girl to marry him and go
back to Africa. With amazing lucidity, the Negro girl reminded him of all the
uncertainties, all the contingencies, of all the inhumanities, of all of the tragedies,
all the dyings that awaited them if they went to Africa. And then she turned to
him and asked him, “What’s your answer to all these questions?” His reply, “I
intend to live my answer.”

So I say to you, the Christ Happening, the Christ Story, the Christ Drama in
worship is that which gives me final permission to be the living embodiment of
answers that I hurl into the face of the questions coming at me from the universe.
That’s what it means to be a Christian. But most of all, that’s what it means for
any person in this century to be a person of faith.



The Freedom Lecture
Biblical Faith and the Ethical Revolution

Grace be unto to you and peace, firom God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
Amen.

The Christ Happening Is in This World, Now

You probably have noticed that the way I come at life is always to begin with the
“is™ and not with the “ought.” Each person and each authentic community forges
their “oughts” out of the concrete “ises.” In terms of theology, my mind always
goes this way.

You and I do not present Christ to the world. Christ is already Lord of this
world. Our job is to pull off the mask. At the very depths of personal and social
going-on-ness is the Christ Happening. That is the way it was in the beginning, is
now, and shall be at the end. There’s nothing religious about it, there’s nothing
Christian about it, there’s nothing pious about it. The self-understanding that |
point to with the Christ Happening is what it means to be a human being. The
problem is, most of us have blinders on as to what it means to be a human being.
Or we do not see that Christ, or what we point to with that symbol, is the Lord of
this world.

I see my task in life, whether I do it with skill or not, is simply to pull the
mask off of our eyes, that we may see, in the very depths of the great human
adventure, that there is one — only one — eternal, unchanging, never passing truth
and happening, and that’s the Christ Happening.

A Radically New World

Our subject today is Freedom: the biblical faith and the ethical revolution. | have
to come at it in this fashion: you and 1 are living in a radically new world, and the
Christ Happening is to be found right in the midst of this world. That’s where it’s
always been. If we’re looking any place else other than in the midst of the
scientific revolution, the urban revolution, the secular revolution, we haven’t the
slightest chance of seeing the Lordship of Jesus Christ. We have to begin by
looking hard-headedly at the actual world, for Christ never rules over any of our
dream worlds. He only rules over the actual world we’re in. We begin there, and
then we try to say to ourselves the meaning for us of this Happening of
happenings.
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The Style of the People of Faith in this New World

I want to deal with the style of life that issues from that Happening and place it in
the context of the new image of the church in the 20" century. Before I do that, I
have two bits of poetry. One is from my friend D. H. Lawrence:

Those that go searching for love

only make manifest their own lovelessness,

and the loveless never find love,
only the loving find love,
and they never have to seek for it.
(“Search for Love,” The Complete Poems . . . , p. 661)

And now from my friend Paul:

Oh, you dear idiots of Galatia, who saw Jesus Christ the crucified so plainly,
who has been casting a spell over you? I will ask you one simple question: did
you receive the Spirit by trying to keep the law or by believing the message of
the gospel? Surely you can’t be so idiotic as to think that a man begins his
spiritual life in the Spirit and then completes it by reverting to outward
observances? Has all your painful experience brought you nowhere? 1 simply
cannot believe it of you! Does God, who gives you his Spirit and works miracles
among you, do these things because you have obeyed the Law? Or because you
have believed the gospel? Ask yourselves that. . . . At one time when you had no
knowledge of God, you were under the authority of the gods who had no real
existence. But now that you have come to know God, or rather are known by
him, how can you revert to dead and sterile principles and consent to be under
their power all over again? Your religion is beginning to be a matter of
observing certain days . . . [or believing certain ideas]. Frankly, you stagger me,
you make me wonder if all my efforts over you have been wasted! . . . Plant
your feet firmly therefore within the freedom that Christ has won for us, and do
not let yourselves be caught again in the shackles of slavery. . . . It is to freedom
that you have been called, my brothers [and sisters] (Gal. 3: 1-5; 4: 8-11; 5: I;
5:13 - JBP).

What a poet. If you, along with Augustine and myself, can allow yourself to
say that “All that is, is good” — which is to say there is one God and not two —
then you’ll understand how I am persuaded that if this one God is “wroughting
mighty wroughts” in the midst of the historical going-on-ness of our time, then
one God is at the same time upheavaling creation and its people.

Faith vs. Ethics: the Real Problem Is Faith

[ want to go to that individual now who’s standing in faith. The category in and
through which the style of life that flows out of faith is delineated more
adequately than anything else is the category of freedom. My friend Luther made
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use of it, and Wesley made use of it, but he meant something a little different
than most people mean. Certainly Paul made use of it. Now, you could use other
categories, but I think this is the primary one. The person in Christ is free. Period.
Paul was very clear the fruit of the Christian life was un-divorced from faith.
That is, to be a person of faith is to be a free person, and to be a free person is to
be a person of faith. | don’t become a person of faith and then go out to be free.
A person of faith is a free person. The Christian has always understood that the
basic problem is not the ethical problem, but is the faith problem. It is the
problem of deciding who you are going to be.

We’ve got to put a little content on that. I like to think of freedom as the
freedom to be lucid, the freedom to be sensitive, the freedom to be exposed, and
the freedom to be disciplined.

The Free Person of Faith has the Freedom to be Lucid

The person of faith is delivered unto lucidity. This is to say that the person of
faith knows everything that there is to be known, minus nothing. I repeat, the
person of faith knows everything that there is to be known, minus nothing — a
person of utter lucidity.

You remember the picture by Camus in the Myth of Sisyphus? He has
Sisyphus pushing the rock up the hill, his shoulders are dug into it, his muscles
tensed, his face furrowed with strain. He’s dripping with perspiration as he edges
that rock of life up the hill. And when he gets it up the hill, he steps back and
watches it roll back down again. Camus says this is the moment of the pause in
which one becomes utterly lucid about one’s lucidity — utterly lucid about just the
way life is.

The person of faith doesn’t have to kid himself any more about his showed-
up-ness in history. He knows damn well that he just showed up. He just
appeared, without any consultation on his part. He showed up a male and not a
female, or she showed up a female and not a male. His color was white, or her
color was black, slant eyes, or straight eyes, my neurotic problem, or yours. The
free person dares to see that what is, is what is.

The free person doesn’t have to lie about death, but knows that one day
they’re going to stick her in a hole in the ground, and that the worms are going to
eat her. That’s all she knows for sure. She doesn’t have to conjure up some
Platonic scheme of a body with a soul in it with three parts, the appetitive, the
irascible, and the rational, the bottom two of which rot away in the ground
because they are so intimately connected to that body, and that the rational part
floats up to heaven when she dies and defeats death. But she doesn’t need this
kind of a rationalized escape. She can face life as it is. She’s liberated to be lucid
about herself. She knows she’s going to die with a warped and scarred psyche.
She also knows that her very scars are her gifts, and that her problem isn’t that
she’s scarred, but it’s having guts enough to pick up those scars and shove them
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into history. She says, if you take my neurotic pattern away from me, you take
my gifts as well.

The lucid person understands his neighbor. He knows that his neighbor is an
S.0.B. before he ever meets him, and he doesn’t have to go around pretending
otherwise. My neighbor knows that I know things about him that he wouldn’t tell
his own mother, and yet he never told me a thing. If he’s a lucid man, he doesn’t
have to go around kidding himself. He doesn’t have to go around pretending
anymore. He knows that everybody lives in an illusion and that it’s possible to
pick up your tent and move out of the illusion once it’s disclosed. This is the
lucid one. This is the person who is in faith, who is stamped with the approval of
great God Almighty, the one who understands that the great human venture is
going on in God’s world, and that God loves us and pronounces all creation
good, including us.

The Free Person of Faith has the Freedom to be Sensitive

Secondly, the free person in Jesus Christ is the one who is sensitive. I’d like to
use the word “love,” but that word has been abused. The one who is in Christ
dares to be present to every situation. The French have the term “disposabilite,”
one who dares to give himself to the situation, to be sensitive to it with the filed
down finger tips of the safecracker, who can feel what’s going on way down
inside the lock. This is the one who dares to be present with the third ear. He or
she doesn’t pay any attention to any questions that anybody asks, but pays
attention to the context out of which the question is asked. He or she doesn’t pay
any attention to what someone says but pays attention to what that person is most
trying to reveal and conceal at the same time in what is said. The sensitive person
dares to care about another person down deep in the spirit dimension of that
person, where the real problems are. This is what I mean by sensitivity

The sensitive person takes a washrag and wrings the last drop of meaning
out of it. The ancient Hebrews were clear about this when they saw that the
divine activity was not only on the upbeats of life, but also in the downbeats of
life. Getting an “A” in a course or getting an “F” in a course are equally
significant. Having a good sex night with your wife is no more significant than
having a bad sex night with your wife. Not only those great successes but those
failures have meaning. Not only the “yea’s” of life but also the “nay’s” of life
resound with the eternal “yes” said over existence. Not only getting born, but
getting died is significant. Who is to say which is prior to the other, as Calvin
would put it?

Camus used the figures of the lover, the actor, and the conqueror. The lover,
as the free person, is the man who loves every woman he meets to the hilt, and
when he finishes he leaves her so that he can be ready for the next woman, ready
to love her to the hilt. Now, if you’ve got Puritan morality in your veins as I do,
you like to hasten on to say that he’s talking about life situations. This is a person
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who takes every situation as it comes and squeezes every bit of meaning out of it,
then lets it go to be ready for how God is confronting him in the next situation.
He then moves into that situation and wrings it out.

You don’t have any more lifetime than you have right now in this room.
You never had any more and you never will have any more. One of the great
tragedies of life is that we don’t experience most of our lives. We don’t stand at
attention. Think of the living that you and I have done since we got up this
morning and did not have selfhood enough to stand at attention long enough to
take it into ourselves. We were at a worship service. There’s a lot wrong with
that worship service, but what was wrong with it was just as important as what
was right with it. The person of faith dares to be sensitive. She marches through
life at attention, as the one who loves and does not lose her soul to any moment.
Yes, yesterday was given. Tremendous. But tomorrow is at hand. I move on to
embrace it.

The free person is the actor. He plays many roles in life. My gracious, I'm
Jjust amazed at the number of roles I play. Being the husband of Lyn is not an
easy role, but it’s an exciting one. But Lyn isn’t the meaning of my life.
However, that’s my role, and I live it to the hilt, but I don’t lose my soul to it. I’'m
also a clergyman. I tell you, in our day that’s a hard role to play. What does it
mean to authentically create the role of a clergyman? I am the clergyman of the
20" century. 1 say, let every clergyman be exactly like me. That’s what it means
to play a role to the hilt. Now, granted, there have been many Hamlets played,
but a man who did not say to himself, “Mine is the greatest Hamlet,” didn’t know
what he was doing. And he never came off with it. That’s what I mean, you play
your role to the hilt without losing your soul to it.

You play many roles, and they’re complex roles, and you play each one as if
it's the only role you have, while at the same time you’re wholly detached from
it. Luther called this a holy nonchalance toward life. An utterly serious
attachment that makes the pharisee think you’re a pharisee, and an utter
nonchalance that makes the pharisee think you’re a libertine: this is the person of
faith who’s never boxed in. About the time you pigeonhole him over here, he’s
over there. It’s that kind of a picture. He’s giving himself with all that he is to the
other in any given situation. This is the one who really cares about life. He cares
about people. He is the concerned one.

And Camus said that the free person is the conqueror, the one who sees that
life has a billion causes and stands before them all. This is to say with Paul,
everything is permitted, and yet not everything is expedient. He meant you just
have to choose. Everything is permitted and yet you have to choose. That’s
frightening, because you know that when you stand before that woman and say
“yes™ to her, you are saying “no” to all the rest. And so it is in choosing a
vocation, the overwhelmingness of possibility.

With some little narrow god 1 don’t have much of a problem. However, the
person of faith has insecurity, for everything is good and everything is permitted.
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The person of faith dares to launch into a cause, knowing that that cause is not
going to save his soul, that that cause is not going to save history’s soul. They tell
me that even the pyramids are beginning to round off. He sees that every cause in
the world is finally a ridiculous cause, because if bodies in the sky collide and
earth isn’t anymore, then our human history isn’t anymore.

He’s like the man who sees that ten thousand years from now somebody is
going to pick up a broken cup handle, take it to the archaeologist who’s gonna
say, “Mmm, that comes from those people who came roughly between Ramses I
and Einstein.” And anyone who doesn’t see that, and embrace it, doesn’t know
what it means to love. This is the person who is sensitive. This is the one who
cares. This is the one who creates for some other reason than feeling good about
a job well done or life well lived.

The Free Person of Faith has the Freedom to be Exposed

The person in faith has the freedom to be exposed. By exposure I mean the one
who dares to act and takes within herself the risk of acting. She acts without any
appeal. Finally, no one has any three good reasons that justify any act ever done.

If I decide that this criterion is going to approve my act, my question is How
did you decide upon that criterion? Every moral deed is finally without any
appeal. This is what Paul meant when he said that a man is only justified by faith.
The free person is the one who dares to risk himself without ever again seeking
any unambiguous knowledge that he did the right thing.

And he’s the man who lives with the consequences of his act. This is to say
you never do anything in which you know the consequences beforehand. The
person of faith takes into himself the consequences, whatever they may be,
before he does his deed. Therefore, after the deed he does not say that’s the fault
of my having a neurotic Papa, or that’s the fault of that campus chaplain who
advised me to marry this slob. No. He takes responsibility for his own actions,
his own existence.

I tell you once again, I came out of a family where my Papa was neurotic.
Am I the product of a neurotic father? No! I am Joseph Wesley Mathews. I am
responsible for every ounce of me. That’s what it means to be a free man in Jesus
Christ. It wasn’t that [ married some old shrew and therefore became this mouse.
I resent it when someone says that women castrate men. Now, mark you, they do
that, but when you find a man who excuses himself as castrated by his wife, hell,
he had all sorts of possibilities and decided to be castrated. He’s accountable if he
is sexless. This is the free man. He blames nobody or no-thing. No external
circumstances have anything whatsoever to do with my life. I am my life. That’s
the freedom that’s in Jesus Christ.
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The Free Person of Faith has the Freedom to be Disciplined

And lastly, this person is free to be a disciplined one. I don’t mean by disciplined
those schedules that a freshman puts up in his room about when he’s going to
brush his teeth or when he’s going to get up in the morning. I don’t care when he
gets up. I’'m interested in what he does when he gets up.

By discipline I mean the one who’s taken upon himself to be himself in the
civilizing process. This comes to me in the form of the indicative and the
imperative. The Gospel of Jesus Christ strikes me as the indicative. That’s just
the word. Joseph, you are loved of God. But when I receive that indicative as the
indicative of my life, it becomes the imperative of my life. That is to say, I shall
be what I am. I am a forgiven man. Therefore, [ will be a forgiven man in every
life situation. | am a received man. Therefore in every life situation I will be the
received man. This is to say that I can receive you. Do you understand that? It is
not an imperative that comes from the outside. It’s my imperative, the one I put
on myself. I shall be what I am. I shall ever become what I be.

The person of faith is set free to be the utterly disciplined person. In the
great indicative of the gospel, I expect you to expect to find me, wherever you
meet me, under whatever circumstances, standing as a free man. | must expect
you and all of history to expect to find Joseph Wesley Mathews as the free man
he is and has decided to be.

Now, whether you find me that way or not, that’s beside the point. I’'m not
even talking about that. That all people shall always expect to find me a free
man, that’s what I mean by discipline. I must always be, and mark you, it's a
twenty-four-a-day job, a life-long job. I’'m the one who disciplines myself,
demands of myself, demands that history demands of me that I be standing here
giving myself for the civilizing process.

You’re never going to decide how I give my life. | alone decide. But you
must always demand that my life be given.

Let’s pray. Prayer is the most horrifying human activity in the world.
Whatever else it is, it means you come to terms with who you are and have
decided to be. You may have thought you gave up private devotions because they
didn’t have any meaning. Today that’s not the real problem. You know now you
have to come to terms with your freedom to be in every moment.

Oh Thou, who dost ever remain the naught that intrudes in our life as the only
fitllness, have mercy on us. Amen.



The Church Lecture

The Dynamical Understanding of the People of God

The Theoretical Task — Clarifying Our Understanding of the Trinity

Our task, the theoretical task of the church in our day, is to get stated in clear
terms what we mean by the Trinity — God, Christ, and Holy Spirit, what we have
been talking about up till now in the seminar — so that the 20™ century person can
understand it and choose to live out of that profound understanding. That’s our
basic task. Your job and my job are not done until we are able to get that said so
that it gets communicated to “the last fat lady™ in the back of the audience. Now,
we are ready to consider “church.”

Before I start on what we mean when we say “church” in the 20™ century, I
want to again read a bit of poetry. Right now I think this is the greatest poem ever
written. Tomorrow I’ll decide that something else is the greatest poem. You see,
it is my business to decide what is the greatest poem ever written.

11

I was so weary of the world,

I was so sick of it,

everything was tainted with myself,

skies, trees, flowers, birds, water,

people, houses, streets, vehicles, machines,

nations, armies, war, peace-making,

work, recreation, governing, anarchy,

it was all tainted with myself, I knew it all to start with
because it was all myself.

When I gathered flowers, I knew it was myself plucking my own flowering.
When I went in a train, 1 knew it was myself travelling by my own invention.
When I heard the cannon of the war, I listened with my own ears to

my own destruction.
When I saw the torn dead, 1 knew it was my own torn dead body.
It was all me, | had done it all in my own flesh.

m

I shall never forget the maniacal horror of it all intheend . ..
I anticipated it all, all in my own soul

because [ was the author and the result

I was the God and the creation at once;

... it was a maniacal horror in the end.

1 was a lover, | kissed the woman I loved,
and God of horror, I was also kissing myself.
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[ was a father and a begetter of children,
and oh, oh horror, 1 was begetting and conceiving in my own body.

v
At last came death, sufficiency of death,
and that at last relieved me, I died. ...

\'

God, but it is good to have died, to have been trodden out,
trodden to nought by the sour, dead earth,

quite to nought,

absolutely to nothing,

nothing. . ..

For when it is quite, quite nothing, then it is everything.
When [ am trodden quite out, quite, quite out,

every vestige gone, then | am here

risen and setting my foot on another world

risen, accomplishing a resurrection

risen, not born again, but risen, body the same as before,
new beyond knowledge of newness, alive beyond life,
proud beyond inkling or furthest conception of pride,
living where life was never yet dreamed of, or even hinted at
here, in the other world, still terrestrial

myself, the same as before, yet unaccountably new.

td

VI

1, in the sour black tomb, trodden to absolute death
I put out my hand in the night, one night, and my hand
touched that which was verily not me,

verily it was not me.

Where | had been was a sudden blaze,

a sudden flaring blaze!

So | put my hand out further, a little further

and [ felt that which was not I,

it verily was not 1,

it was the unknown.

Ha, I was a blaze leaping up!
| was a tiger bursting into sunlight.
| was greedy, | was mad for the unknown.
I, new-risen, resurrected, starved from the tomb,
starved from a life of devouring always myself,
now here was I, new-awakened, with my hand stretching out
and touching the unknown, the real unknown, the unknown unknown.
(“New Heaven and Earth,” The Collected Poems of D. H. Lawrence, pp. 256-59)
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Now this bit of gospel poetry:

Never think that I have come to bring peace upon the earth. No, I have not come
to bring peace but a sword! For I have come to set man against his own father,
[If you feel a little bourgeois, and want to leave, feel free, and come back when
I have finished.] a daughter against her own mother, and a daughter-in-law
against her mother-in-law. A man’s enemies shall be those who live in his own
house. Anyone who puts love for father or mother above his love for me does
not deserve to be mine, and he who loves son or daughter more than me is not
worthy of me, and neither is the man who refuses to take up his cross [that is,
lay down his life, in case you’ve got that wrong: neither is the man who is not
willing to lay down his life] and follow my way. The man who has found his
whole life will lose it, but the man who has lost it for my sake will find it.
Whoever welcomes you, welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me is wel-
coming the one who sent me. (Mt. 10: 34-40, JBP)

This is the 49" year of the radical renewal of the church in the 20" century. This
ought not to come as any surprise that the church has a new operating image, for
Calvin long since said the church is never without historical manifestation; but it
is never synonymous with any historical manifestation.

Master and Functional Images of the Church Throughout History

In the history of the church there have been great master and functional images.
In the ancient church, she saw herself as the eschatological congregation that put
the limits of temporality before all mankind and promised that if in the
everydayness of their lives they would live before those radical limits, they
would discover in the here and now what Life is, with a capital “L.”

The second great operating image of the church was forged in the medieval
period. The church grasped itself as the super-agency that welded together every
facet of the structures of humanity that disclosed the final meaning of their
existence. She promised humanity that if in the midst of the everydayness of their
lives they would live before the final meaning of that life, they would discover
what Life — spelled with a capital “L” — is all about.

The Reformers’ image was that of a priestly/prophetic community that held
before all of humankind the propensity to live in the illusion that hid us from the
actualities of life. She promised humans that if they would come to terms in the
midst of the everydayness of their life and deal with their illusions about
themselves, new possibiiity would be theirs, which would be Life — with a capital
“L” — from the bottom up.

Now, to continue my oversimplification, each of these images was
perverted. The first one ended up in the desert; the second one ended up in
ecclesiastical tyranny; and you and I are the living embodiment of the perversion
of the third great image.

.
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Here we have to slow down just a bit. It seems to me that this happened
about a hundred years ago in America at the close of the Civil War, when the
new science impacted our nation, as it had not impacted it up to that time. In the
midst of that impact the church lost its courage to understand itself as
significantly engaged in the civilizing process. When you and I lose that kind of a
sense of significant engagement, we have to conjure up some kind of pseudo-
image of significance. The one the church brought into being in our time was that
of the defender of the status quo.

It reminds me of that ancient Greek myth: out on the edges was chaos, then
the area of the irrational, the area of the unexpected, the area of change.
Humanity with its rational capacity built a little island of security in the midst of
that irrationality and then put a dyke around it to keep out change, and then
created a class of people called dyke walkers, sometimes known as clergymen,
whose job it was to see to it that no change poked through that dyke. If any
trickle came, they stuck in their finger or their arm, or, if necessary, their head.
That’s the picture of the church, as she became the defender, the knight in
shining armor defending the status quo.

I have the idea most of you are still trapped in that kind of morality, and not
only trapped in it, but you still think you have to defend it. There’s a kind of
irony in it. The Lord is sneaky — instead of attacking the dyke, the Lord moved in
the 20" century down underneath that island and shook it until its teeth rattled
and the church was left with its sword drawn to defend it. And guess what, it
looked around and it hasn’t got a damn thing to defend anymore.

Being trapped, it moved to the second stage that we call the sick, sick,
sickness of the church. That was turning in upon itself so that we became a group
of crippled characters huddled together, trying to waddle to the grave propping
one another’s psyches up. That was the end of the road of the detachment of the
church from significant engagement in the world. I do not mean to belabor this. |
only want to point very quickly to three indications of this sickness.

Three Sicknesses in the Church Today

One of our sicknesses in the church today has to do with doctrinalism. Whenever
any person or group of people no longer has a sense of creative involvement,
they become the defenders of a body of truth. That is to say, whenever you have
to defend God, you can be damn sure it’s not God that you are defending but
some little reductionistic concept in your mind out of which you are trying to
suck some kind of meaning. God is that goingonness, that thereness, which has
no need of defense and cannot be defended. If you get yourself worked up about
little old atheists here and little old atheists there, you can be sure that you are not
concerned with God in any way whatsoever, but some abstract concept that you
think is of importance and comfort to you.
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Also, by defending doctrine I’d point to the way we use, or don’t use, the
term “Christ.” Whenever you sense you are defending Christ, you can be sure it
is not the Christ Happening you are talking about but some abstract category.
And some of you are almost ashamed to use the word “Christ.” All Christ ever
meant for you was some kind of an abstract concept which now you grasp is as
empty as it was in the beginning. Therefore, your rebellion against that term has
nothing whatsoever to do with the reality that term has pointed to in history. That
reality has no need of your defense or anybody else’s, and cannot be defended.
That’s the happening that judges you. You never judged it and you never could
judge it. And whenever you find it necessary to defend the church, you can be
sure that it is not the church you are defending. It cannot be defended, and has no
need of it.

The second manifestation of our sickness is institutionalism. 1 didn’t say
“institution.” Mark you, there are young squirts running around who are
attacking the palaces as if the evil is in structures. What are they talking about?
There isn’t such a thing as social existence without structure. There is no such
thing as a marriage without structure; there isn’t any friendship that is not
structured. Structure is that in and through which two or more people do
something in history. If we don’t want to do anything in history but to waddle off
into some phony work to handle the salvation of our shriveled-up soul, then we
start beating structures over the head.

“Institutionalism” is something quite different. Institutionalism is a set of
structures without a sense of mission. The function of the structures comes to be
the maintaining of the structures themselves. That’s a perversion, whether it’s in
a fraternity or in your family. Since you couldn’t find a womb any place else, you
may have made your family into a womb. That means you’ve got institutionalism
in your family. We Methodists need to listen to this. We need to listen hard. We
know more about how to keep wheels within wheels within wheels going and
well oiled, 1 suppose, than anybody in the world. Part of what I am screaming is
this: the creative, awakened, young clergymen across this country are not
shooting their guns in the right direction, and therefore they are wasting their
efforts.

The last thing has to do with communityism, and Lord, 1 almost hate to talk
about this. Navel-gazing is not what the body of Christ is all about. Sometimes I
think that when 1 worked in Austin, and we had a college house for students at
the University of Texas, we made a big mistake putting the term “Christian” out
in front — Christian Faith and Life Community. We told the students coming in
that “this isn’t a womb.” They said they understood, but they didn’t understand.
That word “Christian” gave them the wrong idea. “Christian” meant to them a
bunch of old ladies who made gentlemen’s agreements that they would like each
other and agree not to do naughty things. About the time some creative tension
was about to bring something useful into being, the little old lady put on a band-
aid and said, “Woo, woo, if you just got to know each other better you’d see that






