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In the Beginning

\
n

|
Now, let’s be clear about this.ll‘.(ougp/e/lyour story any way
you see Wwith my two-bit commentary
when | want. or this ‘M’re going to
burn” crap. | am_only willing to listen because | aFreeJesus’s
story might have some things I like about it. But it’s my choice

en give otWFsystems about
OW we got here|and what it meghs to pass

what | dowith it. I've
the universe, !
through this life. | guess, though,that | just think#here’s more.
I'm willing t6 give Jesus the benefit of the doubt. And doubt is
what | bring to this tabl

A lot o ns don’t get answered, and when | look
around, wiieh | 190k inside myselfwher not nrary get to see,
those qtie\_sty_?-swell nt_}jgll us don Eknow what to

think about Jesus. You've got a leFerent slant on him which

merits a different take. Most try to make him somewhere
between your best friend and/or a Marvel superhero who's
going to make everything all good. But you talk like his middle
name is Trouble. From what little | do know about him, trouble
finished him off for good. So go ahead. Let’s do this. Let’s find
this Trouble.
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esus. If ever there was a contentious figure, he ranks at the top. This

first-century Jew caused more trouble to both the Roman Empire

and the disenfranchised Jews than any other leader or social/reli-
gious movement in history, either before or after his existence. Volatile
tensions in the Middle East have brewed for many millennia. And Jesus
defined some of it. Interestingly, while he had his followers, they were
not among the movers and shakers of his day. His influence, though,
permeated beliefs in a subversive a&peal, undermining systemic pro-
cesses in the culture. In.the centurie% afterwardys/controversy has con-
tinued around his life even as there fare thgée who would downplay
and dismiss his story. Starting eveg’in beginning sections of the New
Testament in the Biblg; urposeﬁﬁ;@tfﬁ@g changing the

status quo is announced.

However, too ofteft his narrative as tofd in the Gospels are read as sep-
arate vignettes, just little portraydls of his{lifexJThis kind of reading, more

often than not, leads 0 a cafeteria style

theology with anfemphasis on

“favorite Bible stories,” a style that does not

incarnation and pufpo??ﬁile on|Earth. Diluted in this way, one is left

with an impression of a meek andsnild Jesus that is safe and sanitary, easily

dismissed from the rea

to fail to see hovf'l‘fﬂpacatﬁl_l, si n.iﬁ/a t, @nd ce|1tered|‘1'n'ddeep meaning

were his life and teac ing-—

thcance of life. With that perspective, it is easy

. e ]
On the other hand, when read in the broader expanse of cultural con-

text, the narratives of Jesus’s life prove to be dangerous. That’s where the
trouble begins. When this drama unfolds, his life is seen through a differ-
ent, more clarifying lens. It is a perspective that stabs at the core of what is
thought to be everything from common sense to established justice. Ques-
tions and doubts need articulation. Evaluation of possible results when his
message is applied require scrutiny. When faced honestly, a decision must
be made if one would become his follower and perpetrate the same kind of

trouble that he started two thousand years ago.
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Some parameters and background need to be understood. Although
first century Palestine’s culture was heavily dominated by Hebraic tradi-
tion, it was not immune from Roman and Greek influences brought by the
occupations of soldiers, the resulting commerce, and the practice of pagan
religions. While the oral traditions of the Jewish heritage were a time-hon-
ored practice, the framing of these tales, especially in later written form,
adopted literary styles understood throughout the Roman Empire. Thus,
the four books of the New Testame‘vt known as the Gospels, written in
Greek, have elements of Greek dramalrecognized,dhd understood through-
out the reach of the empite. The structure gdve a familiarity to the first
readers of these manuscripts that ajded their ullderstanding of the message
and themes of the Gospets: ~

For example, the fourth Gospel, the Gospel of John, begins with an intro-
duction to the identity and charagter of Ghrist: “In the beginning the Word,”

which is later identified as Jesys. Unlike |the Ggspels according to Matthew
and Luke, John’s prdfogue does not deal with birth narratiyes. His Gospel

almost makes those stories secondary. ation opens with

words which coulcﬂmtaimed y a Greek chorus, an outside voice giving

background and insight into the g€tion of the drama. As such, the Word speaks

and is answered. Thisvotce stands mostly apart from the action as witness to

the narrative, sofﬁéﬂime’g adding) to, the Tisign lj)f the seetie. Ultimately, it
frames who this\resg _1§m'ni in d(li/g o, F sets the stagé for trouble.
This chorus voice has not died out, for the Gospels are no mere rec-

itation of an ancient historical figure. They make claims both explicit and
covert about God and the kind of understanding, relationship, and pur-
pose known and revealed in Jesus Christ. An honest, engaged reading of
the Gospels refuses then to be static, accepted simply at face value. It brings
in alternative viewpoints, reasoning familiar to other worldviews. Emo-
tional at times, it challenges the drama with its connection to the characters
and the audience of listeners/readers from the setting of its time into later

centuries. The contemporary chorus wrestles with accepting the Gospels’
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claims or rejecting them. For the message to be embraced, the presentation
of choice must be maintained. Thus, while the Word was in the beginning,

it speaks even now and desires to be answered.

Are you saying I'm not the first to do this? What | have to
say, how | say it, even the very fact that | am saying it are really
part of Jesus’s story? That would mean | can add my estima-
tions to those who were there, ‘%hose who have tried to figure

this out, those who feel like me'%l. Might aspvell dive in head-
first. Okay, | join my voice with them as tifey add to mine. God,

bring on your trouble. /|

Further Provocations for Your Consideratio

If you, too, relate to the chorus vpice of Doubt, I'invite you to add your

thoughts, doubts;.challenges, and’emotional o‘%s\as you read. Use the
margins to scribble cdmments, and circlg words and phrases in the text.

Ask honest questions. Go further and start aJesus-troublgfournal. Utilize

the questions follomh chapter. Add your voice to the chorus and
enter into its drama.

1. Whatis yd"TJattl?ude towzi?jw
\_J_:‘_ A

I—J
I—J

2. What positive outcomes could there be when doubt is allowed at

the discussion table?
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3. What role does fear play in doubt?

4. Questioning is doubt’s sister. What is the difference between an

honest inquiry and a manipulative ploy to deflect or avoid the

issue at hand? . /

fﬁ"-\‘!

tha%change former perspec-

and questions?

I—I
6. For ]esuss jnjsmge t b_; Jﬂ ced, t reE_l tation of choice

must be maintained. Why must cho1ce always be a foundation of

this discussion?
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His Prologue

'n /
ikely, thewgﬁrm in the pounding

hoofbeats coming from the north. Fast and hard, the sound meant

that the Roméans were once again pressing the Jews for something
more. Just a few years earlier, j#had been a taxgensus, the Emperor Caesar

Augustus draining diem so the empire|could have its roagls and palaces.

What more could their Roman overlords get out of thepa?
Helmets partimred their faces so that individual identities could

not be determined in other timgé and places. Their purpose needed a mask,

for with precision t ached out to steal the lives of the most vulnerable

and innocent. Sl?f't‘h"roatf gurgled blood, silEhc'ngjmoutlfSTl’fat had been filled
that morning with glo_t}-rcr’s m_i?k. Jﬂj

dling steps could not run fast enough. Fathers pleas and mothers’ horrors only

ivies 4nd sabérs spedred those whose tod-
s PO

brought a more determined murderous fury. All baby boys born in the last two
years or so in this place known as Bethlehem were butchered for the sake of
protecting King Herod from his paranoiac fear of losing power. But the very
one he wanted to eliminate was not among the slaughtered. The child’s parents
had left hurriedly and became refugees in a foreign place, escaping the trouble

their son brought for now so he could live for another time and purpose.



8 | The TROUBLE with Jesus

This is what | mean. It's sickening that children would be
slaughtered, but even more so, sickening that this baby, the
one who's supposed to be the Son of God, escaped it and left
innocent ones to die who had had nothing to do with him.
Imagine the unsuspecting parents who saw their children die
like that. What kind of God allows this? Don’t we have enough
to suffer with just to get through life? We have our own trou-

\

ble. Jesus, don’t bring us yours. '|

|
The Pattern of Troublg/fs Set
The prologue in the Gospel of Joh statwmg the Word
already existed. The Wor ith God{a ord was God” (John

1:1). This is no mere baby boy who rose to a small level of prominence as

an itinerant rabbi. Thd chorus statés in no incertain terms: Jesus zs God. As

God, this Jesus existed “in the bgdinning,” and,\bi%plication, even before
the beginning becausefie s a cocreator with God who formedjthe universe.
His identity means trouble—trouble, that is,_for those yHfio would keep
God at a distance, s€parate and safd from interfering with personal choices
in life. It harkens back to the ma
the forbidden fruit, dé

nd woman in the garden who, in taking

0 be like God and thus, by extension, displace

their Creator (Gefiesit 3) -~ L —_—
John’s prologue, th _Fﬁ)re Jet he stﬂge for onfhdﬁtl ict, a necessary ele-

ment for drama and its trouble. The ancient chorus chants, ‘So the Word
became human and made his home among us” (John 1:14). The entrance
of God in human form threatens the human reach for control of one’s life
and destiny. Autonomy is challenged, for self-determination is confronted
by a God who would interrupt human designs.

Even more threatening, called the Word, Jesus not only speaks for God
even as he is God, but he also comes as light and love. To be apart from
light is to be in darkness, and to be loved and experience that love, even

in the condition of one’s creation, one must become united with the lover
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(vv. 4, 14). The trouble with Jesus is that he comes as a God whose love
will change and consume one’s soul to the point of being reborn, creating
a new person who is foreign to that which natural and intellectual incli-
nations would lead. The prospect is not totally welcome, for although “he
came into the very world he created, . . . the world didn’t recognize him.
He came to his own people, and even they rejected him” (vv. 10-11). Push-

back erupts at the start. The chorus has set the stage for what was to come.

\

The irleri)/

Another necessary element of the drama is egtablished. The hero must be
one of high, noble birth. He'is thg"Creator afd the Source of everything
there is (v. 3). His entr fiigs him ﬁgatfmmg, “The Word
gave life to everything that was created, and his life brougl;[t light to every-
one” (v. 4). Later, l'évzuld be|called Savior, the one whose light would
give abundant and eternal life/Full of racexa,,nd\trlith, unfailing love and
faithfulness, he possésses virtues worthylof a hero.

Yet, there will be something in his character that willlé¢ad to his demise.
In fact, his very viftue s what will establish the conflict. Darkness cannot

nd truth, love, gAd grace threaten the darkness that abides

exist in light,
by power and control By subtle implication, the chorus foreshadows the
trouble to comer™THe Vefy attributes thatffita e] sus a Iterd, a cosmic being
who becomes humn _Fnd_ pr cl _j'h ce an love,ml clash with the

established order of the day. Trouble will be hlS destmy

You know what? This sounds familiar. They say all great
stories are really just one story repeated in different set-
tings and times. It's what all good myths are made of. And all
myths need a hero. Right from the beginning, it’s clear Jesus
can stand with the best of them, from good ol’ Greek gods to
Marvel superheroes. Yeah, let’s settle in for this one and play
with it. So what else have you got?
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Adjusted Natural Order

Before Jesus makes his entrance into our world, the Gospel of Luke starts
the narrative with an adjustment to known and expected physical pro-
cesses. Zechariah, an old priest serving in the Jerusalem temple, is visited
by an angel informing him that his elderly wife, Elizabeth, would deliver
a son who will be like the prophet Elijah. This new prophet will prepare
the people for the “coming of the Lord” (Luke 1:17). When Zechariah
questions this possibility, he becomes IILHnute, unable to talk again until the
child is born. This birth te an old couple is called iracle, one for which
the childless Elizabeth rejoices. Yet miragles also #epresent adjusted order—
when that which happens is outside fHe expected, predictable known order
to life. Old women do C ildrel(d fig the entrance of the
hero, there is a reversal of reproductive functlons

"This Jesus will revérse, change} and upset the world
The impossible will happen,

It can only mean dfouble.
Even more troubling is the hero’s entrance, This time a#irgin, a young

teenage girl, receivfs an angelic message of another reversal. Without
having sexual relations with a
the Most High” (v. ;
announcement. B’%nd fhe questiong offtto 1s coutd—happen are its
consequences to her. _?U'rdlng ob‘&j 1aw, i f a worp omalrw;;s found not to

be a virgin before marriage, she should be stoned to death (Deuteronomy

n, she will conceive by “the power of

ary is “confused and disturbed” (v. 29) at the

22:20-21). Mary’s very life would be in jeopardy. For her to agree to the
angel’s proclamation—to say, “I am the Lord’s servant. May everything
you have said about me come true”—was to stand squarely in the face of
trouble (Luke 1:38).

Thus, along with her cousin Elizabeth, Mary becomes a player in this
story, the story which will shake the world to its foundations. Both women
will eventually lose their sons to executions. By that which they are blessed,

they will also know the deepest grief and trouble. Still, they believe the
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angel’s messages to them. They are witnesses to “nothing will be impossible

with God” (v. 37 NIV).

The Magnificat: Song of Praise.. .. and Trouble
Shortly after the angel’s announcement, Mary visits Elizabeth who greets
her with words later prayed by Roman Catholics for centuries: “Blessed
are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb!” (v. 42
NASB). Elizabeth confirms that théil source of Mary’s blessing is because
“you believed that the Lord would d(% what he spgfd” (v. 45). Mary accepts
what God will do through her. She then breal® out in a song of praise and
thanksgiving, known as The Magn#icat r\f —55). 'The core of this song

points to the trouble 6 is chil¢~ h;eﬂﬁes/wﬂﬁ)e a blessing, but
the blessing is for those who struggle. It is for the poor, tlje hungry, those
who live in the margins, and it}is a reversal of the status quo. For in this
reversal, the povierf;lr:m_dﬂ))vill lose ar‘rdwm cause trouble.

Finally, Mary’s bfessing also spells trtouble. She is the cgnduit through
which this Christ, the Messiah, will enter the world# This divine act
reverses the role df women. God| could have come into the world in any

way. Instead, the one who ma

the universe chose to enter through the

womb of a womana as born by one of the very processes that made a

woman “unclearf™ thlf early oc1e e'ﬁfsh law had ama¥ersion to female
t ered a WOI‘E  not fit for con-

tact with those in her company. After all the suppressmn experienced by

blood, and the pt PIQ Eirof child

women throughout history, the mother of the Son of God is blessed. God’s
action and Mary’s yes to her Lord reverses the curse received by the woman
in the garden, and the sanctity of life is athrmed yet again. Nevertheless,

for those who benefit from the inequality of the genders, it means trouble.

Okay, this isn’t all bad. Forget the virgin birth and old lady
pregnancy adjusted-order miracles. Yet, in how the story is
going, letting women off the hook for all that’s wrong with
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the world, bringing them back as major players, and allowing
them significance in history are where the world should be
heading anyway. Yeah, let’s sit with this for a while.

A Birth That Was All Wrong

For all the sentimentality that’s pumped into the Christmas season, the
birth of Jesus was mostly a story that came with more than its fair share
of trouble. A close examination of Lui‘:e 2 details the tumultuous predic-
aments that came into play as “the \X/o'gld be:a'r;lféh” (John 1:14 NIV).
All of Judea was under the control of the Romén Empire, and the order
had gone out from Emperor Caesar AMigustus that a census would be taken
for the purposes of taxing ple. 'Thi{\r not benefit the taxed;
instead, it would support the corrupt and immoral practides of the for-
rn to his ancestral center to be
ith her “husband” Joseph

road from Nazareth to Bethlehem, fa distance of

eign powers in place. Everyone hdd to re

counted. Despiteher impendin

had to travel the rou
seventy miles. It was just one more way theic people knew'trouble and so
were looking for a Messiah who wduld save them from this oppression.

Even with his faithfulness to Mary and care of her during pregnancy,

Joseph had internal struggtesabout his relationship with her. Their custom
of engagement Was'"ldser o being marri tt ey worttdthot have sexual
relations. The promis jﬂ'&VOW j jen said. A AS any man iy would, Joseph
initially had considerable reservations about Marys pregnancy. Betrayal
on her part would have been his first conclusion, and nobody would have
blamed him. Yet, within him must have been immense compassion, for he
was unwilling to break the engagement publicly (Matthew 1:19).

But again, an angel intervened, revealing how God was reversing order
to save his people. “Do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife,” the angel
told him, “For the child within her was conceived by the Holy Spirit. And
she will have a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his

people from their sins” (vv. 20-21). Without saying a word, Joseph obeys.
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Recall that Zechariah became mute after the angel brought news that he
and Elizabeth were to have a child. Zechariah and Joseph, the two men
most immediately impacted by these reversals of order, either have no
recorded words of their own or are rendered speechless. Only the women

have voice. Another reversal is achieved.

Whoal! But that is good! Women get their say. The point
is these gals were heard, at l%:ast in this part of Jesus’s story.
What an achievement, and th'? kid isn’'t efen born yet. Begin-
ning to see why you-call him a hero.

If all was right inT T the engfty, ould be later called “The
Holy Family” should_have had_basic needs sug&(% their baby was

birthed into life. Aé;;: the oyerlays 9n the Christmas story today are
often with pretty W bells, and :ﬁ%erai)undance of presents.

But the real situatioh was stark. Mary land Joseph arrived in Bethlehem

with no place to stay. Even with familyl residing in towf, there were too
many people andl&m for them in the inn.” Mary delivered her baby

in a stable, a.place for anima

-

and laid him in a “manger,” a feeding
trough for a bed.
than strips of ofoth (L ke 2:7 KJV). Igwas t stthe world would
accommodatezjh _f]:rght f t e}r jﬁj Thi Chlld_E'ICW poverty and

trouble from the beginning.

cwrapped him in “swaddling clothes”—nothing more

The First to Receive the Gospel
Undoubtedly exhausted from long travel and childbirth, the family was
not left alone. Shepherds ran into town to “see this thing” that had hap-
pened (v. 15 NIV). These men were not sweet little characters portrayed
in children’s Christmas pageants. No, they were a motley crew whose life
situation was to do the dirty work for those of better social status. Today,

they could be compared to those who work as chicken catchers for poul-
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try growers, the ones who step into the filth of chicken houses and chase
frantic birds before they are packed into crates and shipped to factories for
slaughter and packaging for consumers. As outsiders, these shepherds knew
both danger and cold in the fields as well as disdain from the society who
benefited from their labor for food and ritual animal sacrifice for their sins.
For them to show up right after the baby was born must have been like
having a motorcycle gang run through the halls of a maternity ward. Their
very presence would have been out of place and brought trouble.

Yet, they had a story that was froml'fmother plgée. Angels had come to
them this time, and a glory, a radiance surroungéd them. Light broke into

darkness. Fear struck the shepherdsAor they hid no idea what this light

could mean except for tr T one of S told them good news,

the gospel message that the long-awaited Messiah_and Sairior had been
born, and the baby w(asr-t; be foynd in an unlikely place, a manger. The
heavenly host, the\arrj’iic?jen, the relba,,sed\aiacophony of praise,
saying, “Glory to GodTn the highest heaven, and peace on garth to those
with whom God is pleased” (v. 14) The chorug broke in ggdin.

The shepherds fan to Bethleh
who would reverse the order of tfose who were dirty and poor. They told
“everyone” what the angethad said about this child. Those who heard their
story were “astonighied” ( e fey ast n1shed71‘t’the shepherds’
story or astonlsh\a‘t JJ .z: e iip w1th such {@le? Could these

men who were at the bottom of the social scale, these dlsenfranchlsed and

to witness for themselves this child

hardened characters who herded dirty, dumb sheep, be the first to receive
the gospel, the announcement of the Messiah? The passage does not say
whether the shepherds were believed, just that people were astonished. No
wonder! This was a reversal of how important, life-changing proclamations

with religious and political impact happened. If true, it only meant trouble.

Nice intro here, baby Jesus boy. Sorry you didn’t get the
red carpet when you arrived, but Christmas songs would be



His Prologue | 15

lost without a manger. Oh yeah, we’ll root for you and your
shepherd boys. People of the night know things the rest of the
world never see. Don’t think, though, that your story is going
to get much traction with a start like this. If you're going to
make your entrance with people like these, then you'll get all
the trouble you want.

Wise Men, BIE![‘. Not Like Us
The shepherds were not'the only ones IYvho Erjv?{s special child was born.
Far away in another landand culture, astrof6gers/astronomers had seen
a phenomenon Wake a lopg journey. A new star had
appeared, and they ha ed it to @Mmﬂ in this coun-
try to which the star seemed to be leading theml.vrlgl%the wise men or

magi in traditional Christmas stpries baged on Matthew 2, these men were

foreigners and would have brofight strange“dgess, language, customs, and
a troubling presencefin that they didnt{look like everyonejelse, even with
the relative diversity of the area. Their larriyal in Jerusalém was with the

mistaken assumpmhe educated and powerful also had indications

pposedly good news was received as trou-

ble. No one, neither

anything about #t-Fhe i,nq_uiry was takenfas t:Leat torboth.
The origina 7regi?rro_f. L]!is j(o ﬁn_eg rod M what likely was
coming. It wouldn't be pretty. As a politician, he had built and improved

erod nor the senior priests in the temple, knew

many cities and municipal projects, but he also had to keep a thumb on the
Jews who were not fully submissive to Rome, much less to him—not an
easy task. Smart though, he manipulated the religious leaders to quell for
the time being their desire to be once again a sovereign nation. However,
Herod also was mentally unstable in his later years and notorious for being
paranoid about challenges to his position and power, even to the point of
killing his own family members. News of another king was a prospect that

would require elimination.
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Likewise, the high priests felt that they should have had some kind of
indication if the Messiah, a king bringing deliverance, was born. Were they
not the gatekeepers of the temple and the enforcers of Jewish law who kept
the people faithful? They continually chastised the Jewish faithful for their
lack of perfection in obedience, promoting the belief that it was required
before the Messiah’s entrance. Certainly, God would reveal this to them
first. To be announced by foreigners, those outside the faith and their con-
trol, did not sit well with the priests. |

Therefore, such intelligence, unconﬁrmc:i%//ﬁm, still was considered
by both parties as a warning; to their status ang/security. Not that Herod
or the priests believed this story was#€al, but if l)thers believed it, it could

threaten their political and-religiSus grip ¢n ~wealth, and control of

the people. Though usually at odds, Herod and thej’gii%nspired in an
unholy alliance aboutﬁvgaxt to dg with the report of this Messiah. Their
pact foreshadowed\wh:t—w‘cf?gppen t irty‘wso later when polit-
ical and religious leadéts of the day would again conspire to femove Jesus.
It laid the plot that was filled with trouble

Just as the shqﬂmre digected to search for a baby lying in a
search for this child in Bethlehem. The
religious scholars of t y pointed to the prophecy in the ancient books
of Micah and Sanfitel the};t this wou la e of threMlessiah’s birth.
The wise men agwb _frve s‘tzi _all;\ o ow it to'ﬁhlehem where

it “stopped over the place where the child was’ (Matthew 2:9). Time evi-

manger, the wise men were told

dently had passed, for the passage now refers to a child instead of a baby.
The family also was living in a house rather than a stable. With joy, these
foreigners worshipped this child and opened their treasure chests of gifts.
But again, modern-day Christmas pageants convey a different picture than
that which would have been understood by first-century readers. Certainly,
gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh are known to be lavishly expensive.
Yet, the impact of their meaning meant trouble. Each gift carried its own

significance for what this child would be. Gold was for a king, frankincense
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was for priestly worship, and myrrh meant his demise as it was used as an

embalming spice. In brief, this kingly priest was going to die.

Symbolism. Good technique. Don't tell the story outright.
Let seemingly simple elements foreshadow what is to come.
Too bad you don’t have some foreboding music to accompany
the gift presentation.Yeah,yo%ur holiday songs just about hide

the real story. '|

|

\
Herod had seemed interested in the for‘eiyéeport, asking for details
of the star’s appearance. He requegted twﬁ and brief him
once they found this™chi e also fCe orship him. Yet, Herod’s

intentions were not so_honorable. Again, an angel intervéned in dreams,

warning the wise men not to rdport back to Herod and telling Joseph to

ngw:ause Herod intended

the provisions from the wise men, they left under

—

take his family-and immediat
to kill the child. Wi
the cover of night and stayed in Egypt und] Herod digd? The holy family
and the Son of Gdd becamme refugges on the run, compelled to flee for their

lives. Trouble

as at their doorfeady to break in and bring death.

The juxtapositio e shepherds and the wise men is just as trou-

bling. Mary’s sofig of priuse had clear dr}ar hat th'CHlld would be the
Savior of the poot. ﬂ;l}c-mse _rj

had chosen them to have an integral part in the holy family’s journey, for

er, we e ver Wealthy Still, God

their call was to give safety and provision to this poor family out of their
own “treasure chests” (v. 11). It indicates that the divine intention of the
relationship of the rich to the poor is to provide vital needs and, in these
places, give praise. Years later, Jesus would say “to whom much has been
given, much will be required” (Luke 12:48 NRSVA). For those who would
use their wealth just for their own benefit, it means trouble.

So the family escaped, but trouble was not avoided. When Herod real-

ized what the wise men had done, he gave orders for all boys two years old
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and younger in and around Bethlehem to be killed. The prophet Jeremiah
had said long ago, and the chorus in this narration reiterates, that there
would be anguish, weeping, and mourning for dead children in this ances-
tral burial place of Rachel. The birth of the Prince of Peace ultimately led
to the slaughter of the innocents. Horror and sacrifice, trouble in its sickest
form, surrounded Jesus.

Years later, Joseph and Mary, again directed by an angel in a dream,
returned with their child to Mary’s hometown of Nazareth. Another mes-

sianic prophecy was fulfilled: “He wilx be cjl;d// Nazarene” (Matthew

2:23). But it also raised another question: “Can/nything good come from

Nazareth?” (John 1:46). Anything, tht is, e)i’/f ﬂttrouble? i

Further Provocations for Your Consideratio

1. The comparisohn of Jesus tojmytholdgical heroes is not a major stretch

oncept elp‘Mur understanding of

his story, parti€ularly in these inttoductory accountst If so, how?

of perspeetive. Does thi

How does it detract from what youlkngw of Jesus ge##have been told?

MYAWAVARE
Jr- 171 LN

111

2. Whereas the shepherds were economically at the bottom of the social
scale, the wise men, though wealthy, would also be considered out-

siders for their ethnicity, customs, and strange religious understand-
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ings. Yet they are integral to the story of the Christ child’s birth.

How do you interpret their significant presence in this narration?

\ /

sl

3. Mary’s songand the aﬁgelic Celation to shepherds indicate that God’s

coming is for t the suffering~He wise men’s lavish gifts to

the child gave provision for safety and escape from erod. How would
this emphasi§ find clﬁges in tdday’s lifestyles and ambitions?

S

~

N

—_— e ——

— )

S
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4. Trust in any form has an inherent tension in it. What does it take

to tolerate that tension?
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5. “The birth of the Prince of Peace ultimately led to the slaughter of
the innocents.” Though the story details violence and its resulting
suffering from political power, it’s no secret that pain is inflicted
from many sources: disease, prejudice, greed, the need for control
and power, you name it. People have cried out to God since the
beginning of forever, “Why do you allow this to happen?” What
are your thoughts around this fact and challenge of life?

Vad

_\ /
""‘w/ rx::l/"’f




After Words:

Provocations from Others
1
\

1
| /
1 |
anWre. This|book is not a tell-all. Not
even closé. s400d frie@d‘l‘sapl/ewrote in his report,
“Jesus also_did many other things. If they yere all written
down, I suppose thd whole world could|not contain the books that would
be written” (John 21:25). Ho
Mark, Luke, and John

been written.

ver, based onavhat the writers of Matthew,

say about Jesus, plenty of othler books have

It must be saﬂﬁe standls alone in the formation of faith. True,

reading as close as possible to ghe original sources about Jesus from those

who knew him an ollowers is primary. Yet, it must be recognized

that much of faiths bL}ilt"_on he sriggles of those wiotave been on this
journey and W?E-s‘tlgcllwi'th quesfy!n afd douBts so bthers don't have as

hard a time. The trouble with Jesus is that his life compels his followers to
tell their stories of that journey and pass on what nuggets of wisdom and
strength they have gleaned by doing so. I thank God for them, and I pray
that this book may be that for all who take the trouble to read it.

So, in honor and fairness to all those who have struggled with Jesus’s
story and claims, below is a small list of resources I recommend for those

who would allow Jesus-trouble into their considerations of where he has a

197
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place in one’s soul and life purpose. Some of these resources are specific to
the life and times and teachings of Jesus, while others are broader in dis-
cussion of God and the Bible. Some of these are classics, even bestsellers in
the Christian canon and require deep contemplation in dedicated reading.
Others are lesser known, easy reads but no less challenging to Jesus’s narra-
tive. All have found a place on my bookshelf from time to time, and some
have traveled, finding homes in hands beyond my own. Suffice it to say, all
of these have merit in regard to who ]essﬂrs was and how he is accepted today.

First, though, I recommend that y(ilu find a Biple you like in a format

here from apps for phones and

tablets to paperback and leather-bo volumej in large print. Whichever
can hig ark with notes, or leave

you choose, let it be on€

you will use. The Bible is available eve

questions on the page. (God will appreciate the exchange.] Audible ver-

sions are also availabld. (Good for|those who need to yell back.)

Select a Bible.in a translati read. While lovers of six-

teenth century Shakesfearian literature may revel in the Kings James Ver-

sion, modern translations of the Hebrew] and Greek deliver the message

also. The New Revifed Standard Varsion (NRSV), New International Ver-

sion (NIV), and Contemporary Edglish Bible (CEB) are reliable selections.

The Message, a total paraphtase of the Bible by Eugene Peterson, is popular

for its creative po€tid sty}e In h;ﬁl,u y usede New Living
ada

Translation (NLTTb; of fts

also strive to be gender inclusive. So while God is referred to as “He” when

b ity. So e mb_cl_'rn translations

directly translated from the original texts, Jesus came to save both women
and men. (Thank God!)

Bibles are also available with additional study notes and commentary.
If you are willing to move forward in your considerations, this is import-
ant. Study notes will provide additional contextual information, some-
times maps of the geography, and some cross-references. (No, Jesus was
not the first to say love God and neighbor.) Such notes will help you find
these kinds of things.
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Commentaries can be specific to the reader: Women’s Bibles, Kid’s
Bibles, Teen’s Bibles, and more. I use the Life Recovery Bible written for
those who have addictive habits they are trying to overcome. (Like who
hasn’t something in their life they don't need to shake off?)

With the Good Book in your hands, read it. I recommend reading it
every day. Start with the section called the New Testament. In its first four
“books” is Jesus’s story. Everything else before it in the Bible (called the
Old Testament) is the prequel to ]e%us, and everything else following is
the sequel. So start with the most imf!iortant parthe four Gospels, which

focus on Jesus and the gospel (good news) heame to present. From there

you can decide W :
You'll find in your or arch forfa-Bi enty of study books that

have various themes. Those are_great, but more important is to connect

with other people vaﬂl sit vith you and this Jesus-trouble. Here are
two places you can g/cﬁliyzw personal hk

* Alpha: Search www.alphausa.org. ou like Ep#lish accents, this

one is for fou. Actally, ypu don’t have to have a preference to join.
“Alph
cally run overeteven weeks. Each talk looks at a different question

around farth an?i is desig crate co Versaﬂ'O'n’ That was right
from the wi _FC‘You canfse

ions exploring the Christian faith, typi-

is a series of s

rc ora rou  in your area, or if it’s
better for your life or hfestyle, there are onhne sessions available.
What's great about this group is you don't have to say a thing or
you can say anything. At the least, the questions they raise are good
for consideration, and they also feed you fairly well if you attend
an in-person group.

* Celebrate Recovery: Search www.celebraterecovery.com. You are
likely familiar with Alcoholics Anonymous and twelve-step groups.
What distinguishes CR is that it names Jesus as its higher power.
Yes, you'll find in these groups people who struggle with addic-
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tions. But more so, this program is for persons with all kinds of
“hurts, habits, and hang-ups.” If your consideration of Jesus-trou-
ble is coupled with those kinds of issues that trip up your life, this

is one of the best places you can go to engage those issues.

Numerous Christian books can provide summaries, insights, answers,
and inspiration concerning Jesus, his life, and teachings. Here are some

that I've found especially beneficial: %il

|

Thurman, Howard. 1976. Jesus and the II'Dz'sinA/@vJBoston, MA: Beacon
Press. This bookgiv\esFiie'f;fj/tVeof the lo$ers Jesus chose and
loved. Just read the by Vi@tﬂ@u won’t put
the book down from_there.

Paul, Greg. 2004. Goﬁn_;ﬂe Alle
World. Colorado Springs, C@: Waterbrook Press. If you think you
can be like Jesus b
nothing happened and not be changed, then don't folléw this guy’s
example. But refid it anyway just to see how it’s done.

McGrath, James E 2021. What Jgfus Learned from Women. Eugene,

OR: Cascade Boo is book gives a creative narration that’s fully

researched in CHE"hlst?rlcal conte 12 1b cal petmrges relating
dffor whom

- Being and Seeing Jesus in a Broken

elping the losers and the poor but walk away like

to the Women esis h ale , h m he as a powerful

advocate.

Alcorn, Randy. 1989. Money, Possessions and Eternity. Wheaton, IL: Tyn-
dale House. This resource is comprehensive and convicting for those
who take seriously what Jesus said about money. This one will also
cost you, and not just for the price of the book.

Cloud, Henry, and John Townsend. 1992. Boundaries. Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan. Jesus stressed relationship with God and neighbor.
And this can’t happen without healthy boundaries cemented in love.

This must-read has been a bestseller for good reason.
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Kalas, J. Ellsworth. 1992. Parables from the Back Side: Bible Stories with a
Twist. Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press. Jesus was a master storyteller.
This book delightfully demonstrates how Jesus packed these tales with
relatable lessons not always examined on the first read. From here,
check out Kalas’s other books in this series From the Back Side.

MacNutt, Francis. 1974, 2002. Healing. Notre Dame, IN: Ava Maria
Press. Do you think miracles stopped after the first century? Read the
accounts of healings from this fo}mer Roman Catholic priest who
lived his life dedicated to his behqlf in the peggon of Jesus and what
that faith can accomplish. \

O’Reilly, Bill, and Martin Dugard /2013. Killing Jesus. New York: Henry
Holt and Co. The™= rovide tH fesearch on the historical
and political context that came into play leading to ]ejus’s crucifixion.
Raw accounts niake it real.

Willimon, William H. 2006.

Lewis, C. S. 1997.
this is, you' It find i 1tpn yo rp eﬁ't)n 12[¢ booqushéppmg website
in multlple\dlt cirIrby se erﬂf ers. All zltt(=,§t_l how this book,

first pubhshed in 1952, is not going away. It also takes a dedicated

ristianity. New York: Scribner. Such a classic

reading, worth it for the one who wants an understanding of what
Christianity is supposed to be. (Not saying this is how all those who
claim it really live it. So what? The Christian life is a marathon, not a
sprint, as they say.)

Huffman, Eric. 2021. Scripture and the Skeptic: Miracles, Myths, and
Doubts of Biblical Proportions. Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press. Good
presentation with a sense of humor and relatable illustrations. You can

tell from the title that it discusses the entire Bible, not only the Jesus
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narratives. It’s worth a look without needing to devote tons of time.
(At least the first time through.)

Metaxas, Eric. 2005. Everything You Always Wanted to Know about God
(But Were Afraid to Ask). Colorado Springs, CO: WaterBrook Press.
Gives a great presentation in the Q&A format that each chapter uti-
lizes. Very readable as well. Again, this book is broad in scope, but the
chapter titles quickly give sight to the question most pressing. Also,
Metaxas has a follow-up book (2007) with more questions covered.
Everything Else You Always Wanted tl? Know aboplt God (But Were

Afraid to Ask). ; '

Strobel, Lee. 201Woumaﬁs s Personal Investigation of
the Evidence for Jesus. pids, M@a‘((:omidered a gold
standard for apologetics. Yes, there is a movie by the same title. Still, read

the book for more In-depth arguments for Jesus’s life and resurrection.

~ \

Finally, if you'd lik€ more of 7he Trouble with Jesus in blog form, you'll
find me at hteps://constancehastings.com, |\with each blogaually around a
five-minute read. anm, ques'ions, this doesn’t make sense . . . what-
ever your response to Jesus in yoys considerations is welcomed.

=l

SAPLE
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The ill Fulfl his purp?se for me;
y ord, e dm

Lord wi
ou
—Psalm 138:8
—~ —

eft to mygw:;in—by) my life wo'uwmve taken the path it
has. Yet the mfaking of 7he Trouble with Jesus: Consiflerations Before

You Walk Away is in many ways the culminatiop6f the one I was

given. God’s hanmm and f¢rmation not only gave me life work and
relationships which I cherish htit also brought about this book through
those experiences.

The Trouble with ]ex?.v:'-_Con iderations{Befope You WatkAway is not of my
own invention.:T'_h)d intc:'{ JJ

—

7 tiogl tq wifite a lﬂ SL[T,Jthere was a time
when I worked as a freelance reporter, and I had many articles published
in newsletters. None of that, however, entailed the investment of time, the
sacrifice of who I thought I was meant to be, and the wrestling I needed to
make in the consideration of the life of Jesus Christ.

What you hold in your hands came about in the not surprising
request of a church women’s group. Aldersgate United Methodist Women
approached me about leading a Saturday morning Bible study. With a life-
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time of biblical studies, seminary training, ordination, and leadership in
churches and throughout the Peninsula-Delaware Conference, I should
have been able to just pull out a scripture and message. Didn’t happen.

For two months or so, I struggled with what would have spiritual
impact on these dedicated, smart, well read, professional, church ladies.
No passage in all of the sixty-six books of the Bible inspired me to go with
it. Finally, one day I just looked up and said out loud, “The trouble is with
Jesus.” No celestial chimes rang out, b|§lt I knew that would be it.

The Trouble with Jesus began with a"iI thrfil;)yﬂass. Soon I realized I
had the outline of a book. The skeptical voice jf the book was familiar in
my head as well. As Jesus lived in theAfidst of trguble, there would be, and
still is, challenge to him j messagﬁ<1 see the pages forming
around it. =

Except—when yoc‘:v\ork ha

something has to.give. But the

retch yourself in’ many places,

I to write wauld not go away. I learned
many years before how this insistent nudge meant God had janother plan
for what I was meant to do. Six years latér, Lturned overAhany positions
and projects in whi€h I served and followed my husband to Florida. We

told people that.our move was toBe near our son and his wife, which truly

was a joy. But I agree

My family generofisty gave it tTe. _L r l —
. —, -
Like many novicgs, oug t_IAn ﬂa_d)to crank olut the pages, send

them off to an agent/publisher, and God would take it from there. Lord

o only if I could have time and space to write.

have mercy, but there is more to writing a book than this former teacher of
great literature realized. God pushed me down that path with great men-
tors and coaches to learn how to structure my writing, promote what was
coming through blog writing and garnering subscribers, and what form of
publishing would best afford the book in print, digital, and audio forms.
Specifically, from my knees I thank God for Rhonda Robinson and
her Scribe Tribe who developed my website and brought about the blog;
Amanda Rooker of Split Seed for her manuscript editing as a confirmed
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skeptic; Bill Watkins of Literary Solutions for applying his immense bib-
lical insight and strong theological perspectives, not to mention skill in
formatting and structuring the book for publication; W. Terry Whalin of
Morgan James Publishing for leading me into the publishing process; and
all of the team members of Morgan James Publishing for their expertise in
taking 7he Trouble with Jesus: Considerations Before You Walk Away from a
holy nudge to book in hand. ,

Beyond these, I also ask blessinlg upon all who have prayed for this
book in its creation: family, life gréil)ups, Bible/study friends, and pas-
tors who have passed on inspiration in their/bwn writings and sermons.
Standing next to them are my fgfmer studénts and counseling clients
whose lives have enrti fhe withH Tles of struggle in their
own kinds of trouble. Subscribers to my blog have given me support and
encouragement along the way. I believg God put all of you in my life for

the specific reason of teachin

ideslong, high, and deep his love

really is (Ephesians

Beside me in this journey, my husband Robert (Bobl#astings has been

a little patient, tolerant of the trouble I've been, and an example of love in
marriage that.brought me intg/a community of the faithful (sometimes
known as church), @ ed the gifts given to me, and gave me to God so

that together wecan b? not o Epl b t greqtertogether in who
we are. Honey:f_-fye or gl in yé_' to me.

Again, not the path I would have chosen but the one I was given. Life
has had directions that were none of my own doing except that I live in the
grace that nudges, calls, pushes me for that purpose. Like everyone else,
I've wrestled against it. Yet, the trouble with Jesus is he doesn’t give up even
when we want to walk away. Thank God for that.

The Lord will fulfill his purpose for me. Likewise, God will do for
you. Thus, by God’s will and glory, in the movement, activity, and power
of the Holy Spirit, and because of the forgiveness, mercy, goodness, love,

and grace known in the holy and blessed name of Jesus, I humbly give 7he
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Trouble with Jesus: Considerations Before You Walk Away to you, faithful
doubter. May the ways God leads you to understand and believe in Jesus,
the Son of God, and the trouble he brings surprise you, shape you, deepen

you, and transform you forever and ever.

The peace of Christ be with you. Shalom.

—Connie Hastings

/
,4
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onstance Héstings is th granddaughter of Tralian immigrants and

d mre, the Mid-Atantic
her husbapd decided to split

residences betwee%gton, Delaware and Jacksonville, Florida so as

Most offher lite she has livi

region, until a few years ago when_she

She attended a’s ristian school through the eighth grade for not

quite the righEEsz‘onSf er ?vil Ai:/eﬂ‘in tht innefety during school
desegregation, fyﬂ'm Eja IJ t that_mjl@er parents sent
her to Wilmington Christian School close to home. She wasn't the typical
student there. Her father owned a bar, and her mother took her to Sunday
school and, when old enough, just dropped her off to attend on her own.
To the school’s credit, they loved her and taught her well. While learn-
ing enough of the usual academics, she excelled at Bible study, putting
those kids whose dads were preachers and missionaries to shame. There she

took on for herself a belief in Jesus as the Son of God.
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She studied literature as an undergraduate, and then followed up by
earning a Master of Instruction at the University of Delaware. Connie feels
that she learned to write when teaching high school composition. Though
a lover of great authors, she became a teacher of the disadvantaged as a high
school and community college instructor, for which she was honored with
an Excellence in Teaching award.

As a freelance journalist, she covered small town events as well as a
presidential speech at the White Hous% and received numerous awards.

Life took on a surprising direction I'ilvvhen she hdd a spiritual calling to
enter ministry with a focus'on mentalihealth Zounseling as an ordained
deacon in The Methodist Church. #hat seconj master’s degree in com-
munity counseling at Witrm n Univefsit seminary training were
enthralling, stretching her mind_in places she would neveI have known
without its challenges/ In some wdys, though, she also found that this part

of her education was an extensi d known before.

Her clients invited her into the stories of their lives, npt unlike the

great literature she loves, and she was privile them as they

negotiated their patfis. She considefs people who work through the coun-

seling process ne less than couragéous heroes.

Ordination in a m € denomination really didn’t fit with this back-
ground. She had wevér beipn a rlof §chyrch, hkehy'd'fdnt take com-
munion until she\_yn j\tle 4\ asn’t ptlze!i_l'ml her son was
born. But God knows why, this is how her life happened

She comes to doctrine, dogma, and the biblical text with an outsider’s
sense of what insiders know, grateful for that edge to which she writes

and engages.
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