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Living THE Question - Part I
* * *

Today's talk is part one of a two part series.

Let’s start here today:

Being human is so inconvenient.

You never know when everything will suddenly stop happening.

In the mid-1960’s, when so much ferment was going on in this country as well as 
in the world, I sought out a man and asked him to be my spiritual teacher. I was 
drawn to this particular person because he was always laughing and smiling. 
Likely, if you think of someone in the outer world whom you truly admire and 
would like to emulate, you will find that they are happy, light-hearted people. I 
credit this man with providing me the notion of our having a moral obligation to be 
happy. One of the first things he taught me is that life is short and death is certain.

I mentioned in the preview that went out about today’s time that last Wednesday 
Marcus Borg died. I decided to begin with Borg and his death in this talk today for 
several reasons. One is to acknowledge him and his influence on me and you - 
whether you are aware of this influence or not. Another is that he so beautifully 
personifies one of the lessons underlying today’s teaching from the Gospel of 
Thomas.

I started reading Marcus Borg a long time before I met him. If you have listened to 
me for very long at all, you have heard me quote or refer to Borg’s works. His 
understanding of the various meanings of the word “faith” has been extraordinarily 
helpful to me. I first heard him on a set of cassettes, remember cassettes?, that Jim 
Bankston loaned me from a time he went to Oregon and heard Borg at a series of 
lectures. Ironically, or synchronicity is at work here, I’m going to end today’s talk 
with a poem I first heard Borg’s wife, who is an Episcopal priest, read at that 
conference.



I actually met Borg at the Jesus Seminar in New York in 2004. Since then he has 
been to Houston numerous times to speak. Most of those times have been right 
here in this room thanks to the Foundation for Contemporary Theology. The first 
book I read of his was “Reading the Bible Again For the First Time.” If you are 
new to the kind of religious perspective I offer in here, this  book is excellent and 
very readable.

Borg wrote more than 20 books. His last comprises his spiritual journey and 
biography and is called “Convictions - How I Learned What Matters Most.” I 
haven’t read it but know several people who are in the process of readying it.

What Borg did with his life is to live his answer to the question: What matters 
most?

We might as well enjoy our "moral obligation to be happy" because we are funny 
folks.

For example, one of the common things we say to each other is: "May I ask you a 
question?"

That's funny. "May I ask you a question?" IS a question.

A man was looking for an attorney to represent him in a lawsuit. He went to see a 
well-known lawyer and asked the attorney, "Can you tell me how much you 
charge?"
"Of course," said the lawyer. "I'd be happy to do so. I charge $600 to answer three 
questions."
"That's a bit steep, don't you think?" asked the prospective client.
"I suppose so," replied the lawyer. "What's your third question?"

(I have taught a section in in law school off and on for twenty years now and I 
always begin my first lecture by telling lawyer jokes. I stop just short of when I 
sense the class is about to mutiny.
The problem with lawyer jokes is that lawyers don't think they are funny - and 
nobody else thinks they are jokes.)



We do have a profound, if not weird, relation to questions. Further, asking, and 
answering, questions can indeed be expensive. I'm not talking about being 
financially expensive, though that undoubtedly comes into play. I'm talking about 
"life expensive," perspective and world-view expensive.

Decades ago, when I first put my toes in the water of claiming my calling as a 
spiritual teacher, I was focused on how we could use the mind, principles from the 
world of psychology, to enhance and grow our experiences as centers of freedom 
and love, the ream of “spirit.” I grouped all of these teachings which I gave over a 
ten-year period of time under the title: Mind and Spirit.

One of the things I asserted, and I would continue to do so, is that there is very 
little that affects the quality of our lives and our experience of living more than the 
questions we ask. One of the goals of spiritual work is to raise the questions we 
habitually and reflexively ask to the level of conscious awareness and replace them 
with wiser and more useful questions.

I don't know about you but I am asking questions from the moment I get up in the 
morning until I go to bed. As I said, this question asking is a reflexive and reactive 
thing. Even though the questions seem mundane and inconsequential, they 
nonetheless affect the quality of our lives:

”Is it time to get up?"
"What's the weather like out?"
"What's for breakfast?"
"What will I wear? What's on the agenda for the day?

And on it goes. I'll bet you do this to.

When I think about it, we likely start this questioning process as soon as we can 
learn to talk.

"Why is the sky blue?"
"Where do babies come from?"
"But why do I have to go to school."



The mother wakes her son up and says, "Son, hurry up and get up and get dressed 
or you'll be late for school."
"I don't want to go to school. Why do I have to go to school? Give me three good 
reasons!"
"First, because I'm your mother and I say so. Second, because you're 42. Third, 
because you are the principal."

There are, of course, other questions we ask that, though they are not the kind of 
daily questions I'm thinking about, are life altering.

"Do you love me? Will you love me? Will you be the one and spend the rest of 
your life with me?"

When the child of that union comes, the question is, "Is she okay? Is the baby 
okay?"

Later on in life you look at the doctor and ask, "Is it malignant? How long do I 
have?"

Deeper in life the question is, "How much is this going to cost me?"

I'm not talking about money here. I'm talking about responding to a call to follow 
and go through the narrow gate Jesus refers to in his teaching where you can't take 
any ego stuff with you.

One of the greatest heresies perpetrated by the Christian church on people has 
been: "Come join our group. You won't have to change a thing." Jesus, as well as 
every other authentic spiritual teacher I have ever encountered, is quite clear that 
getting on a path that leads to authentic freedom and true love is going to cost the 
ego its very life.

I went through a period of my life where I was rather addicted to the television 
program "Inside The Actor's Studio" with James Lipton.

At the end of each program, Lipton asks the person he is interviewing the same set 
of questions.



What's your favorite word?
What's your least favorite word?
What sound or noise do you like?
What sound or noise do you hate?
What is your favorite curse word?
What profession other than your own would you like to attempt?
What profession would you not like to do?
Finally, if heaven exists, what would you like to hear God say to you when you 
arrive at the pearly gates?

Those are good questions. That last one, used as a part of your daily practice, 
would be life altering.

Here is another question and we we learn to ask it early:

"How long will this take?" As I said, this starts early. It comes from the back seat. 
“Are we there yet?”

Somewhere early in the process the therapist, the analyst, the spiritual director 
hears, "How long will this take?"

Jim Finley, a man I consider one of the true spiritual mystics of our time, says, "We 
will never, never, never, ever, ever, ever get to the end of anything."

Now, this being the case, my task as a spiritual teacher - it is true for me personally 
in preparation for being here, it is true for you personally if you choose to embrace 
what I teach as you go out to live your brief, precious life when you leave here and 
it true for us who claim to embody the teachings of Jesus in our lives (this is one 
meaning of “the body of Christ in the world”), is to convey and embrace these 
teachings in such a way that we don't panic, we don't run away and that we stay the 
course.

My conviction is that the good spiritual teachers, ones I label “wise and useful,” 
begin with questions; questions that force us to make a journey inward so that the 
outward journey can lead us to the answer we want to have to the question - and 



this is purely metaphorical you understand; which means it is truer than true (a 
phrase I got from Borg) - if heaven exists, would you like to hear God say to you 
when you arrive at the pearly gates?

My question for you to ponder is this: What is your understanding of God? As you 
are likely aware, I am even hesitant to use the word “god” because it is given to so 
much misunderstanding. God, whatever we mean by that word, is NOT a white 
guy sitting off out in space on a throne somewhere. “Sacred Mystery” is an 
expanding, evolving, creative and loving energy, however we think of it, who 
creates us.

This is something I got from Richard Rohr and he repeats the teaching over and 
over again: your image of God creates you.

Your image of God creates you. That’s why the question is so important.

Of course, Rohr got this emphasis from Jesus who went about not trying to change 
God’s idea about people - that is a perversion of what I call imperial and recent 
Christianity - but Jesus spent his life trying to change people’s idea about God. 
God is not a punitive force that is out to get us, not someone to be fearful of. God 
is love. And, the primary way Jesus conveyed this message was by asking 
questions. “A certain man fell among thieves. Who was neighbor to him?”

We are in the process of reflecting together on the sayings in the Gospel of 
Thomas.

And, we are seeking, as a result of this reflection to have a transformative 
experience or experiences that will lead us deeper into an experience of Sacred 
Mystery, deeper into a knowing of our true identity, and an ability to see and love 
the neighbor as ourselves; because the neighbor, whoever that is, is ourselves.

None of these things is an easy undertaking in the world in which we live, 
especially the last part about loving the neighbor. This is especially challenging 
when your neighbor is trying to kill you.



One of the things that is called forth from us, those of us who claim to want to 
walk a spiritual path into freedom and love, is a deeper understanding of what it 
means to understand. We think that understanding means to comprehend. In 
mysticism, in the world into which Jesus wants to invite us, understanding means 
to be given over to the incomprehensible and, further, for that to be okay.

(If all of this is clear, I wonder if I have really done my job.)

So, we are in the process of reflecting together on the sayings in the Gospel of 
Thomas.

The Gospel of Thomas, though it was discovered in 1945, has only really made its 
presence felt in places like this, during the last fifty years. About two-third of the 
sayings of Jesus found in the Gospel of Thomas are to be found in the writings in 
the Christian Scriptures that most church-going people are familiar with. The rest 
of the sayings are not as familiar except to people who have really gotten on the 
“mystical path” of Christianity and have begun to seek out grounding and 
resources for their journey.

Some people are uncomfortable with the Gospel of Thomas because they are not 
familiar with it, it seems to “mess with” their understanding of the Bible and/or 
Jesus or whatever.

If you get a copy of the Gospel of Thomas and read it, the first thing you’ll 
encounter is its apparent weirdness. It is not what we are use to. There is no story. 
No birth, no angels, no miracles, no crucifixion. Just teachings. Cynthia Bourgeault 
refers to this collection of teachings as “lecture notes.” They are a collection of 
sayings that meant something very important to the early followers of Jesus.

Since there is no narrative there is no possibility of imposing on these teachings 
any of the trappings that many people have inherited with the Christianity they 
have been taught. Because there is no narrative, there is no possibility of imposing 
on these teachings the necessity of a virgin birth, the literal nature of miracles, 
some theory of the crucifixion. What is front and center in the Gospel of Thomas is 
a teaching that emphasizes personal transformation as a result of being more 



deeply attuned to what is right under our noses - namely, what Jesus refers to as the 
realm or rule of God.

Though the teaching of Jesus, “Wake up!,” can be found on the Gospels most folks 
are familiar with, what makes the Gospel of Thomas so liberating - or threatening, 
depending on how you look at it - is that the Gospel of Thomas begins to show us 
how.

Let me just insert here that when I entered seminary graduate school in 1960 I 
knew, as did many others, that there was a significant hole or gap in Christianity as 
it was being taught in both Protestant and Catholic churches at that time. For one 
thing, the best, most up-to-date scholarship about the Bible and the development of 
Christian doctrine was not being taught to people. As I have put it before, people 
were not taught how to see but what to see. Not only were pastors and teachers not 
talking about the importance of having a daily spiritual practice but no one was 
teaching people how to do things like meditate, contemplate or practice centering 
prayer. This is what is changing the face of a spirituality based on the teachings of 
Jesus in our time.

As we go along, one of my questions to you is: what does it mean for you to be 
present to these teachings? Not just intellectually to know about them but to “be 
present” to them? And who is the “you” that is being present?

That is what the teaching we are up to for today is about.

I want to give it to you and then begin to unpack it.

* * *

Yeshua asked his students,

Tell me, then, who am I like?
To whom will you
compare me"

Simon Peter said,



"You are like a just angel."

Matthew said,
"You are a philosopher of wisdom."

Thomas said,
"Master, I cannot find words to express who you really are."

Yeshua said,
"Thomas, it is no longer necessary
for me to be your Master
for you are drinking from the gushing spring I
have opened for you,
and you have become intoxicated."

Then Yeshua took Thomas aside and spoke
three sayings to him in private.
When Thomas returned to the company of his
companions they, of course, asked him, "What
did Yeshua say to you."

"If I were to tell you even one of the things he
spoke to me," Thomas replied,
"you would pick up these rocks
and stone me, and then fire would blaze out of
them and burn you."

* * *

Of all the sayings in the Gospel of Thomas this is the only one that mentions 
Thomas by name and some scholars think that this is the reason this collection of 
sayings has been given the name “The Gospel of Thomas.”

You will find the question Jesus asked his followers in what we refer to as the 
“canonical Gospels.” There, however, a definitive answer is given. Here the clear 



implication is that it is impossible to put “what Jesus is” into words. Because 
Thomas realizes this, he is given the highest approval.

Remember: we are trying to look at these teachings - actually we are not trying so 
much to look at them as to experience them - we are trying to look at these 
teachings not in a dualistic manner but in a mystical manner. We are reading the 
story metaphorically. The metaphor here is that the teachings of Jesus constitute a 
fountain of wisdom. Further, this particular teaching shows that Jesus and Thomas 
are no longer in a superior-inferior relationship. Rather, they are equivalent. Both 
are seen as sons of the “living Father.”

We don’t know what the three sayings are. The number “three” almost always 
reflects that something is in transition. So we have in fairy tales the story of The 
Three Little Pigs, Three Blind Mice, Goldilocks and the Three Bears and on and 
on. A minister, a priest and a rabbi walk into a bar. The bartender says, “What is 
this? Some kind of joke?”

Whatever the teachings were, if heard, the reaction to them would have been 
violent. Just so, when people hear or receive teachings that seek to push or pull 
them from one developmental level to another, what is the reaction? “Those people 
are crazy, they are heretics.” The downside is that people who are at higher 
development levels tend to look at those at lower levels in judgmental ways.

Jesus said, “I’ve come to cast fire on the earth.” The people who receive the 
teachings are that fire.

Stevan Davis, in his book on the Gospel of Thomas, says that this passage is the 
most astonishing of all the sayings in the collection. Jesus wanted everybody to 
“get it” like Thomas had. I hope you see that Thomas is not presented to us as 
having neat tidy answers. There is no dead category that he uses to express his 
understanding of Jesus.

When I was in seminary we struggled with this question of course. It is so central. 
But, we did so with the available theological understandings. One joke was that 
Jesus asked his disciples, “What are people saying about me?” The various 
answers were given. None satisfies Jesus so he finally turns to Paul Tillich (the 



leading theology of the day) and asks the question. “Who do you say that I am?” 
The answer he gets is: “Why you are the eschatological manifestation of the 
ground of our being; the kerygma, which finds its fulfillment in interpersonal 
relationships.”

And Jesus says, “What?”

The Jesus scholars, of whom Borg would be leading the pack, are very clear that 
Jesus didn’t ask or talk about himself. Those statements are products of the early 
church: Jesus remembered.

Thomas is a model of the true believer because when asked the question, he is 
astonished. That is to say, the true believer is more bewildered than certain: 
“Teacher, I cannot possibly say what you are like.”

According to this passage one last block exists for Thomas to get through and that 
is Thomas’ own reverence of Jesus as “teacher.” Remember the talk before last that 
I offered in here? We have to have teachers and we have to stand on our own. 
Remember: we have to embrace these teachings, “the way” if you will, and not 
panic, run away and stay the course.

So Jesus is saying to Thomas and, in effect, to you and me that if we embrace his 
teachings that by doing so we have “become one like Jesus himself, one with him 
and one with his fiery source.” (Davis p. xxi)

People ask me frequently, “What do you mean by transformation?” This is it: That 
we become one like Jesus himself, one with him and one with his fiery source.

Because of the dearth of teaching about biblical scholarship and mysticism, 
especially mystical Christianity, most people, both in and out of the church, have 
come to think of the writings in the Bible, especially what are referred to as “the 
Gospels,” as if they were like the Ten Commandments: written in stone. It is 
astounding how many people think of the Gospels as if they were eye-witness 
accounts. They are not. They are statements of faith, actually. The current New 
Testament didn’t begin to receive its shape until sometime late in the third century 
and it was still in flux for a hundred years after that.



The origins of Christianity itself had incredibly diversity in it. There were many 
different understandings of what it meant to be a follower of Jesus. What is today 
called “orthodoxy” was simply the successful competitor among many. These, 
what Bart Erhman refers to as “lost Christianities,” other points of view, are now 
not only coming into view but also are seen by scholars as holding key pieces of 
information, knowledge, wisdom and understanding not only about Jesus but also 
about what he taught.

Our time together today and next week is about questions. Here is some advice: 
question the assumptions you make about Jesus and the origin of where this 
information comes from.

Because, however you answer that question sets you up for how you answer the 
BIG question.

Here is part of my assumption about Jesus: Jesus, Jewish mystical teacher, came 
out of his own mystical practice to teach by word and deed that not only was he 
one with Sacred Mystery but also so was everybody else.

It is in that context that he asks, “Who do you say that I am?”

The answers that his followers gave don’t reflect bad or stupid people. Rather, they 
reflect stages along the developmental path. They were expressions of the typical 
Jewish hope.

So, in anticipation of our next time together: the teachings of Jesus are not 
designed to reveal who he is but, rather, to reveal ourselves to us.

The question here is the thing that matters. Life is not a secular problem to be 
solved. Life is a mystery to be entered into. Mysteries are not solved. They are 
entered into and lived.

Sacred Mystery asks, “Who do you say that I am?” The emphasis is not on who is 
asking the question, though no doubt that is important. The emphasis is on who is 
answering it.



To that end I want to offer you a teaching story from the Buddhist tradition and the 
Rilke poem I referred to in the beginning that I got from Marcus Borg’s wife.

* * *

Once there was a man who came to see the Buddha and said he would like to ask 
him a question. He said that he had been listening to the Buddha’s discourses for a 
number of years, and during that time had met many monks and nuns who were 
disciples of the Buddha. He had come to know quite a few more intimately and had 
found that some of them had changed greatly. They had become loving and kind, 
wise and patient, but others hadn’t changed at all. There were even some who had 
become far more impatient than they used to be, less loving, and some were most 
unkind. Yet he had met all these monks and nuns listening to the same discourses. 
He wanted to know why such a thing was possible.

The Buddha said to him, “What’s your home town?” And the man said, “I’m from 
Rajagaha.” The Buddha said, “Do you sometimes go back to Rajahaha?” The man 
replied, “I often go; I have business and family there.” The Buddha then inquired, 
“Do you know the way to Rajagaha?” The man said, “I know it so well, I can go in 
the dark. I don’t even need to see it, I know it that well.” The Buddha queried, 
“And if somebody wanted to know how to get to Rajagaha, could you explain it to 
them?” The man said, “If you know anybody who wants to go there, you should 
send them to me, because I can really give exact explanations how to get there. 
I’ve gone the way that many times.” The Buddha said, “I believe you. But if you 
were to explain to someone how to get to Rajagaha and then that person were to 
stay right here in Benaries, would it be your fault?” The man said, “Of course not. 
I’m only the one who shows the way.” The Buddha replied, “So am I. I too am 
only the one who shows the way.”

* * *

When Jesus says, “I am the way,” he is not saying something to get us off the hook 
of doing out own work. One of the ways he has of getting us to the work is by 
asking, “Who do you say that I am?”



Which brings me to the poem by Rainer Maia Rilke.

* * *

Be patient with all
that is unresolved in your heart.
Try to love the questions themselves
like locked rooms and books
that are written in a very foreign tongue.
Do not seek the answers that cannot be given
because you would not be able to live them.
And the point is, to live everything.
Live the questions now
and perhaps without noticing it
you will live along some distant day
into the answers.

* * *

No matter where you go this week, no matter what happens, remember this: you 
carry precious cargo. So, watch your step.


