
15

I N T R O D U C T I O N

J E SUS  H A D  A N  AU N T

I believe the ancient creed:

That Jesus is the only Son of God,
eternally begotten of the Father,
God from God, Light from Light,
true God from true God,
begotten, not made,
of one being with the Father.
Through him all things were made.

For us and for our salvation,
he came down from heaven,
was incarnate of the Holy Spirit,
born of the Virgin Mary, and was made man.

For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate;
he suffered death and was buried.

On the third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures;
he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father.

He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead,
and his kingdom will have no end.
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Yes, I believe the creed.
All of it.
But— and this is where it gets a little risky for some— I also 

believe this:

• Jesus had a quick wit, he was occasionally laugh- out- loud 
funny, and he was sometimes sarcastic.

• Jesus had to learn how to do things (like measuring, math, 
and writing), and surely he made some mistakes along 
the way.

• Jesus came from an unusual family— don’t we all?
• Jesus was gutsy, compassionate, perceptive, and wise, but he 

wasn’t born into the full maturity of all these qualities. No, 
according to the scriptures, he grew in wisdom (Luke 2:52).

• Jesus was human, like you and me, and if the gospel is true, 
he still is.

That’s what this book is all about.

I STILL RECALL THE MOMENT IT DAW NED ON ME THAT JESUS 

had an aunt, the extraordinary, unsettling, and restorative impact it 
had on my faith.

Honestly, even though it seems so obvious now (Well, of course, 
he had an aunt!), the thought hit me with such force I wasn’t sure how 
to respond.

It was the gospel of John that took me there. I was reading about 
the crucifixion of Jesus, trying to get my head and heart around its 
weighty, cosmic significance. I had so many questions, but one stood 
out among the rest: Why?

Why, oh why, did the Son of God have to die?
Then, out of nowhere, it seemed, my mind was directed toward 
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a new train of thought. The question of why faded, and in its place, 
glaring and unmistakable, was the question of who:

Who, exactly, was this God- man who died so long ago?
I knew the correct answer theologically: “Jesus is the only begotten 

Son of God.” That part was pretty clear to me. (At least I thought 
it was.)

But what struck me was something different. It was something new 
and mysterious, something my eyes had glided over more times than I 
could count but for various reasons had never truly seen:

“Jesus’s mother was standing beside his cross. So was her sister, 
Mary the wife of Clopas, with Mary Magdalene too” (John 19:25).

Just so you understand, the mother of Jesus I knew.
And Mary Magdalene, of course, I knew who she was too.
But who on earth was this other woman, described as the sister of 

Jesus’ mother, mourning there at the foot of the cross?
And that’s when it hit, a tremor that triggered a tectonic shift in 

my view of God: Jesus had an aunt.
Maybe it sounds absurd (and, to be honest, I’m no longer bothered if 

it does), but the reason that one thought struck me with such profound 
and unyielding force is that all at once Jesus became more real to me.

He wasn’t a stained- glass superhero anymore: he was somebody’s 
nephew.

He wasn’t a theological argument to be won: he was somebody’s 
nephew.

He wasn’t a sacrificial system to accept, he wasn’t a candidate’s 
talking point, he wasn’t a phantomlike figure f loating through ancient 
history claiming to be God (whatever that word might mean to you):

No— a thousand times, no!— Jesus of Nazareth was somebody’s 
nephew.

You see, even though I had been walking with God for years by 
that point, when I realized Jesus had an aunt, it felt like my journey 
with Jesus was just beginning.

9780310347767_JesusJourney_int_SC.indd   17 12/6/16   2:53 PM



18 | Jesus Had an Aunt

I GREW UP IN THE CHURCH. MY FATHER WAS A SOUTHERN 

Baptist pastor. To this day he’s still one of the most powerful preachers 
I’ve ever heard. Plus, he’s got lots of silvery white hair and he sports a 
full beard. Think Southern Baptist Santa Claus with sky blue eyes and 
a warm smile— that’s Dad.

Mom was a newspaper journalist and schoolteacher. She started the 
private high school where my sister and I were educated. (Our older 
brother was already in college by that point.) When I was eighteen, 
Mom learned she had cancer. She’s a survivor, thank God. I cannot 
imagine what life would have been like without her.

My parents were Southern Baptists in the Deep South, but they 
did not fit the Southern Baptist mold. One of the reasons why is that 
in 1970, the Holy Spirit got hold of my dad— in a Southern Baptist 
seminary, of all places. It’s a good thing, too, because that unexpected 
encounter with God saved my parents’ marriage right when it was on 
the verge of breaking.

By the time I came around, Mom and Dad had been walking with 
God for years. I can’t remember a time when faith was not part of my 
life. It was just there, like oxygen, always.

Holding hands around the table and giving thanks before eating. 
Hearing stories from the Bible about Noah and King David, Mother 
Mary and Jesus. Sunday morning hymns and summertime service trips, 
Wednesday night prayer meetings and Christmastime youth camps.

Our family was so involved in the life of the church that my parents 
left me there by mistake one Sunday morning when I was about two 
years old.

Dad and Mom had driven to church in separate vehicles. After the 
service was over, they each assumed the other had taken me home. (To 
this day my older brother and sister claim they had no idea I was left 
behind. I don’t buy it.)

When my parents arrived home and realized that neither of them 
had returned with two- year- old me, they made a mad drive back to 
the sanctuary, fearing the worst. Thankfully, though, they found me 
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sitting quietly with the church elders, listening carefully and asking 
insightful questions about theology.

Well, not exactly.
I had fallen asleep on a padded pew, rolled to the ground without 

waking, and was still fast asleep on the plush, blue- carpeted floor when 
my parents found me at last.

YOU WOULDN’T THINK JESUS, OF ALL PEOPLE, WOULD EVER 

get left behind by his parents. Yet there’s an unusual story in the gospel 
of Luke which recounts that scenario:

Every year Jesus’ parents traveled to Jerusalem for the Feast of 
Passover. When he was twelve years old, they went up as they always 
did for the Feast. When it was over and they left for home, the 
child Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but his parents didn’t know 
it. Thinking he was somewhere in the company of pilgrims, they 
journeyed for a whole day and then began looking for him among 
relatives and neighbors. When they didn’t find him, they went back 
to Jerusalem looking for him.

The next day they found him in the Temple seated among the 
teachers, listening to them and asking questions. The teachers were 
all quite taken with him, impressed with the sharpness of his answers. 
But his parents were not impressed; they were upset and hurt.

His mother said, “Young man, why have you done this to us? 
Your father and I have been half out of our minds looking for you.”

He said, “Why were you looking for me? Didn’t you know that 
I had to be here, dealing with the things of my Father?” But they 
had no idea what he was talking about.

So he went back to Nazareth with them, and lived obediently 
with them. His mother held these things dearly, deep within herself. 
And Jesus matured, growing up in both body and spirit, blessed by 
both God and people. (Luke 2:41–52 The Message)
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Perhaps I am stretching the similarities between Jesus and me (which 
my enduring wife tells me I am prone to do), but my own experience of 
being left behind at church helped me to relate to Jesus’ experience of 
being left behind at the Temple in a fresh and surprising way.

For starters, it helped me realize that parents— even the best ones— 
really could do something as preposterous as unintentionally leaving 
a child behind at the Temple. (Don’t worry, Mom and Dad, all is 
forgiven!) This is especially true when you take into account that Jewish 
families in the first century made their annual pilgrimage to Jerusalem 
as an extended clan, including uncles and aunts, sisters and brothers, 
cousins and friends.

Next, it helped me to better appreciate the panic with which Jesus’ 
parents returned to the Temple in search of him. “Young man, why have 
you done this to us?” his exasperated parents are recorded as saying. 
“Your father and I have been half out of our minds looking for you.” 
Now that I am a parent myself, I can imagine the rush of relief and 
frustration I would feel if I were in a similar situation.

Finally, as I delved more deeply into this peculiar account— peculiar 
especially considering the unusual way the story wraps up, with Mother 
Mary “pondering these things in her heart” and the boy Jesus “growing 
in wisdom and in stature, and in favor with God and people” (as most 
translations read)— it struck me that this extraordinary story is the only 
glimpse the gospel writers provide into Jesus’ childhood.

Why is that?
The answer that makes the most sense historically is this: There 

were no other extraordinary stories to tell. Young Jesus of Nazareth, 
for the most part, was like all the other kids.

And that got me to thinking: Let’s say Jesus is a ten- year- old boy 
in small- town, ancient Nazareth and he’s taking a math test. Does he 
get all the answers correct?

If he does get all the answers correct, is that because Jesus in some 
mysterious way “leans into” his “godness” (and would that be cheating?), 
or is it simply because he is a good student?
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On the other hand, if ten- year- old Jesus does not get every answer 
correct on his math test (because, who knows, maybe math isn’t his 
strongest subject?), does that take away from whom Jesus is?

THE CHURCH HAS HAD A VERY INTERESTING JOURNEY W ITH 

the humanity of Jesus. To better understand that journey and to better 
understand why the implications of his humanity are so important for 
us now, it is probably wisest to begin with those who knew Jesus best, 
his friends and followers from the first century.

According to the gospel, Jesus’ twelve disciples were an eclectic crew 
that included a number of blue- collar fishermen, a well- connected tax 
collector, a politically minded zealot, and a few more unlikely characters. 
Of these twelve, more stories are told of Simon Peter the Fisherman 
than of any other, and in one of those stories we gain insight into how 
Peter and Jesus related:

Jesus and his disciples came to the villages of Caesarea Philippi. On 
the way he asked his disciples, “Who are people saying that I am?”

“John the Baptist,” they said, “or, some say, Elijah. Or, others 
say, one of the prophets.”

“What about you?” asked Jesus. “Who do you say I am?”
Peter spoke up. “You’re the Messiah,” he said.
He gave them strict orders not to tell anyone about him.
Jesus now began to teach them something new.
“There’s big trouble in store for the son of man,” he said. “The 

elders, the chief priests, and the scribes are going to reject him. He 
will be killed— and after three days he’ll be raised.” He said all of 
this quite explicitly.

At this, Peter took him aside and started to scold him. But he 
turned around, saw the disciples, and scolded Peter.

“Get behind me, Accuser!” he said. “You’re thinking human 
thoughts, not God thoughts.” (Mark 8:27–33)
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While so much could be said about this passage, there are two 
essential points to note for our purposes. First, for the disciples, the 
title of Messiah, more than anything else, meant something like 
“coming, conquering king,” a king who would raise an army, defeat 
the occupying Romans, restore the Jewish Temple, and rule over all, 
and this king, mind you, was certainly not supposed to die. He was 
supposed to reign.

Second, the title of Messiah— and this is important— definitely 
did not mean the same thing as God or second person of the Trinity to 
the disciples at this time.

How do we know that?
At least as it relates to the story, one need only observe that after 

identifying Jesus as the Messiah (or as the Christ, in Greek), Peter takes 
Jesus aside to “scold” him— or, in other translations, to “rebuke” him.

If at this point in the gospel account Peter believes Jesus is God, it 
is practically inconceivable that as a devout, God- fearing, first- century 
Jew, Peter would have taken Jesus aside to scold or rebuke him. It just 
doesn’t make any historical sense.

That is not to say, though, that Peter and the others did not come 
to that mind- blowing, history- altering, Jesus- is- God conclusion in 
time— most fully after the resurrection and with the help of the Holy 
Spirit. The older I become, the more convinced I am it is only through 
the help of Holy Spirit that any of us are convinced of the full identity 
of Jesus.

It is after their Master has been raised from the dead and the Holy 
Spirit has been poured out that the deeper, tectonic- shifting identity 
of Jesus truly dawns on the bewildered disciples. In Peter’s second 
letter, written many years after the resurrection and addressed to those 
who never knew Jesus in the f lesh, the old fisherman- apostle is said to 
have poignantly described his journey with Jesus like this: “We were 
eyewitnesses of his grandeur” (2 Peter 1:16).

The apostle Paul addresses a similar theme when he begins his letter 
to the Colossians with one of the earliest hymns about Jesus: “He is 
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the image of God, the invisible one . . . For in him all the Fullness was 
glad to dwell” (1:15, 19).

Here again, in the letter to the Hebrews, Jesus is described as “the 
shining reflection of God’s own glory, the precise expression of his 
own very being” (1:3).

And then in the famous prologue to John’s gospel: “In the beginning 
was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God . . . 
And the Word became flesh and lived among us” (1:1, 14 NRSV).

Or, as Pastor Eugene Peterson renders it, “The Word became flesh 
and blood, and moved into the neighborhood” (John 1:14 The Message).

IN M Y OW N JOUR NEY W ITH JESUS, THER E H AS BEEN NO 

greater motivation for my faith than the deep, dawning realization 
that God is one of us. More (far more!) than the hope of heaven or the 
fear of hell, it is this bedrock belief— that we have seen the face of God 
in Jesus— that inspires and informs my faith.

The essential reason why is that the person of Jesus has radically 
altered my meaning for the word God. Let me explain.

For the disciples, those who walked and talked with Jesus, surely 
there was no greater revelation in their lives than the growing realization 
that their teacher— whom they would have called Yeshua— was in some 
mysterious, inexplicable way one with the God they called YHWH.

Again, I don’t believe the disciples came to this Jesus- is- God 
conclusion quickly or lightly, but I am convinced, by the weight of 
history, that they did come to that astonishing conclusion in time.

But here’s the critical point for you and me: the disciples first came 
to know Jesus as teacher, healer, friend, and king, and then came to 
know Jesus as God.

Why is that progression so important for us to understand?
Because many of us, if not most, have walked a different path on 

our journey with Jesus.
We have a somewhat vague meaning in our mind for the word 
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God— shaped by all sorts of things, ranging from religious traditions 
to our family backgrounds to a particular reading of Scripture to pop 
culture. Then, without even realizing it, we bring our view of God to 
the gospel accounts and unintentionally read the story of Jesus’ life 
through that lens, beginning a long and very often confusing journey 
of trying to “fit Jesus” into “our meaning” for the word God.3

We can find ourselves living in terrible tension at times, with our 
view of God on one side and our understanding of Jesus on the other, 
and a chasm of confusion and questions in between.

It’s a tension that so many of us can identify with: we’ve seen and 
experienced something powerful, compelling, untamed, and true in the 
person of Jesus, but we have no idea how to reconcile that captivating 
vision with our sometimes skewed and sometimes even painful views 
of God.

Good news: you don’t have to.
Because the New Testament invites us to do something much more 

radical than reconcile our skewed views of God with the person of Jesus, 
something much more fundamental than fitting the story of Jesus’ life 
into our preconceived meaning for the word God.

Instead, the ancient writers seem to say, “Look long and hard at 
Jesus. Consider his compassion, behold his wisdom, witness his suffer-
ing on the cross, experience his resurrection power, and then reshape 
your vision of God accordingly.”

There is no better way to do this than by immersing yourself in the 
gospel stories of Jesus, which is what I hope to help you do through 
these pages.

THIS IS A BOOK TO HELP YOU KNOW JESUS, TO IMMERSE YOU 

in his humanity and brace you with his courage, to refresh you with his 
humor and baptize you in his tears. My hope is that it will enable you 
to engage with the gospel stories in a new way, reading them through 
the gritty lens of Jesus’ f lesh and blood.
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Don’t worry, these are not theological treatises. These are down- 
to- earth gospel readings and reflections exploring what it practically 
means if God is one of us in Jesus.

The book is divided into five parts:

• Part 1, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” focuses on Jesus’ family life, 
with special attention given to the unique relationship he had 
with his mother.

• Part 2, “Jesus and Abba,” looks at the remarkable way Jesus 
interacted with God— intimate, compelling, and controversial 
all at once.

• Part 3, “Jesus and His Friends,” explores the journey of 
discipleship that Jesus shared with those who knew him best, 
his friends and followers.

• Part 4, “Blood, Sweat, and Tears,” considers the crucifixion, 
reflecting on Jesus’ trust and determination in the face of 
confusion, fear, and pain.

• Part 5, “Breakfast on the Beach,” is all about the bodily 
resurrection of Jesus, what it means for us now and for the 
future.

The readings are brief and meant to be read at your own pace, 
whether that’s multiple chapters in a single sitting or as a forty- day 
devotional over a few weeks. Each chapter begins with a gospel passage, 
followed by a reflection, and then wraps up with a final “Ponder, Pray, 
Practice” section.

The “Ponder, Pray, Practice” sections encourage us to actually do 
something with what we’re learning, and it’s difficult to express just 
how vitally important this part of the Jesus journey is. I’m reminded 
here of a wise reversal of an old and well- known saying: “While that 
may work in practice, it will never work in theory.”4

Following Jesus is a lot like that.
It doesn’t work in theory. It works only in practice.
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Because faith is not something to be figured out. It’s something 
to be lived.

FINALLY, AS YOU READ, YOU’LL NOTE SOME RECURR ING AND 

significant themes:

• How the person of Jesus radically alters our meaning for the 
word God.

• How the humanity of Jesus increases our faith to follow him.
• How the unique personality of Jesus, and that of his family and 

friends, helps us to become more at home in our own skin.

Also, running throughout these pages is an underlying conviction 
that Jesus’ humanity extends a profound and awe- inspiring dignity to 
our own humanity. Athanasius of Alexandria, an early church father, 
said it like this: “He became what we are that he might make us what 
he is.”

My primary motive in writing is that Jesus will become more real 
to you, less of a stained- glass superhero and more of an actual person, 
and that somewhere along the way, with the help of Holy Spirit, you’ll 
begin to hear the tone of Jesus’ voice in the gospel stories and, perhaps, 
even see the expression on his face.

Because if God is one of us— and that God looks exactly like Jesus— 
well, that changes everything.
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