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INTRODUCTION

Good Trouble

When we picture a prophet of the Old Testament—and there
are many of them, more than thirty, including seven women'—
most of us imagine an angry, wild-haired person ranting and
raving at the people of Israel for their many sins or predicting
future doom. Some of the prophets did just that, but my years
of study, conversation, and contemplation have shown me that
this prevailing image is not the truest or most important reality
of their work, calling, or messages.

It’s true that the prophets called Israel, many times, to re-
turn to the covenant God made with them at Mount Sinai.
After leading the people out of Egyptian slavery, God supplied
the law, including the Ten Commandments, that was meant to
govern and shape their lives in the Promised Land. They were

to refrain from lying, stealing, committing adultery, and so on.
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This was Morality 101, the basic order without which a society
cannot maintain itself. But the people usually fell short, often
disastrously so. They substituted purity codes and performance
for the spirit of that law. They forgot not only what they had
promised but also how much and how deeply Yahweh cared
for them. There was a deep need, then and now, for someone
who would call the people to return to God and to justice.
Someone who would warn them, critique them, and reveal
God’s heart to them. We call them prophets, and every reli-
gion needs them.

For hundreds of pivotal years—starting around 1300 B.C.
and continuing through the eras of Israel’s kingdom, exile,
and conquest—prophets like Samuel, Jonah, Amos, Isaiah,
Jeremiah, and Ezekiel performed this utterly important task.
Besides being truth-tellers, they were radical change agents,
messengers of divine revelation, teachers of a moral alternative,
and deconstructors of every prevailing order. Both Isaiah 58
and Ezekiel 3 describe a prophet as a “sentry” or a “watch-
man,” whose job is to hold Israel maddeningly honest, and to
stop the Israelites from relying on arms, money, lies, and power
to keep themselves safe and in control.

In this way, they introduced a completely novel role into
ancient religion: an officially licensed critic, a devil’s advocate
who names and exposes their own group’s shadow side! Few
cultures, if any, develop such a counterintuitive role. By na-
ture, civilization is intent on success and building, and has lit-
tle time for self-critique. We disparage the other team and
work ceaselessly to prove loyalty to our own. Maybe that’s why
the prophets seem most active from the time after Moses until
about five centuries before Jesus, when Israel returned from
exile in Babylon. After the exile, except for the moralisms of
Malachi and the scattered fragments of Zechariah 9-14, there
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seems to be a lack of interest in the prophets, and their voices
largely disappear from the scriptural account. Maybe that is
why the people of Jesus’s time were not ready for him. Their
religious and spiritual community was too dispersed to know
how to maintain a strong inner spiritual life. External obser-
vance had taken over, symbolized by the oft-repeated New
Testament opponents of Jesus, the scribes and the Pharisees.
In the gospel of Matthew, Jesus minces no words in critiqu-

ing this scenario:

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you
tithe mint, dill, and cumin, and have neglected the
weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith.
It is these you ought to have practiced without neglect-
ing the others. You blind guides! You strain out a gnat
but swallow a camel. (Matthew 23:23-24, NRSV)

The same dynamics operate today, with those in power or
trying to gain power more interested in protecting their own
interests and positions than in seeking justice. If you are a
Christian, you might have seen a few paintings or stained-glass
windows of a prophet pointing to Jesus, and that might have
been their only supposed function! I’m convinced that unless
we know the lineage, the exact genre, and the unique approach
of the Hebrew prophets, we really can’t understand Jesus.

Without prophets, we have settled for violent revolutions
and righteous reformations in just about every century. Societ-
ies have had no mechanism for reforming from within, and so
our histories became about ferreting out heretics, imprisoning
and murdering would-be rebels, and protecting shifting,
angry, dualistic, and ambitious in-groups, each of which was

more invested in their own rightness than the previous group.
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Revolutions took the place of evolutions, in which both order
and disorder are allowed to work together.? This is not a good
way to move forward.

If we look at what prophets do and how they do it, we can
see that they follow a classic pattern. When prophets see that
the status quo is not working, they encourage what I call “holy
disorder,” a scenario in which the fundamental conditions and
relationships of the group are disrupted (as when the Israelites
were conquered by the Babylonians or persecuted by their en-
emies). This disruption can take positive form or negative
form. Either God outgrows our present, limited understand-
ing and we grow with God (as I wrote in my book Falling
Upward),? or we regress due to our inability to love and trust
what is happening. Then society reverts to legalism and for-
mality until it ultimately disintegrates. From these disruptions,
a new order arises (what I call “reorder”), in which human
relations can work at a higher level that is more imaginative,
less dualistic, and usually less violent than the first order or the
reactive disorder.

The process of allowing and creating holy disorder is surely
what Representative John Lewis called getting into “good
trouble.” He was referring to the good and necessary trouble
of civil disobedience in the pursuit of racial justice, but his
philosophy is equally powerful when we think about the
prophets. For them, good trouble and holy disorder could
draw forth better things—an entirely different consciousness
characterized by more justice, more mercy, greater closeness
to God. Of course, the process is never linear, and it never
stops. The new reorder soon becomes a new order, and we
need prophets to keep us from idolizing the new status quo.
The only thing more dangerous and more common than nar-

cissism is group narcissism. We have always needed a mecha-
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nism for positive change that is organic and comes from within,
although we did not usually know that.

This full cycle of reorder is hard to imagine because it sel-
dom happens in history. For example, I find it interesting that
we Catholics have the sacrament of “holy orders,” which is
given to everyone who becomes a priest, but no ritual for holy
disorder, even though prophecy was listed as the second-most-
important gift of the Holy Spirit—more important than teach-
ing or even miracles (1 Corinthians 12:28, Ephesians 4:11).
We must ask, Why has critical thinking always had to come from
outside our rveligious systems and havdly been allowed from
within? This is a major problem.

We have tried to reform religion with the same codes of
violence and willpower used by corporations, monetary sys-
tems, landowners, and nation-states, often leaving the egos
and self-interests of hierarchs quite in control. Further, we
have a tendency to minimize evil, attacking it in individual
“bad guys” instead of exposing and convicting the intergen-
erational lies that consume most cultures: things like pride,
deceit, power, war, and greed.

This, more than any other reason, is why Christianity did
little to reform or evolve the Roman, Holy Roman, Russian,
French, Spanish, English, or American empires, but instead
slept comfortably with every one of them. The evils that ate us
alive were seldom called evil because the “priestly” groups
were intent on enforcing ritual requirements and purity
codes—in which Jesus and the prophets showed little or no
interest. Once we lose the prophetic analysis, most evil will be
denied, disguised, or hidden among the rules and rituals of
religion and the law itself. This is how truth is “discerned” in a
dualistic world: by winning the purity and identity contests.

The philosopher Ken Wilber famously wrote that our path
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to maturity usually involves some form of “cleaning up,”

” “waking up,” and “showing up,” more or less

“growing up,
in that order.* Too often, though, we settle for merely cleaning
up our behavior. I can only think of Pope Francis’s recent clar-
ification about the basic meaning of blessings. They are given
not to people who have jumped the hoops of supposed moral
worthiness, but to people who ask for one! Waking up is often
devastatingly simple. It all comes down to overcoming your sep-
arateness and any need to protect it.

We must be eternally conscious of this fact: For the untrans-
formed self, veligion is the most dangerous temptation of all. Our
egos, when they are validated by religion, are given full per-
mission to enslave, segregate, demean, defraud, and inflate—
because all bases are covered with pre-ascribed virtue and a
supposed hatred of evil. This is what the prophets expose in
their wholesale assault on temple worship, priestly classes, self-
serving commandments, and intergenerational wealth. “Be
very careful here!” they keep shouting. The prophets know
that religion is the best and that religion also risks being the
worst. We love to choose sides and declare ourselves sinless
and pure and orthodox (“right”), with little evidence that it is
true. This is always a surprise to everyone except the prophets.

My favorite thing about the prophetic books of the Bible is
that they show a whole series of people in evolution of their
understanding of God. Like most of us, the prophets started
not only with judgmentalism and anger but also with a superi-
ority complex of placing themselves above others. Then, in
various ways, that outlook falls apart over the course of their
writings. They move from that anger and judgmentalism to a
reordered awareness in which they become more like God:
more patient like God, more forgiving like God, more loving
like God.
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Throughout Scripture, the prophets secem to emphasize
one sin above all the rest: idolatry, our habit of making things
“God” that are not absolute, infinite, or objectively good.
They are ruthless, as well, toward the preoccupations of our
private self, which always wants to put itself in the best light.
The gospel of Luke points this out directly. After Jesus teaches
a highly symbolic “lawyer” that to have eternal life, you are to
“love the Lord your God with all your heart . .. and your
neighbor as yourself,” the lawyer asks piously, “And who is my
neighbor?” The lawyer is asking not because he wants an hon-
est answer, but because he is “anxious to justify himself”
(Luke 10:27, 29, JB).

I would go so far as to say that any worship service that
does not begin with a sincere and plaintive kyrie eleison had
best be very careful. The plea for mercy at the beginning of
many Christian worship services is a statement and a warning
that we are moving onto holy ground. We most likely do not
know what we are talking about when we speak of God, so
we’d best start with humility. We all and forever need mercy.
One wonders what our theologies and worship would look
like if we always began with an honest statement of our not
knowing the real nature of holy mystery.

Prophets, then, are full truth-tellers, not fortune-tellers.
They pull back the veil to radically reframe our preferred sto-
ryline of history: the boring and predictable narrative of win-
ners and losers, rewards and punishments. They are by
definition those rare individuals who see reality in its fullness
and dimension, rather than in dualities like totally right or to-
tally wrong, all good or all bad.

There must be someone in every age who can tell the faith
community, and society at large, Your first egoic glance at life—
and God—is lnrgely wrong! And it is largely engendered by fear.
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“No one else is your problem,”

says the prophet. “You are
your own problem. What you think is goodness is too often
delusion, and what you think is bad just might be your spiri-
tual best friend.” In doing so, they offer not only criticism but
also visions of a more just, more merciful, more peaceful
society—and call the people to live into it. Any religion or
philosophy that teaches group blindness instead of full seeing
is standing in the way of such clarity.

As Isaiah put it, “Woe to those who call evil good and good
evil, who substitute darkness for light and light for darkness,
who substitute bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter” (Isa-
iah 5:20, JB). He is describing how all of us use words and
feelings to deceive ourselves and others. For example, the
American political party that most blatantly hates law and
order is invariably the one that loudly repeats the words /aw
and order at every convention. Meanwhile, the party that
knows it should be for immigrants acts as though it does not
really want them in their backyard. Leaders who rail against
impurity are too often the ones with a mistress. When we lack
self-knowledge, we will unconsciously project our disliked and
unknown self onto others, condemning them for the very
faults we share. It is no wonder, then, that most of the proph-
ets were murdered, as Jesus notes accusingly in Matthew 23:31.

What a catastrophic arrangement! The French anthropolo-
gist and literary critic René Girard wrote that the Bible is unique
in all world literature in spotting this universal human avoid-
ance of our own dark side. Girard calls this projecting of our
own faults and fears onto others “the scapegoat mechanism.”®
It is present in all cultures, but the Bible alone, he writes, sees
clearly how scapegoating works. Girard insists that scapegoat-
ing is what John was referring to when he described “the [uni-
versal] sin of the world” (John 1:29). The undoing of this
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tendency would be the task of any would-be savior for human-
ity and our continually fragile history. Yet it largely remains hid-
den in plain sight. The Christian religion has sought to achieve its
own innocence rather than act in solidarity with suffering and
sinmners. This is a major point, I believe.

Religion worldwide, it seems, remains committed to mak-
ing something or somebody a sacrifice in every age so that the
status quo can be maintained. In our time, it is immigrants at
the border; in other times it was Black people in the American
South or Indigenous people being driven from their lands. But
Jesus, René Girard insists, undoes sacrifice “once and for all”
(Hebrews 7:27,10:10, JB) by his revelation of an infinitely lov-
ing God. Such a god is very difficult to instrumentalize or use
as a threat. As Paul tells us, in what might be the most subtle
and well-argued piece of theology in the New Testament, we
are no longer held captive “to the old written code.” After
Jesus, we are discharged from the law and free in “the new life
of the spirit” (Romans 7:6, NRSV). In short, the prophets and
Paul teach that law is never to be an end in itself, but only a
boundary for the inflated human ego and a protector of the
common good. Paul devotes three whole chapters of Gala-
tians (3-5) and most of Romans to making this point.

The prophet’s job was always spotting where the problem
really lies: in the accusing ones themselves and in the delusions
of the collective. They point out the universal illusion: “Be-
cause your stone throwing is bad, my stone throwing is good.”
And if the problem is really located in every group’s aimlessly
followed cultural agreements, it cannot be dumped on a few
scapegoats, leaving those of us who are “more righteous” in-
nocent and free of guilt or shame.

For spotting the hidden, communal, and disguised nature

of sin and evil, the Jewish prophets have no parallels. They are
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merciless about truth and the disguises that individuals and
groups adopt to protect their egos. Prophets call out not only
those in power for their corruption and neglect but also the
whole system of temple worship and sacrifice. As Amos puts it,
“They lie on ivory beds, and sprawl on their divans, they dine
on lambs from the flock, and bawl to the sound of the harp, . . .
but about the ruin of the house of Joseph they do not care at
all” (Amos 6:4-6, JB).

We have spent the centuries and millennia since construct-
ing the same kinds of self-serving power centers that Jesus and
the prophets denounced, and most of us are resigned to this
status quo. When news broke of the extent of sexual abuse
perpetrated by Catholic priests, for example, very few were
surprised to learn how many cardinals and bishops and priests
had ignored or tried to cover it up. We are rightly horrified by
the violent abuse of the clergy. And yet, we are just not edu-
cated in or aware of the ways of structural sin, collective evil,
or intergenerational trauma, much less cultural shadows—and
we miss the bigger picture. It is not all malicious. We are ac-
customed to blaming individual bad people—and telling them
to go to confession to deal with their personal sins. Any social
analysis is still called by some “mixing politics with religion.”
But that’s exactly what the prophets do. They call out the col-
lective, not just the individual, as a way of seeking the common
good and assuring us that some common good might just be

possible. It is a lesson we still find hard to learn.

LEARNING TO LOVE AS GOD LOVES

When the prophet Moses was away on Mount Sinai, the rebel-

lious Israelites, afraid he would not return, insisted on having
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theologian, forever seeking a balance between cult, code, and
community as the Israelites wander through the wilderness.
He is the first to fully model this new role that we now call
“prophet.” Moses brings the law down the mountain, and he
also smashes it when he sees that the people have disobeyed
and created the golden calf (Exodus 32:19). In these acts, he
integrates order with disorder and thus merits his position as
the likely founder of monotheistic religion and of prophecy
strictly defined. Moses contains and encloses Aaron’s tendency
to heed the crowd rather than God (as he did with the golden
calf') and thus makes Aaron effective and not fully idolatrous.

The prophets’ acts of defeating ego and naming scapegoats
are, I believe, why they are never going to be popular or much
read, despite taking up such a large part of the Bible. Yet their
message also demands that we “die before we die,” and learn
to see things through the eyes of an infinite love. Without such
a love foundation, almost all religions and worldviews devolve
into forms of sacrifice, in which we debase something (or
someone) else in hopes of achieving worthiness. This is why
Jesus talks about “dying to self,” or why Buddhists emphasize
“lens wiping” and “ego spotting,” by which adherents remove
whatever delusions and bad habits of mind are keeping them
from seeing reality clearly. All transformative religions are,
cach in their own way, trying to defeat the imperial ego and
reveal the always camouflaged shadow self. Yet we need to be
bathed in the assurance of infinite love before we can risk such
ego deflation. The prophets gradually move us toward and
through such divine assurance.

You see, as the prophets knew so well, we like our illusions,
we like having enemies, and we are quite accustomed to our
wars and prejudices, as much as we insist the contrary. They

make us feel morally superior, even heroic, like the archangel
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Michael slaying the dragon and driving all evil out of heaven
(Revelation 12:7-8, 20:2-3), thus dividing the whole of cre-
ation into absolute good and absolute evil, and leaving us, of
course, on the side of absolute good. We see this up to our
own time in the universal attraction to and the valorization of
war, even when we are clearly acting in our own interests and
what we are doing is not objectively good. Why does the com-
mandment “Thou shalt not kill” suddenly not apply? Only
Quakers, Amish, Mennonites, and recent teachers of nonvio-
lence have had the courage to even ask this troubling question.

God is still in the very slow process of disenchanting us out
of our love of winning and succeeding. The slow metamor-
phosis of our notions of God—trom lion to lamb, from anger
to tears, from lonely solitude to grateful community—is qui-
etly taking place. Humanity s indeed growing up. The evi-
dence is just hard to see unless we are exposed, at least once,
to this prophetic kind of countercultural truth. Today, for ex-
ample, I am in awe at the number of people who are sincerely
and often totally value oriented without belonging to any or-
ganized group that would make them follow its rules. This is
new, I think, at least on such a broad scale. You can have values
without group belonging, although you will probably be less
strategically effective without a team.

Basically, this is the number one lesson: We can learn to
love others by closely observing how God loves us and all of
creation. Often this will mean observing and imitating nature’s
universal song of praise, just as Saint Francis, Hildegard of
Bingen, William Wordsworth, John Muir, and Mary Oliver all
did. Just gazing for an extended period at a spring bulb push-
ing up from dark soil or a robin hopping across the lawn—or
at anything in nature—will reveal God’s utter gratuity and the

sacredness of every created thing. That is how God sees. Most
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