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Introduction 
In the Gospel of John, Jesus encounters a man disabled for 38 years, lying near a pool in Jerusalem.  Apparently, 
people have sometimes been healed by the pool’s waters, when they mysteriously stir.  Many invalids gather 
there, all hoping for a miracle.  Jesus observes the scene and asks the man, “Do you want to be made whole?”  
The man responds by sharing his dilemma with Jesus: when the waters stir, he can’t get to the pool in time to 
be the one who is cured.  There’s a magical “technology,” a procedure “how to be healed” by the waters just 
over there.  But he can’t access it.  Jesus simply answers, rather callously, it would seem, “Stand up, take your 
mat and walk” (John 5:8).  This is the original “just do it.”  “At once” the man stands and walks.  He is healed, 
made whole.  Jesus has spoken to the center of his being, shifting his focus away from that pool over there.  
Perhaps the man doesn’t walk very well, but he has begun and will probably get better over time.   

I find myself in that gospel story.  I find that story in my story.  Like everyone, I have known various kinds 
of brokenness and disability in my life.  I have had ideas how I could be healed, or at least comforted in my 
affliction.  But I have also experienced Jesus communicating in various ways to the center of my being, making 
me more whole.  And the healing indeed registers at once, even if I have to grow into it over time.   

This book is testimony to some ways I have found my life in the gospel, and how I found the gospel in 
my life.  It doesn’t offer a story of my life as such (the “Itinerary” at the end offers some “when and where” 
details).  Instead, it testifies to ways the gospel has made a difference in my life.  The word “gospel,” going back 
to Anglo-Saxon, means good story or good news.  It is an English translation of the New Testament Greek 
euangelion: good news.  “News” usually connotes some new information, something we didn’t know already.  
On an informational level, this is very old news, two thousand years old.   
 

But the gospel is less about information than transformation.  Jesus said, “repent and believe the good 
news” (Mark 1:15).  Believing the gospel always involves some deep shift, some radical turning, where very old 
news becomes a great new discovery.  It is a Copernican revolution, where my personal point of view is 
overturned.  This book is my testimony to the continuing revolution of believing the gospel, of finding myself 
in the gospel, and finding the gospel in me.   

The Gospel of John is full of revolutionary moments: the prologue, the conversations with Nicodemus 
and with the Samaritan woman, the long, last conversation with the disciples, the trial before Pontius Pilate, 
and many more.  But perhaps the most mind-reeling moment comes at the very end (John 21:24-25).  The 
gospel story has been told in the voice of the “omniscient narrator,” the standard device for story-telling, which 
supplies whatever details of context the reader or hearer needs in order to follow the dialogue and action.  The 
narration concludes, “This is the disciple who is testifying to these things and has written them.”  This eye-
witness is the “disciple whom Jesus loved,” mentioned just before this verse and traditionally identified as the 
disciple John.  

But then the narrative voice shifts: “and we know that his testimony is true.”  Now the narrator is the 
community of believers that has formed around the eye-witness disciple of Jesus.  But how do they know his 
testimony is true?  They know out of their own experiences of the risen Christ, out of their own participation 
in the kind of conversations John narrates in this gospel.  Indeed, each conversation in the Gospel of John 
seems aimed at bringing the hearer/reader into his or her own conversation with Jesus, and a conversion to his 
life.   

But then the narrative voice shifts again: “But there are also many other things that Jesus did; if every one 
of them were written down, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written.”  
Now we seem to be hearing the voice of a final editor of John’s Gospel, who has drawn together the testimony 
of the eye-witness disciple and the testimony of wider community of witnesses, in a process that has taken 
perhaps sixty years since Jesus’ death.  This final narrator makes a statement that becomes more remarkable as 
we reflect upon it.  Yes, of course, the historical Jesus would have said and done many more things than this 
or any gospel could record.  But that would be a rather mundane comment at the end of such a sublime gospel.  
Much more seems implied.   



The narrator “supposes” (an interesting word-choice in a gospel where everything has been stated so 
emphatically) that “the world” could not contain all the books that would be written about everything Jesus 
did.  Now, in the Gospel of John “the world” (kosmos in the Greek) is not the physical universe but our 
incomplete, distorted world of human perception, knowledge, and action.  It’s not the universe as such, but 
what we “make of it.”  (When John’s prologue refers to the divine word creating the physical universe, it uses the 
term “all things.”  By contrast, the prologue later witnesses that when the same word/light came into the world, 
the world didn’t recognize it.)  So, I suspect that the narrator means that the realm of human understanding 
cannot absorb all these stories – any more than Nicodemus was able to comprehend what Jesus told him in 
Chapter 3.  So here at the end, the final narrator is suggesting that already within the first sixty years after Jesus’ 
death, the rapidly proliferating conversations of individuals and groups with the risen Christ form an exponentially expanding 
realm, the gospel in the largest sense.  Gospel-space, we might call it.   

The sequence of the three narrative voices within those two verses also implies the process of that expanding 
realm.  First, eye-witness testimony to the words and actions of the historical Jesus anchors our understanding 
of who it is we encounter in the risen Christ.  That is, the stories of Jesus’ compassion, healing power, and 
universal welcome help us discern the Spirit of Christ from other spirits in our experience.  Second, from John’s 
community down to this day, communities that seek and follow Christ together interpret and verify the 
testimony of the eye-witnesses in the written gospels from their own experience.  That collective process both 
keeps the testimony of the first-century witnesses alive, and helps us as individuals avoid the pitfalls of our own 
subjective understandings.  But finally, communities of faith may become captive to their own sectarian 
traditions or local frames of reference.  So there is scope for individual witnesses who participate in such 
communities to point to authentic witnesses beyond their community (the “sheep not of this fold” Jesus refers 
to in John 10:16).  This wider vision remains tentative (the “I suppose” we heard at the end), but it is crucial to 
keeping in view the expanding realm of testimony.   

I first came to these perspectives on the Gospel of John while serving as pastoral minister with the First 
Friends Meeting (Whitewater Monthly Meeting) in Richmond, Indiana (2003 – 2010).  A series of prepared 
messages focusing on the conversations in John eventually led to a small book, Conversation with Christ: Quaker 
Meditations on the Gospel of John (FGC Quaker Press, 2011).  I explored thirteen conversations between Jesus and 
various individuals and groups in John, noting how in each case, Jesus begins with a mundane circumstance or 
physical substance/object, but then tries to take the conversation and its participants to another level.  If they 
are able to follow, they begin to understand who he really is and discover the eternal dimension hidden within 
that particular time and place.  In each case, I added the testimony of early and traditional Quakers relating to 
the themes of that particular conversation.  From their beginnings in seventeenth-century England, Friends 
have had a particular affinity with the Gospel of John. 

In the original draft of that book, I added to each chapter testimony from my own experience. There is a 
longstanding Quaker insistence upon “what canst thou say?”  That is, what truth can you affirm in Scripture 
from your own experience?  But my editor finally decided that this material didn’t quite fit with the flow of the 
book.  I must admit I was relieved to drop it and replace it with a guided meditation for each chapter.  I didn’t 
feel quite ready yet to share my testimony.  It needed more “seasoning,” as Friends traditionally have put it.  
More than a decade later, now retired from active ministry among Friends and back in Richmond with more 
time for prayerful reflection, I am ready to speak from my own experience, within the framework of a different 
book.  This is my testimony. 
 
Life in Gospel-Space 
 
In the conclusion to Conversation with Christ, I ponder one of Jesus’ most provocative statements in the Gospel 
of John: “Before Abraham was, I am” (8:58).  His syntax ruptures our sense of time.  Jesus claims the eternal 
“I am” that transcends first, Abraham, who lived centuries before; second, the first-century Palestinian Jews 
arguing with him in that moment; and third, you and me, as we contemplate these words twenty centuries later.  
The statement provokes either outrage (indeed, his listeners start picking up stones) or faith.  To the ears of 
faith, this statement suggests that Christ comprehends all time.  Listening deeply to the conversations in the Gospel 
of John and following Jesus into the eternal dimension that transcends time and place, one begins to live in 
Christ, to inhabit the gospel.   



This means that the raising of Jesus from the dead at the end of the gospels is not “what happens next” 
after his life, death, and burial.  Instead, as we confront that good news, Christ begins to live in us, and we begin 
to live in Christ.  The gospel stories that lead up to the raising of Jesus become stories where we we find 
ourselves as participants.  We enter his story as he enters our story.  He is here as we are there.  Then is now 
and now is then.  The world cannot contain this gospel-space-time.   

Of course, Luke is more a historian in the conventional sense.  He tells us “what happens next” when he 
follows his gospel with the Acts of the Apostles.  And I’m glad we have his story of the earliest Christian 
movement.  But John most acutely invites us to enter the gospel and find ourselves at home.  This is what I 
mean by this book’s title, “life in gospel-space.”  We inhabit his story as he inhabits ours.  But his story and our 
story are still related to history.  It is helpful to understand Jesus in his first-century Palestinian circumstances.  
It is just as important for us to find the wider coordinates of our faith in the social and economic circumstances 
of our time.  God’s larger purposes in history, God’s realm “on earth as it is in heaven,” was the overarching 
mission of Jesus and must be our pressing concern as well.  Whether we press on through evangelism and 
mission, or through witness and work for peace and justice, the world will know Jesus by the fruit of his Spirit 
working through us.  

I use the term “gospel-space” in order to emphasize those larger coordinates in both space and time.  
Gospel-space is neither an extraterrestrial realm like cyber-space, nor a metaphysical escape-hatch from the 
challenging material realities of this world, as some gnostic religions suggest.  The space Jesus opens to us is 
the common life of humans and all the species of the earth.  The common is explored in Chapters 7-10 as a fresh 
way of understanding the ministry of Jesus in the New Testament gospels, and conversely understanding 
gospel-space in our contemporary experience.   

We enter that realm through the portal Jesus opened through his life, death, and resurrection.  Chapter 11 
finds Mary Magdalene standing at that portal, the empty tomb.  We align with her at that portal through the 
circumstances of our own lives, as we enter the mystery of Jesus’ beatitudes, explored in Chapters 4-6.  Passing 
through that portal has the character of following a call, just as Mary Magdalene followed Jesus’ call to tell the 
other disciples the good news.  I describe my own experience of that call in Chapter 2.  Chapters 1 and 3 add 
further description to that shift in consciousness and direction.  The call changes the structure of our being.  
Early Friends called it life in the seed.  The call also opens our perception of the common life and our purpose in 
it.  So early Friends also called it standing in the light (see Chapter 4).   
 
This Is Not about Me 
 
When I was a young Friends pastor, I aspired to be a good preacher.  Inevitably, I struggled with a sense of 
inadequacy in each message I prepared.  But I gained a degree of inner peace and resolve when I reminded 
myself week by week, “This is not about me.”  It enabled me to get out of the way of the message and put it out there 
for whatever it was worth – not what I was worth.  “Worship” at its root means “worth-ship.”  We worship 
the Lord, who “is worthy to take the scroll and open its seals … who has ransomed for God from every tribe 
and language and people and nation” (Rev. 5:9).  The Lord breaks the seals of our closed minds and opens the 
scroll of our understanding and destiny.  The Lord ransoms us from our captivity to all kinds of unhealthy 
spirits.  That’s worth everything we can give – both in spiritual devotion and in our material work in the world.   

Alas, I regret that my life has not been perfectly lived in gospel-space.  It has included incomplete 
understandings, failures of nerve, and lapses into selfish motivations.  So as I embark upon this testimony, I 
feel the same inadequacy I felt all those years ago.  Sharing from my life, as I found it clarified in the gospel 
stories, is a weighty thing.  So I remind myself, “this is not about me.”  What I share may make me look foolish 
or wise, courageous or weak.  But the point is my standing with the characters in the gospels in relation to Jesus.   

In the chapters that follow, I will refer to stories and sayings of Jesus from the gospels, without raising 
questions whether they “really happened” in that way.  For example, I don’t know whether Luke’s story of 
Simeon and Anna is an event that “really happened” as told.  These characters may well be literary composites 
of the many faithful Jews who hung around the temple waiting and watching for the redemption of Israel.  For 
the purposes of this book, I simply engage with the stories as told.  Similarly, when I testify to my own 
experiences in relation to the gospel, I will be framing them according to my best memory and present 



understanding of those experiences, which are not necessarily the way I understood them at the time, which I 
cannot recall with total accuracy in any case.  Memory and understanding are always in process.   

Each chapter includes a song or two that I’ve written over the years, relating to the theme of that chapter.  
I’ve written and sung songs since 1977, as a playful counterpoint to pastoral work, teaching, research, and 
writing.  But the playfulness is serious in its own way, exploring the ironic, paradoxical, and sometimes 
humorous ways the gospel overturns lives and reframes self-understandings.  I have recorded these songs over 
the years under the name The Brothers Doug (I overdubbed vocals and instruments in each song myself).  Each 
song printed here can be heard in its musical version on my website (forthcoming – search for Brothers Doug).  
These are home-made recordings, more like demos than polished studio recordings.  But these songs would 
never have been commercial anyway.   
 

* * * * * 
 
Tomb with a View is a separate piece written just a few months after this book.  It seemed to fit here.  Some 
explanation is contained in the “Background” at the end.   
 
Finally, “A Dougs Gallery” offers some snapshots along the way of this seeker-found.   
 


