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“Beauty will save the world,  and none are
as beautiful as Christ Jesus” wrote Russian
novelist Dostoevsky. This ‘saving beauty’ is
seen clearly in John Dear’s writings on,
prayer, discipleship, theology and heroes of
the faith. John has edited books on, and
written about the likes of Henri Nouwen,
Martin Luther King Jr., Dorothy Day, Gandhi,
Oscar Romero and many more.

Yet what makes John Dear a hero of mine
along side the people he has written about,
is that he not only writes but lives
beautifully. Like the Jesus he writes about,
John Dear proclaims God’s reign not just in
words but with prophetic actions that speak
of a world transformed by God’s love.

It is this ‘saving beauty’ revealed in Jesus
that has led John Dear out of the world of
books into the silence of prayer—and from
(and in) this place of listening into the
homeless shelters, soup kitchens, war
zones and prisons of our world.

Thanks to Pace e Bene Nonviolence Service
Australia in March 2007 Australia had the
opportunity to host this living hero, who
people like Richard Rohr and Desmond Tutu
have so much respect for.  As an
introduction to this man of prayer, study and
action, below is the first chapter of his book
“Jesus the Rebel”.

It was our prayer that John Dear’s time in
Australia would contribute to individuals and
communities catching more of a glimpse of
this ‘saving beauty’ revealed in Jesus that is
transforming the world.  Our prayers were
generously answered.

Jarrod McKenna
Founder and Creative Director of EPYC
[Empowering Peacemakers in Your Community]

For latest updates of John’s writings and adventures visit:

www.johndear.org

To learn, join or act with this growing movement working for
the disarmament of our hearts and our world visit:

www.paceebene.org.au
John Dear & Jarrod McKenna
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Jesus the Rebel: Chapter 1.
The Beloved

After all the people had been baptised and Jesus al so had been baptised and was
praying, heaven was opened and the holy Spirit desc ended upon him in bodily form like

a dove. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my be loved Son; with you I am well
pleased”

�  Luke 3:21-22

It happened to Thomas Merton on the Long Island Railroad. In February, 1937, while window
shopping along Manhattan’s Fifth Avenue, a book by Etienne Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval
Theology, on display in the window of Scribner’s bookstore, caught his eye. Merton enjoyed
studying French Medieval literature, so he bought it. A wisecracking, Columbia graduate
student, he prided himself on his cynicism and lack of faith. Riding home on the train ride home
to Douglaston, Long Island, where he was staying, he opened the book and saw the “Nihil
Obstat,” the imprimatur of the local bishop.

He had been conned!

“The feeling of disgust and deception struck me life a knife in the pit of the stomach,” he wrote
later in his bestselling autobiography, The Seven Storey Mountain. He instinctively thought to
throw the book out the window “at the houses of Woodside--to get rid of it as something
dangerous and unclean.” Religious censorship nauseated him, and he swore he wouldn’t touch
the book again. But his curiosity was piqued. He read a page, then another, and by the end of
the day accepted every word as truth. “God is the pure act of being,” Gilson explained. Of
course, Merton thought.

A few months later, sitting in his room at Columbia, reading the life of the Jesuit poet Gerard
Manley Hopkins, Merton put the book down, walked outdoors in the rain up nine blocks to
Corpus Christi Church, and told the priest he wanted to be baptised. He had become a believer.

Ten years earlier, an avowed atheist, Dorothy Day, was living with another radical activist,
Foster Batterham, in a small colony of Communists along the Staten Island beach. Exhausted
from years of demonstrations, broken relationships and endless wandering, she enjoyed quiet
days and long walks on the beach. For the first time in her life, she felt happy. This new,
contemplative peace led her to pray. As she walked alone along the beach, she gave thanks for
the beauty of creation, the wonder of life itself. She found herself unwittingly turning to the God
of life. When she became pregnant, she knew the time had come to embrace the life of faith.
She would raise her child in the church.

When her daughter Tamar was born, Dorothy had them both baptised and dedicated her life to
the Gospel of Jesus. Her common law husband Foster refused to accept such folly and left her.
For the next few years, she prayed and wrote and searched for a way to serve others,
especially the poor and marginalised. Then one day Peter Maurin showed up at her door, and
The Catholic Worker was born.
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Though I’m not in the same ball park as these Major League Christians, something happened to
me, too. Years of searching reached a climax while I was a college student at Duke University in
Durham, North Carolina. A wild fraternity member, I left the church and dreamt of becoming a
lawyer, a newspaper publisher like my father, or better yet, a rock star. Then, a summer bout of
bronchitis after my sophomore year left me resting at home to read and reflect on the meaning
of life. In the fall of my junior year, I volunteered with other students to serve mentally ill
prisoners at a state psychiatric hospital. The contrast between their poverty and powerlessness
and my family’s and fraternity’s wealth and power turned me upside-down. I questioned my
career ambitions, my values, and the meaning of my life. I was plunged into a dark night of the
soul, a search for purpose and spiritual fulfilment.

If God did not exist, I reasoned, then why not turn my back on these helpless inmates, make as
much money as I can, and run wild all my life? Indeed, why not be violent, selfish, greedy?

If on the other hand, God does exist, then how could one waste another precious minute
pursuing big bucks, neglecting the poor, and seeking selfish comforts? If God is real and alive, I
thought, then life has meaning, the universe is on the side of justice for the poor, and I better
wake up.

I began to pray. I started to read the Gospels. As the second semester began, I enrolled in a
course on the history of Christianity in North America. One February afternoon while sitting
alone in my fraternity dorm room reading the life of Elizabeth Ann Seton for a term paper, I
came to my senses. Of course, I believed in God. Of course, life has purpose. Of course,
humanity is called to love and serve one another in the light of God’s grace. Christ is present all
around me, in everyone I meet, especially in the poor and disenfranchised. Suddenly, in a
moment of spontaneous grace, I recognised a deep desire to give my life completely to Jesus,
to spend my days serving Christ in the poor, to proclaim God’s reign of peace and love, and
even one day to be ordained a priest in the Society of Jesus.

As sunlight poured into the room, my dark night of despair lifted and the light of consolation filled
my soul. I dropped my book and ran across campus to the University chapel, a towering Gothic
Cathedral. I walked down the centre aisle, and cornered Father Joe Burke, the chaplain, a
Jesuit priest, who was preparing to begin a special prayer service of repentance and penance.

“I want to give my life to God,” I announced. “And I want to become a Jesuit priest.”

“Well, let’s talk about it,” he said smiling and chuckling.

And so we did. It was Ash Wednesday, 1980.

Life, I’m learning, is a long journey toward God. If we enter that search with all our hearts, at
some point, somewhere along the way, we experience a breakthrough. We recognise the
presence of God in our lives, our history, our world, and we’re never the same. Indeed, we
realise that we are loved unconditionally by God and called to love and serve God present in all
other human beings. The breakthrough, traditionally marked by the early Christians with
baptism, often begins a deeper searching, a series of breakthroughs. But it is a watershed
moment when we know to the depths of our souls that we are loved by a loving God who is
drawing us into God’s own loving heart.

According to the synoptic Gospels, Jesus too experienced a breakthrough. By the Jordan river,
he has a spiritual experience which propels him to the desert, to his public ministry in Galilee,
and finally, to his death in Jerusalem. Like other seekers, Jesus goes to the Jordan river to be
baptised by the great prophet John. He wades into the river, is dunked under water by the
prophet, and told to repent. After his baptism, he prays. While at prayer, the contemplative
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Jesus experiences God’s presence. The Spirit of God comes upon him in bodily form like a
dove. He hears God call him “My Beloved.” “With you I am well pleased,” God says
affectionately to Jesus. With the Spirit of God upon him, he walks into the desert to pray and
fast, to ponder the meaning of this spiritual experience and to prepare himself for what lies
ahead.

This breakthrough could not have happened if Jesus was not a person of quiet intimate prayer --
in other words, a listener. Jesus listens attentively for the voice of God. I imagine that he spent
his youth quietly reflecting on God, studying the scriptures, learning the rhythm of silence from
his humble parents, and looking for God each day in his intimate prayer. As he grows, he keeps
vigil for God’s voice. He cultivates silence and solitude. He becomes a true contemplative. He
seeks God with every deed, every word, every breath. And then one day, behold!, a
breakthrough

Because Jesus keeps a quiet inner disposition, because he listens, he is available when God
speaks. Jesus can hear the voice of God because he has learned how to listen quietly for that
inner voice in his contemplative prayer. He takes to heart what he hears. He obeys the voice
from heaven. He is transformed and sent into the world.

“You are my beloved.” These consoling words transform Jesus. They speak of God’s affirmation
and confirmation. They encourage Jesus in his life of intimate fidelity to God. They set him on
fire in the Spirit of God. Most of all, they announce to Jesus who Jesus is. By the Jordan river,
Jesus discovers his identity. He is “the Beloved of God.” For the rest of his life, he will
understand himself and his mission in the light of this revelation. He welcomes it, accepts it, and
honours it. He does not deny his identity, but remains true to it until his final breath on the cross.
Herein lies the radical breakthrough, the revolution of Jesus. Not only does life make sense, not
only does God exist, but God loves and affirms Jesus, and through Jesus, all humanity. Nothing
will ever be the same.

Jesus is faithful not only to God but to himself as God’s Beloved. He lives his remaining days
from within what Thomas Merton called his “true self.” Because he knows now who he really is,
God’s beloved, he can go forward into the world and call people to God and to himself. He can
trust God even when everything falls apart and death approaches. Jesus lives his life in the
framework of this core identity. He challenges his followers to do the same.

As Jesus’ baptised followers, we too sit in silent, intimate prayer, and listen attentively for the
voice of God, the voice of Jesus our Beloved. At some point in our lives, as we enter the silent,
contemplative prayer of listening, the Spirit of God comes upon us. We hear an inner voice call
each one of us, “My Beloved.” On that day, we too know who we are. We know that we can go
forward with our lives walking in the consolation of God’s love, radiating that love throughout our
wartorn world.

This breakthrough is indeed momentous because we have broken through the claims of the
culture around us. Everyday the culture tries to name us. It insists we are nobody, nothing, non-
human. It labels us as outsiders, troublemakers, or enemies. Or worse, it ignores us altogether.

But in Jesus, we hear an entirely different, infinitely more consoling, life-giving word. The
message is beyond affirmation: You are not just somebody: You are My Beloved!

From now on, like Jesus, we are the beloved son of God, the beloved daughter of God. We no
longer identify ourselves just as a parent or a child, a teacher or a businessperson, a man or a
woman, a North American or an African or a European. Now we understand ourselves as the
Beloved of God. Once we know our true identities, we want to remain faithful to our true selves.
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To live in the Spirit of God, to be God’s beloved son or daughter, is to be a brother or sister of
Jesus. Living like Jesus as the beloved of God means that we treat every other person as our
beloved sister and brother. Being the beloved of God carries immediate personal, spiritual and
social implications. Being true to our core identities requires that the revolution of the world
begins not out there somewhere, but within us. It means that we remain faithful to God’s vision
and understanding of who we are.

We are people of contemplative prayer who listen attentively in the silence of our hearts to the
loving, consoling voice of God. As we listen to the voice from heaven tell us that we are God’s
beloved, we learn that every other human being in history is also a beloved son or daughter of
God. From now on, they are our beloved sisters and brothers as well. We love everyone and
refuse to hurt or kill anyone, or to be silent in the face of human suffering and oppression. The
revolution of transforming love has begun. We have entered what Henri Nouwen calls “the Life
of the Beloved.”

This life of unrestricted love becomes possible because we know in our hearts that we are part
of God’s beloved family, the sisters and brothers of Jesus, the entire human family. We turn
enemies into friends, and friends into true sisters and brothers. We eagerly anticipate life in the
communion of saints by revealing and forming that communion here and now with all we meet.

Jesus lives every minute of his life after his baptism as “the beloved of God.” His self-
understanding involves attentive, intimate, quiet prayer; the public work of announcing God’s
coming reign of justice and peace; steadfast adherence to the way of nonviolence; resistance to
all that denies or rejects God’s nonviolent love; and trust in God until the moment of death. Most
of all, it means radical obedience to this beloved God.

As his public life becomes a string of civil disobedience actions against injustice, his inner life
deepens in this radical obedience to God. Jesus does not offer allegiance to the idols and
institutions of the world, whether the Roman empire or the religious elite. His allegiance is given
completely to God and God’s reign of justice and mercy. When it becomes clear that Jesus’
revolutionary love for God and all its social implications are going to be rejected by everyone, he
clings even more to this beloved God, remaining faithful through the bitter end.

Throughout the accounts of Jesus’ transformation by the Jordan river looms the great figure of
John the Baptist. John wandered through the desert, denouncing the injustice of the world,
attracting great crowds, and calling people to repentance and conversion. He announced the
coming “of One greater than I, One who will baptise with fire and the Holy Spirit.” He expected a
revolutionary messiah sent by God would gather his followers into guerilla, military units, storm
the imperial forces, defeat the empire and reclaim Jerusalem for Israel.

John sees the Spirit of God rest on Jesus and knows that the Anointed One has appeared. But
as John points people to Jesus and starts to “decrease,” he begins to have his doubts. This
Jesus isn’t organising a violent overthrow of the empire for the sake of Yahweh. Perhaps he is
wrong, John thinks. After Herod arrests him, John sends two messengers to Jesus to inquire
once and for all if Jesus is really the One sent from God.

Shortly before the king executes him, John hears an answer: “Go and tell John what you have
seen and heard: the blind regain their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear,
the dead are raised, the poor have the good news proclaimed to them. And blessed is the one
who takes no offense at me.”(Luke 7:22) The Baptist dies alone in prison, but knows finally that
the revolution of God has come, and in much greater ways than he could ever imagine. Jesus
has started a permanent revolution of transforming nonviolence. Indeed, the reign of God is
breaking through, here and now.
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As God calls Jesus “My Beloved,” Jesus learns to call God, “My Beloved.” Jesus is in love with
God. As his baptised followers, as brothers and sisters of “the Beloved,” we too fall in love with
God. In that falling in love with God, we gladly turn our lives around and go wherever our God
leads us. In that spirit of love, claiming our belovedness, we follow Jesus anywhere on the
journey of revolutionary love. Just as John the Baptist rejoiced imagining himself the best man
to the bridegroom Jesus, we too rejoice in the presence of Jesus.

As we enter into this new life of radical discipleship with our beloved Jesus, we drop everything
and walk with him wherever he goes. But Jesus knows that he has to plumb the depths within if
he is to walk through the world calling people to the reign of God. Filled with the Spirit of radical
love, Jesus walks alone then into the desert.

As his followers, we walk with him into the desert, to confront the demons within and to learn
what it will mean to be faithful to God.

--chapter one from "Jesus the Rebel," by John Dear. For more information about his books and
writings visit:

www.johndear.org
For more info regarding Pace e Bene Nonviolence Service Australia visit:

www.paceebene.org.au
For more info regarding ecology, nonviolence & Christian spirituality with the next generation:

www.suwa.org.au/parts/epyc/

Alternatively contact:
Brendan McKeague
Pace e Bene Australian
Associate
email:
brendanmckeague@paceebene.org
mobile: 0429 448 090

Jarrod McKenna
EPYC founder & creative
director and Pace e Bene
board member
Email: epyc@wa.su.org.au
mobile: 0411 203 555

John Dear, Jarrod McKenna & Brendan McKeague


