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Last year around this time, I found myself in the prayer garden. I lay my body on the
cement bench, facedown, beneath the stained-glass cross, weeping. I wasn’t just
weeping. I was sobbing. I was sobbing like someone close to me had just died. That sob
that comes from deep within. The sob where you cannot find solace in anything except
the sob itself. I had been crying like that for two weeks. I’ve had a few dark seasons in
my life, but this one felt different. This one came with a distinct feeling of loss. I lost
someone that I had loved, and I didn’t know what else to do but sob deeply in the prayer
garden.
And then I remembered the passage in John, and I heard God ask me the same
question Jesus asked Mary Magdalene at the tomb, “Woman, why are you weeping?”
At that moment I lifted my face off the cement bench, wiped my tears, and then paused
in a moment of realization. I was weeping a death. I was weeping my death. I was dying
to myself. I was dying to the way I thought things were supposed to be. I was dying to a
theology that I didn’t know I had. It was during this dark season that I realized that
although I have always been proud of my Filipino American heritage, I had been
conditioned to believe in the ideal that Jesus was, in a sense, a tall white man. Or at
least what the archetype of a tall white man represents.
In his 2017 Fuller Seminary Missiology lecture “Can White People Be Saved,” Willie
Jennings describes how “whiteness as a way of being in the world has been parasitically
joined to a Christianity that is also a way of being in the world.” In other words, we have
conflated whiteness and Christianity. And for me, the two were conflated to a degree that
had grossly malformed my own identity and spiritual maturity to a point so frustrating that
I had to die to myself because while I was just trying to be a better, more obedient lover
and follower of Jesus Christ, I could not mature any further than that because, in the
end, I could also never become a white male.
After 30 years of being a born-again, bible-believing, Jesus-loving, charismatic, United
Methodist, Presbyterian, I had gone as far as I could in this malformed theology, and it
needed to die if I was ever going to see Jesus again.
“Tall White Male” is the archetype I have chosen to speak of embodied whiteness. This
is not to say all specific and individual tall, white males are idealized versions of
whiteness (Jennings reminds us that anyone can live into whiteness), but the Tall White
Man has been embodied in colonizers, missionaries, and pastors throughout the
centuries of the European and American Christian church. The Tall White Male is the
beacon beckoning people toward the full maturity of whiteness. The Tall White Male is
found on the boards of ministries and academic institutions. The Tall White Male and
sometimes the Tall White Female are the founders, executive directors, and executive
staff of ministries. It’s easy to serve a diverse population or have a diverse lower-tier

	
  

	
  

staff, but it’s a lot harder to find that same diversity in the top positions of any institution,
organization, church, or ministry.
Somewhere along the way, I had fallen in love with the archetype of the Tall White Man.
For almost 400 years, my ancestors have been conditioned to know a Jesus embodied
in people who did not look like them. First, they fell in love with a Spanish, Catholic
Jesus for 350 years. And then an American, Protestant Jesus for at least 50 more years.
My love affair with the metaphorical Tall White Man started hundreds of years before I
was born.
I wanted to be the Tall White Man. I’m addicted to the “atta girls” and “good jobs” and A’s
and distinctions because deep in my psyche I actually believed that if I could just get the
degree, the ordination, the title, and the grades . . . maybe I will actually achieve full
maturation into whiteness. Maybe then I can be accepted.
And because of the ways I have been slighted, overlooked, mistreated, infantilized, and
underestimated, I also resented the Tall White Man. Christian academia has always
been white male-centered, but as hard as I’ve tried to mature into something else, I am
today and will be tomorrow be a short, brown woman who can’t speak her mother’s
tongue. I always knew I was in a system built for someone else, but what I didn’t realize
was how much I believed that the system was right.
So around this time last year, I found myself sobbing over the death of that theology.
Because of my dissertation research and because of the spiritual journey I was on, I was
mourning the death of a deeply embedded theology that constrained my personal growth
and theological understanding that stifled my ability to see an incarnated and resurrected
Jesus that was calling me to something much greater than what I had previously
known.
For me, it’s one thing to know I don’t fit the normalized structures, it’s another thing to
build a new structure altogether. For you, maybe it’s one thing to want diversity, but it’s
another thing to die to hegemony. Or maybe it’s one thing to believe in a Jesus that
loves all people, but another thing to consider a theology that challenges your views on
women or race or sexuality or disabilities.
This brings me back to the tomb with Mary Magdalene. At the tomb, she was faced with
having to die to her previous theology as well. According to John, it was Peter, John, and
Mary Magdalene. The men went inside the tomb, saw the remnants of the linen that had
wrapped Jesus’s body and in 20:8 it says, “He saw and believed.” And then the men
went home. I’m not a biblical scholar, and I’m not a male psyche expert, but it seems to
me that they saw the empty tomb, maybe shrugged their shoulders, and then went
home. Maybe men mourned differently in the first century—I don’t know.
But here we see Mary crying. She stays. My guess is she is weeping, maybe, like me,
even sobbing. She lost the one she loved. The Jesus she knew was gone. My guess is

	
  

	
  

she may have felt abandoned. She lost Jesus on a personal level, on a spiritual level,
and on an identity level, as she had staked her life on him being Messiah.
Renita Weems reminds us that in Luke 8 we see Mary Magdalene had been freed from
seven demons. Now, I am a bit charismatic, and I am a missiologist, so this statement
doesn’t freak me out. If I was freed from seven demons that had been tormenting me, I
would be deeply indebted to Jesus as well. And even if you aren’t that charismatic, many
of us could at least agree we all come with baggage. I mean that’s why we love our SOP
people. Five years later, I still can’t say enough about how much I love my Fuller alum
therapist in the Bay Area because she helped free me from my baggage. Jesus freed
Mary from her baggage. Jesus saw her. Jesus freed her. Jesus loved her. And she loved
him. The Gospel writer points out that she was one of the women who supported his
ministry by her own means. In parachurch ministry and missionary language, she was
one of his donors! She loved him and believed in him and supported him.
Of course Mary was heartbroken to see Jesus gone. But wasn’t he the Messiah?
Shouldn’t he have been greater than a misplaced body? Did the gardener move him
somewhere? Wait—I staked my life on a body that’s no longer even here?
I think we often read this as Mary being the emotional woman crying over Jesus. I do
believe she was mourning the memory of the Jesus she knew, but I also read this as her
having a theological crisis. Everything she knew about Jesus up to that point was now
gone. He freed me from my demons, but he died like a common criminal. We thought he
was the Messiah, but his body isn’t even here where we left him. I thought he was so
much greater than the scraps of linen we’re not left with.
“Woman, why are you crying? Who is it that you’re looking for?”
Before she could recognize Jesus, she needed to consider, who is it that she was
looking for?
But even though Mary found herself in a theological crisis, the presence of Jesus was
still there. And Jesus calls her by name. “Mary.” The God who sees called her by name.
And with that call, she was able to recognize the presence of Christ had been there all
along. Her theological crisis was not a loss, but a recalibration of how she saw Jesus.
If you’re graduating in the next couple weeks, my prayer is that you are leaving Fuller a
different person than when you came in. If you still have more classes to go, my prayer
is that you don’t come just for the letters after your name, but you come ready for
transformation. This may mean putting down some social constructs that have been
conflated with Christianity. If you’re faculty or staff, my prayer is that you continue to
consider how your theology plays out in your work here at Fuller. Does your theology
constrict or free others in their maturity? And for all of us, my question is “Who is it that
you’re looking for? Are you holding on to a theology that is stifling your ability to grow
into a healthy maturity? Does that theology need to die?”

	
  

	
  

For some of us, letting go of the theologies we now hold is a scary proposition. It may
feel like you’ll be left with no evidence of Jesus at all. For those of us on the margins, we
may find ourselves dying to the theologies we grew up with a little quicker, as we find
that we can no longer grow in Christ with those conditions. For the rest of us, I offer one
last analogy as an encouragement that dying to ourselves is not loss at all, but a
kingdom gain.
I take food very seriously. In fact, I have a theology around food. I call it Potluck
Theology. Having grown up in a large extended Filipino family, food is the central way for
us to gather. Food is my family’s way of celebrating life and relationships with one
another. Food is the way the first-generation immigrants passed down memories of the
Philippines to the second and third generation. So, as you can imagine, our family
potlucks are very serious endeavors and for me it has become a theological one as well.
Potlucks have become part of our non-verbal communication. It says, “I love you. I care
for you.” And with a typical guest list of about 60 extended family members for
Thanksgiving or Christmas, that’s a lot of love.
It also means, that when you come to the table, it’s important to bring your best dish. I’m
gonna be honest and say I was surprised to attend other types of potlucks where people
brought a package of Oreos or a Costco roasted chicken. Don’t get me wrong, I love
both of those, but let’s be honest, those are the easiest things you can bring to a potluck.
In my family, Uncle Dan does the turkey or prime rib. Auntie Cecile brings her fresh
lumpia. Cindy brings her sausage stuffing, and my mom brings her pancit, which is a
Filipino noodle dish. We bring our best. Each person brings the best of themselves to the
table. And we all enjoy and partake of each other’s best. And if you can imagine there
are at least 30 of us bringing our best dish to the table, so it is a feast of all feasts every
time we get together. And we partake of each other’s offering, and we are filled with the
joy that comes with sharing in love.
In order to enjoy this kind of potluck, there are a few unspoken rules that we all follow.
1. Don’t bring a dish that’s too big. If you bring a huge bowl of salad, there will not
be enough room at the table for anyone else’s dish. Your dish will dominate the
space and maybe force other dishes to sit in another room. You are welcome to
the table, but please also be mindful to welcome others as well by not taking up
all the space.
2. Don’t assume your dish is the main dish and that everything else is a side. Even
when Uncle Dan brings the turkey, someone else is bringing prime rib, and
another person, salmon. We may even love your dish, but yours is not the only
dish available.
3. And third, please come ready to try everything. Aside from dietary restrictions, we
need to be willing to try each other’s dishes. That is part of the love language.
Maybe you grew up not liking okra, but maybe Auntie Beth makes okra in a way
that will change your mind. But if you’re there just to eat the things you’re familiar
with or only the things you brought, then you miss out on not just the joyful
bounty but the transformational exercise of expanding your palate.

	
  

	
  

This may be an uncomfortable concept for my brothers and sisters here who are picky
eaters. I get it. You like what you like, and you don’t like what you don’t like. But just as I
would—and have—with any good friend, I might encourage you to try just one bite of
something new. Maybe a couple more bites. Maybe try another dish since that last one
went so well. Before completely rejecting something you may not have ever tried for
yourself, try it. Maybe you just heard about it or you don’t like the looks of it, but try it.
Friends, Fuller Theological Seminary is one big potluck. We have the opportunity to
share and partake in each other’s best, but we also have the choice to do what’s easiest,
what’s comfortable, and what’s familiar. The latter, however, tastes the same as all the
other meals you’ve always had.
I’m going to be honest, we may need to rethink about what we’re bringing to the table.
We may need to rethink about how much space our dish has taken up. We may need to
think about if we thought we were the main dish and saw everything else as sides. Or
maybe we’ve been the side dishes, and we need to learn how to take up more space.
We may also need to rethink what we have been consuming ourselves. Do you talk
about wanting to try other dishes but only eat your usual every single time? This act, this
re-shifting of the table, the reconfiguring of dishes to make room for one another, this
partaking in bounty of all that is available will require a complete paradigm shift of who
we are and what we think we contribute to the body of believers, the Kingdom of God,
and to the world as a whole. It may even require something as drastic as dying to
ourselves. But when we do, the God who sees calls us by name and gives us a new
vision for ourselves, for one another, and for the triune God who has always been
present with us in our prayer garden moments. Amen.

	
  

