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There is a painting most of us have seen, even if we never
learned its name.

| Holman Hunt, 1853. “The Light of the World.” Jesus stands
outside a wooden door at night, holding a lantern. He is
crowned with thorns and wearing a robe you could not do
anything in. He is knocking.

The door has no handle.

People wrote to Hunt to tell him he had forgotten to paint the
door handle. He wrote back that he had not forgotten it. The
door opens only from the inside.

That much is true, and we will come back to it.

But there is one more thing Hunt put in on purpose. The door is
overgrown. Weeds and brambles have grown across the
threshold and up the frame.

Nobody has opened that door in a very long time.

Hold onto that.

The painting is based on the passage we read today, from Revelation 3:20. But few read what
comes before it.

It is a letter — the last of seven, dictated to the church at Laodicea, a wealthy congregation in a
wealthy town. The letter does not open gently.

| know your works. You are neither cold nor hot. | wish that you were either cold or hot. So,
because you are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, | am about to spit you out of my mouth.

Spit you out of my mouth.
That is not a metaphor about morality. That is a metaphor about taste.

Laodicea had no water of its own. It piped its water in from a distance, and by the time it
arrived it was neither hot nor cold.

It was warm. Flat. The kind of water you spit out.



And notice what the church is actually accused of. Not cruelty. Not heresy. Read the rest of
the letter. The charge is that they are comfortable, and that they believe themselves finished.
“You say, 1 am rich, | have prospered, | need nothing.”

It is to those people — the ones who need nothing — that the voice says:

Listen. | am standing at the door, knocking. If you hear my voice and open the door, | will
come in to you and eat with you, and you with me.

Not simply, "I will come in."
But, "I will come in and eat with you."

Whatever he envisions, it ends at a table.

| want to tell you about a door | did not know was a door.

In 2004, | visited India for the first time. Landing in Mumbai late one summer night, | booked a
cheap hotel in the Colaba district, favored by locals and far below American standards. | set no
alarm. | slept late and came out of my unairconditioned room just in time for lunch.

A block away | found a small restaurant called Kamat's, advertising itself as pure vegetarian.

| was nervous. This was my first time in India, and | knew about as little of its social norms as |
did its language. | sat down trying not to draw attention to myself, while clearly drawing
attention. | was the only six-foot-two white American in the place. | could not read the menu.
So | pointed at a broad array of pictures, and finally at a photograph of a pale yellow beverage,
which turned out to be ginger-lemon soda.

What arrived has stayed with me ever since.

The waiter brought a medium glass, a quarter full of thick golden-brown syrup. He opened a
bottle of soda water. He set down a spoon and a tumbler of straws. Then he motioned how to
pour the soda slowly over the syrup without raising too much foam.

| poured a little. | brought the glass to my lips.

As soon as the first golden-brown drops hit my tongue, it was as if the universe stopped
expanding.

The tartness of the lemon and the heat of the ginger, brought together by just enough
sweetness to turn shock into pleasure.

And pleasure it was.
| wanted more.

| took another sip and the world stopped again. | kept sipping, on and off, until everything
around me seemed to take on the color and the force of ginger-lemon. Bright. Sharp. Golden.
Alive.



The meal that followed brought other sensations, powerful but more subtle, like planets
orbiting silently around a ginger-lemon sun.

Then | noticed a dab of red syrupy sauce at the edge of the plate. The waiter had called it
pickle. It looked more like chutney, with a chunk of tomato at the center. | took a cautious
spoonful of rice, dabbed it in the pickle, and put it in my mouth.

This time the universe did not stop.
It exploded.

Red tomato supernovas pulsing with the tart-and-fiery force of tamarind and chili, | could hardly
believe a simple lunch could open my senses so fully.

Afterward | walked out into Mumbai at the threshold of a monsoon.

A kaleidoscope of smells came at me. Hot pavement. Wet earth. Sea air. Frying chilies. Boiling
milk from street vendors. Lotus, marigold, rose, and coconut fiber garlands laid before shrines
burning sandalwood.

And others, less romantic. Diesel and petrol. Mildew and old, damp wood. Human urine. The
sour edge of drains stirred by heat and rain.

The humidity held all of it together and put it on my skin as much as in my nose.
It was not pleasant. Yet it was not unpleasant.
It was grounding.

| felt welcomed into a fuller India even than the one | had imagined.

As the day faded, | was still lit up by the newness of everything—the food, the colors, the heat,
the horns and bicycle bells, the nearness of so many lives—though admittedly, | was a bit on
sensory overload. So | walked to Horniman Circle, a small park in the middle of south Mumbai.

Inside the park, the city softened.

| walked beneath flowering trees and palms. A banyan spread itself wide, its aerial roots
descending like limbs toward the ground. The reds and oranges of the blossoms deepened as
the sun went down. Leaves shifted overhead. Somewhere beyond the fence, a horn sounded
and was answered by another. Closer by, birds settled noisily into the branches. Flowers and
incense came together in the air.

| found myself in a reverent mood without having decided to be.

Then something changed.



The park was still the park—the trees, the evening light, the many reaching branches—but | no
longer felt that | was merely looking at it.

| felt looked upon.

Then received.

The recognition came all at once, before | could make an argument for it. | sensed God all
around me. A beautiful, brown, full-bodied woman, clothed in orange-red, her hair and many
arms indistinguishable from leaf and branch, stood with arms wide open. She did not draw
closer. It was the eye between my eyes that saw her — not the two | use for reading.

For a moment, the floor of my theology shifted beneath me. Years of trying so carefully to
erase any sign of gender from a God who is beyond gender. And years of reading biblical
pronouncements against worshipping pagan goddesses.

Yet this God opening her arms before me did not feel foreign. She did not feel like another god.

She felt like the God of Jesus arriving by another door. A door overgrown with weeds and
brambles across the threshold and up the frame.

| kept walking. | came to a trellis gateway with leafy branches hanging down from it, and |
lowered my head to keep from brushing against them.

A small, practical motion.

And in it, something opened. My body grasped an inner handle and pulled an unseen door open
before my mind consented. My mind has been catching up ever since.

| have bowed to God many times. In prayer. In worship. In surrender. In grief. In gratitude.

But | had never bowed to Her.

That night in Mumbai, | went back to Kamat'’s.

Again the ginger-lemon soda. Again the tomato pickle that had startled me awake.
But this time, as | ate, another language rose quietly within me:

“This is my body.

This is my blood.

Given for you.”



Two followers walked seven miles to Emmaus with the risen Christ and did not know him. He
was recognized at the table, in the breaking of the bread.

| had been at that table at noon and had not known who | was eating with.



