
Holy Envy 

Chapter 6: Disowning God 

Chapter 7: The Shadow-Bearers 
 

Taylor deals with personal questions that were coming up for her in the classroom: 

-What does it mean to be a person of faith in a world of many faiths? 

-If God is revealed in many ways, why follow the Christian way? 

-Is Christian faith primarily about being human or becoming truly human? 

-How does loving Jesus equip me to love those who do not love him the way I do? 

What do religious strangers reveal to me about God? 

 

Her experiences in church and in the classroom deepen her awareness of the basic 

interpretive character of religious traditions. “The problem with every sacred text 

is that it has human readers. Consciously or unconsciously, we interpret it to meet 

our own needs. There is notion wrong with this unless we deny that we are doing 

it. As when someone tells me that he is not ‘interpreting’ anything but simply 

reporting what is right there on the page.” 

 

This approach to reading the Bible, or other ancient texts for that matter, is highly 

problematic. We are already reading texts in translation. This means that the texts 

we read have already been subject to considerable interpretation. Just think of the 

differences among translations. In addition, we are so distant from the social and 

cultural contexts of the times in which these texts came into being. But perhaps the 

most significant concern to Taylor is because it is “such a short distance between 

believing you possess an error-free message from God and believing that you are 

an error-free messenger God.” 

 

“The minute I believe I know the mind of God in the minute someone needs to sit 

me down and tell me to breathe into a paper bag.” 

 

“Once my holy envy led me to ask more of my tradition than the narrative of 

exclusive salvation and everlasting triumph, I began to search for counternarratives 

that sounded more like Jesus to me. In particular, I looked for stories that 

supported Christian engagement with religious strangers—not as potential converts 

but as agents of the God who transcends religion and never met a stranger.” 

 

For Taylor, the deeper message in the events of Jesus visit to Nazareth in Luke 4 is 

that no one owns God. “This is how far my holy envy has brought me: from 

fearing that Jesus will be mad at me for smelling other people’s roses to trusting 

that Jesus is the Way that embraces all ways.” 



For Taylor this belief does not diminish her devotion to Jesus or her commitment 

to his teaching.” In every circumstance, regardless of the outcome, the main thing 

Jesus has asked me to do is to love God and my neighbor as religiously as I love 

myself. He minute I have that handled, I will ask for my next assignment. For now, 

I have my hands full.” 

 

The relationship between religion and culture has reemerged as a problem in our 

time, most particularly in the terrorism practiced by some Middle Eastern groups. 

Politicians on both sides have used religion to justify their military actions. Taylor 

reports this situation made teaching Islam the most difficult. When she introduces 

Islam and asks students to write what they (think) they already know about it, 

terrorism will inevitably lead the list, followed by other, often similar ideas. 

 

Some the problems and difficulties she identifies for understanding other religions 

and particularly Islam are: 

-Recognizing the entanglement of politics, economics, history, and religion 

-Noticing how religions change from culture to culture 

-Vetting the viewpoints of your news source 

-Resisting the tendency to judge the many by the actions of the few 

-Understanding the dynamics of your own fear 

 

“The biggest surprise for everyone is that Christian and Muslims both revere Jesus. 

Muslims call him Isa, believing him to be both prophet and messiah. Christians 

believe he shares divine status with God, which neither Jews nor Muslims can 

affirm, but Muslims honor him as an exemplar of what it means to truly surrender 

to God.” 

 

“Letting this sink in for the first time, I am struck by the realization that Christians 

do not own Jesus any more than we own God. He has other sheep who do not 

belong to our fold, and when he is walking with them, they see him very 

differently. Hindus may see him in the saffron robes of a holy man or as an avatar 

who manifests the divine. Buddhists see him sitting in the lotus position as a 

bodhisattva, a compassionate being who works for the benefit of all beings. Jews 

have every reason to see him as the shepherd of a murderous flock, though there 

are a few who can see him as a liberal Pharisee of his day or a passionate rabbi 

who died for his vision of Judaism.” 

 

“Jesus may not have been a Christian, but Christians do not like anyone claiming 

to know him as well as we do.” 

 



Questions for Discussion 
 

Taylor persists in reading the Bible because “it is my baseline in matters of faith—

something far older than I am, with a great deal more experience in what it means 

to be both human and divine. . . . I return to the Book—not to find a solution, but 

to remember how many possibilities there are” (p. 106). How do you approach the 

Bible? How has your approach changed, and—if you still read it—why do you 

persist? 

 

Taylor recounts some stories of religious strangers in the Bible—from King 

Melchizedek in Genesis to the wise magi of the Gospels—who enter the sacred 

story of a particular tradition in order to deliver a blessing and then leave it again 

without ever becoming a member of the tradition (pp. 108–110). What do you 

think of that idea? How does it challenge common understandings of how God 

works? 

 

What is your response to Taylor’s interpretation from Jesus’s first sermon at 

Nazareth (pp. 111–17)—that no tradition has privileged access to the divine and no 

religion owns God? How would accepting this conclusion change how you practice 

your faith or how you relate to other faiths? 

 

On page 129, Taylor says that September 11 changed the way Americans view 

Islam, resulting in what President Bush called “a quiet, unyielding anger,” (p. 129), 

that continues today. What fears do you have around terrorism? Where do they 

come from? How do they affect your perception of everyday Muslims? 

 

Referencing author Jonathan Sacks, Taylor identifies “groupishness” as the source 

of our violence, more than religion or secularism (p. 131). Where do you see 

“groupishness” in your own community? How can we maintain a positive sense of 

group identity without diminishing the value of those who do not belong to it? 

 


