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Jesus the Trickster?

Controversy about the role and effects of colonialism seem to be with us even to-
wards the middle of the 21* century. Most recently, a book by British professor of
Moral Theology Nigel Biggar, Colonialisn: A Moral Reckoning' has been the occasion
for a spurt of reactions, both in favour of and against his thesis that the colonizing
efforts of the British Empire were, in general, not morally wrong, they just did not
know better: “we should forgive our ancestors for not perceiving some moral truths
quite as clearly as we do, just as we shall surely need forgiveness from our grand-
children for our own moral dullness.” As an ethicist, Biggar’s focus is on moral,
not theological “truth” however, as British colonization could not be divorced
from the concomitant Christian missionary efforts, it is reasonable that post- and
decolonial theology3 has also been undertaking a reappraisal of Western, colonial
Christian theology.

This is how Clara Sue Kidwell, Homer Noley and George Tinker explain the rea-
son for writing the book entitled A Native American Theology:* “Our intent is to chal-
lenge the traditional categories of Christian theology ... American Indians and oth-
erindigenous peoples have a long-standing confidence that our cultures have much
to teach Europeans and North Americans.” Hence, in the book the authors take
as their starting point the usual categories of traditional Christian theology, such
as hermeneutics, creation, Christology, sin and ethics, eschatology, etc. However,
they add two chapters that one would not find in a conventional book of systematic
theology: “Trickster” and “Land.” “Trickster discourse” is such a significant, uni-
versal and ancient category in — not only American — indigenous tradition, and has
such interesting echoes in Christian theology that in the following I will examine
what Jace Weaver calls a possible “new category from native thought-worlds” for
Western systematic theology.
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Trickster, “The Sacred Fool™

Although the figure of the “Trickster” is present and plays a significant role in di-
verse cultures around the world, there are some characteristics that it has in com-
mon in many of these different cultures. In his book Trickster Makes this World: Mis-
chief, Myth, and Art, Lewis Hyde suggests that tricksters are “the lords of in-between.
... A trickster is the spirit of the doorway leading out, and of the crossroad at the
edge of town.”™ As his name implies, the trickster is also a mischief maker; at the
same time “selfish buffoon and culture hero.”® Jace Weaver notes that although a
trickster is most often referred to as be, “Trickster can easily switch gender,” has
strong sexual appetites, and is “an eraser of boundaries. He moves between heaven
and earth, between deity and mortals, between the living and the dead. He is also
the ultimate symbol of the ambiguity of good and evil.”" In almost all cultures the
Trickster appears in the form of an animal and often plays a role in the creating and
shaping of the world and of the community of humans. For example, Raven, the
trickster figure of the North-West Coast of America, is a thief who through trickery
— out of his own interest — steals the Sun, Moon, Stars and water from Eagle, thus
also making it possible for humans to survive in this world.

Another scholar of trickster figures, William J. Hynes notes that “the trickster
is often the official ritual profaner of beliefs. Profaning or inverting social beliefs
brings into sharp relief just how much a society values these beliefs.”? The precise
role and characteristics of trickster figures varies according to the culture in ques-
tion; the trickster as “culture hero” is, in many cultures, also some kind of a “sacred
clown”; he safeguards that “social life can depend on treating antisocial characters
as part of the sacred.”

Finally, Jace Weaver suggests that the animal nature and often lewd sexuality
of the Trickster in the often also enacted stories underline and teach “the natural-
ness of humanity, including human sexuality. ... Natives traditionally do not see
themselves as separated from the rest of the created order but as part of it.” She
adds that this was one of the features of the trickster figure that shocked Christian
missionaries and led them to associate the Trickster with Satan, thereby subvert-
ing and undermining “traditional Native concepts of deity” — this was, however,
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“calculated or not, a misrepresentation” because “the Devil is an agent of evil, but
trickster is amoral, not #mmoral. He embodies and enacts the large portion of our
experience where good and evil are hopelessly intertwined.”® Weaver, however,
ends her analysis of the character of the Trickster with the conclusion that the mis-
sionaries who denounced the tricksters they encountered as evil were “blind to
the tricksters in the biblical tradition.”” What might she be alluding to, and how
could that contribute to the intent of A Native American Theology? In the following I
will proceed from Weaver’s comment by examining two examples of the possible
presence of trickster-qualities in Christian theology.

“Trickster God”

In his essay “The Old Testament of Native America” Steve Charleston, native Alas-
kan Episcopal priest and former bishop, contends that “the religious worldviews of
ancient Israel and ancient Native America have much in common.”® He mentions
various reasons to demonstrate this view, one of which being that Native Ameri-
cans tied their identity “to the land given to them by God”; furthermore, the Na-
tive heritage “embodies the collective memory of an encounter with God ... which
was transmitted through all of those channels that make up any Old Testament
— through stories, histories, poetry, music, sacraments, liturgies, prophecies, prov-
erbs, visions, and laws.” In his chapter Charleston does not mention the figure of
the trickster; but, as noted by native minister Rachel K. Haber-Hamilton, at least
one story in the Old Testament definitely seems to imply trickster-like behaviour;
“the Book of Genesis portrays the character of Jacob as a brazen trickster.”°

Even more intriguing, however, is that a well-known — Western — Old Testament
theologian, Walter Brueggemann, should, in a different context, talk about “trickster
God.” In his essay “Why the Old Testament Must Not Go Away” Brueggemann asks:
“Whatis it that makes the Old Testament so problematic?” and his answer is that “it s
the God who inhabits the text that generates all of these problems and possibilities.
Itis this inhabiting God who causes the Old Testament to be problematic ... it is this
inhabiting God who causes us embarrassment.” He then goes on to expound on
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the identity of this God, whose defining characteristic is holiness, “that irreducible
otherness of God ... that defies our formulations, that refuses our domestication,
that bespeaks a commanding morality but then rushes beyond morality in power or
in pathos.” Indeed, Brueggemann has the audacity to suggest that thus “holiness is
inexplicably irascible, arbitrary, and variously absent, neglectful, violent, disruptive,
eruptive, and provocative. It is this trickster God who dispatched lying prophets
and true prophets who sound like they are lying.”» He also identifies concrete
trickster components of the God of the Old Testament; referring to Isaiah 56, the
welcoming of eunuchs and foreigners into the community of Israel, he suggests that
“that welcome is a dramatic counter to all of the old rules of purity.” This welcome
is, then, he suggests, extended into the New Testament’s “there is no longer Jew or
Gentile, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female, for all of
you are one in Christ Jesus.”

Jesus the Trickster?

Jace Weaver, as already noted, also recognizes tricksters in the biblical tradition.
She, too, connects the Old and New Testaments when concluding that “not only
is there an ancient Israelite trickster in the person of Jacob, but there are aspects of
trickster evident in Jesus himself.”2¢ She even assumes that early Christian authors
already recognized trickster qualities in Jesus, for example in Luke’s narrative of the
boy Jesus at the Temple. This incident, she contends, “though meant to illustrate
Jesus’ messianic mission form an early age ... is also a trickster story. Jesus stealthily
evades his parents and goes to the temple. ... When found out, his answer to his
mother’s question ... plays upon the term ‘father,” his father being Joseph, and also
Yahweh.”” But, Weaver adds, there are several other aspects of Jesus’ career that
point to his affinity with the Trickster. Not only is he “the antisocial disrupter of re-
ligious norms,” but just as they do in the Trickster, in Jesus indigenous people “see
the ultimate boundary-crosser, erasing the boundary between heaven and earth,
life and death. In the resurrection, he becomes the pontifex maximus, literally the
great bridge builder, building a bridge between life and death.”*

Rachel K. Taber-Hamilton identifies yet other trickster-like features of Jesus as
she reflects on the story of the Holy Week. She suggests that “in keeping with the
characterization of Tricksters as "foolish,” even those closest to Jesus wish he would
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shut up about his ... preoccupation with his impending death. ... For many of his
followers, Jesus is potentially an insane embarrassment.” Just like the Trickster,
who, by shape-shifting, often shares the knowledge of possible transformation in a
way that brings about social change, “Trickster Jesus broke the hearts of those who
followed him, because those hearts needed to be broken [but] ... Trickster Jesus
winks at those who thought him dead once and for all” and, Taber-Hamilton adds,
“He winks at corrupted power every time we help someone one need”; in the end,
“the Trickster is all about liberation.™°

For Jace Weaver, however, “Jesus as Trickster” is not just an interesting idea
of Native American Christians — more than that, it is a challenge to “Mainstream
Christianity.”" Those Christians who acknowledge and celebrate Jesus’ healings
and compassion and affirm his life and his Passion, “Can they also embrace and
revel in is humour and his passions? Can they believe in God as both constant and
capricious? Can they recognize deity for the trickster that it is?”3?

Conclusion

The discussion about colonialism is here to stay; history, ethics, politics, literary
studies, ethnography, etc. have had their postcolonial and decolonial rewritings
and counter-rewritings. Theology is no exception, though, at least in academia,
“Mainstream Christianity” is still the dominant discourse. However, with a wid-
er acknowledgement of the existence and legitimate rights of pre-colonial, indig-
enous peoples, theology must also take into account the now “ongoing debate
among native Christians over the nature of religious identity” as more and more
native Christians have “chosen to be theological subjects, not the objects of mis-
siological or anthropological or any other form of colonial or neocolonial domi-
nation.” This is not only about Native Christians, however; the importance of a
closer examination of different Christian identities is, as noted by Weaver above,
also an important challenge to “traditional categories of Christian theology.™* One
way to challenge these categories is an examination of Native spiritual beliefs and
by suggesting “links among categories that Christian theology has traditionally
separated.”

Of the different Native spiritual beliefs in this paper, I have considered one
that, I am convinced, has interesting repercussions for the identity of both God
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the Father and Jesus the Son. Having first briefly outlined some of the typical char-
acteristics of the Trickster, one of the most widespread Native spiritual charac-
ters, I introduced the way different native and non-native theologians see a link
between the Trickster, God, and Jesus. The title of my paper, “Jesus the Trickster?”
conveys my view that this question, shocking though it may sound, deserves fur-
ther thought and investigation — as do many other Native spiritual beliefs and their
links with traditional Christian categories.

Abstract

The figure of the Trickster is a universal cultural bero, a significant character also in Native
American spirituality. After colonigation most Native Americans adopted Christianity,
and recently they have been making it their task to reconcile their ancient beliefs with
Christianity and enrich traditional theological categories with those of their native ones.
In this paper I consider one of these categories, that of the Trickster, and, based on the ideas
of both native and some Western theologians, examine ways of linking this character with

the person of God and Jesus.

Keywords: Trickster, native American, Jesus, God, theology, colonization

Regiimé
Jézus, a trickster?

A trickster-karakter egyetemes ., kulturdlis bis”, ag észak-amerikai dslakosok spiritualitdsa-
nak is jelentds alakja. A gyarmatositds utdn ag amerikai dslakosok tobbsége felvette a keresg-
ténységet, és ag utobbi idében feladatuknak tekintik, hogy kapcsolatot keressenek dsi biedelme-
ik és a keresgtény teoldgia kozitt, é a bagyomdnyos teoldgiai kategiridkat sajit kategoridikkal
gazdagitsik. Ebben a dolgogathan ag egyik ilyen kategoria, a trickster sgerepét vigsgdlom,
akit mind dslakos, mind egyes nyugati teoldgusok Isten és Jézus személyével is dssgekapesolnak.

Kulcsszavak: trickster, amerikai éslakosok, Jézus, Isten, teol6gia, gyarmatositas
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