
LUKE



1.1After re-reading the Gospel 
Luke for the first time 

in decades, and realizing that it is 
an account of Jesus’ life written to 
Theophilus, I can’t help but think of my 
young son, Theodore, or Theo, we call 
him. Theós in Greek meaning god, and 
philus meaning an affinity or love for, 
making the recipient of Luke’s letter 
perhaps any reader who is a friend of 
God or who accepts God’s love, in the 
more current Christian parlance.

After learning the name we had 
chosen for Theo and looking up 
its meaning, my mom told me on 
the phone how approving and 
appropriate it was that we were 
naming him God’s gift. I recall being 
confused until she told me that theós 
means god, and dóron, gift.

“We just like that he would have 
options and could go by Theodore, 
Theo, Ted, or Teddy,” I said. “We 
didn’t consider the meaning.”

But I withheld that my personal 
reference for the name isn’t Christian 

or Teddy Roosevelt, as several people 
have suggested, but Theo Huxtable, 
The Cosby Show son acted by Malcolm 
Jamal Warner, whose mannerisms 
and fashion I carefully watched in 
the 80s, and having suggested for 
weeks to have Theo’s middle name 
be Jamal and not James. 





1.2  Being born in 1976, about 
six months prior to the 

release of Star Wars makes it as 
culturally dominant over me as the 
gospel verses my mom reads to me 
and writes out in little reporter’s 
notebooks during my toddler years. 
Daily I am asked to repeat verses and I 
have many memorized by the time The 
Empire Strikes Back appears in 1980.

As a kid I fully expect God to intercom 
over my brain voice in the diction and 
timbre of Alec Guinness playing Ben 
Kenobi. My Christian education of 
course includes Jesus’ resurrection 
and all forgiven souls going to 
heaven, which is on the same track as 
a Jedi’s transition: when a Jedi dies 
the physical form switches over to a 
spiritual Force plane (or something). 
When Obi-Wan is cut down by 
Vader’s lightsaber, his body vanishes, 
leaving a pile of brown cloth. Yoda 
simply disappears from his deathbed 
in a Dagobah cave, the little green 

form shrinking away to nothing as if 
flipped over to a different dimension.

My childhood image of how everyone 
in heaven would appear to those 
of us remaining on Earth is of 
visages marked by slightly sweet, 
all-knowing half-smiles on heavily-
cloaked bodies, haloed in the blue 
light of the Force (like how Obi-Wan, 
Yoda, and Anakin Skywalker appear 
to Luke at the end of Return of the 
Jedi—as flickering signals from some 
version of an afterlife).









1.3In the car on the way to 
pre-k, Theo asks me, “Can 

Waylon [our old dog that had recently 
died] un-die?”

“No,” I acknowledge, “everything just 
dies, unfortunately,” and he makes a 
sound of disappointment like when 
I tell him he can’t watch any more 
videos, have a third cinnamon roll, or 
that it’s time for a bath.

“What happens then?” he asks.

And I admit, “I don’t know, but I think 
our bodies and thoughts remain 
connected to everything, just in a 
different way because our particles 
will transition into other forms of 
matter and energy.”

“Like Pokémon energy?” he demands, 
excitedly. And I pause.

“Like Pokémon energy?” he asks again. 
And I’m still pausing.
 
      “Dad, like Pokémon energy?”
       
             “Like Pokémon energy.”







1.4  Some months ago, after a 
family walk, my spouse 

checked our little library where 
neighbors leave and take books, built 
and installed on a post in the yard 
by my dad on a visit. She culled two 
Bibles from it and surreptitiously 
handed them off to me. I tossed them 
into a box in the basement to deal 
with another day.

By accident, while searching for 
something, I come across them 
and over my brain voice hear, “Try 
reading it,” meaning the Bible, a copy 
of which I hadn’t cracked since Youth 
Group. But my parents have read the 
Bible in its entirety more than once 
and I’m sure they read passages every 
day. “Try reading it” is the concluding 
statement to an uncomfortable 
conversation they started with me 
over twenty years ago now, out of 
concern for my lack of spirituality.

In the intervening years my 
appreciation of my parents, of history, 
of a broader sense of spirituality, and 
of Jesus as a significant, anti-imperial 
historical figure has grown, probably 
in part because I am not regularly 
around church people, including my 
parents. And so curiosity peaks in me 
enough to turn to the gospels.

Virtually all of the gospel stories are 
instantaneously recognizable and 
even skimming them lights up a 
multitude of images and memories 
of illustrated versions of these 
accounts and the times I was told 
them in Sunday School. As an adult 

I don’t differentiate between these 
illustrated versions and the gospel 
writers’ obvious allusions to the 
Hebrew Bible. The torture of Jesus, 
symbol of love and acceptance, for 
the purpose of the state’s need to 
separate and maintain authority 
over humans with fear and the threat 
of suffering is the only thing that 
affects sadness in me. 

Yet lessons in the body’s realness and 
its capacity for physical and symbolic 
pain began as much for me with The 
Empire Strikes Back. When Luke splits 
the gut of his tauntaun in order to crawl 
inside its flesh and survive the extreme 
climate. In the scene that follows with 
Luke nearly naked in the tank of liquid, 

being doctored by a droid—how the 
body looks dead, bloated and floating 
in a formaldehyde-like substance. 
Then there is the carbon freezing, 
living entombment alive of Han Solo. 
And the lopping off of Luke’s hand by 
his own father’s slicing lightsaber.

But the one that got to me most is 
the unveiling of Anakin Skywalker 
beneath Darth Vader’s helmet in 
Return of the Jedi. It didn’t occur to 
me that a human was buried within 
that grave costume until the mask 
came off and the hairless, ghastly 
pale, baggy-eyed person with those 
pink and gnarled scars appears and 
speaks without the cyborg mouth-
plate connected around his lips. It 
was as if the maintenance of his 
image of power was an ongoing 
bodily torture endured, which tracks 
somewhat with Jesus being ritually 
killed to maintain order while 
symbolically providing cover for the 
enduring lizard brain of humanity.













1.5 “My name is Luke and I was 
born in 1976.” I overhear a 

friend dryly say to someone who had 
just asked him if he likes Star Wars. 
There are several of us standing semi-
circled, wearing summer blazers, 
condensating pint glasses cupped 
in our palms. An Empire Strikes Back 
pinball machine and other games 
bounce their dings and vividly 
colored lights throughout the back 
room of the bar.

I’m amused by the question, the 
questioner, and Luke’s reply. Luke’s 
straight face in response and the 

partly joyful, part-judgmental gleam 
in my eyes are what I recall. This small 
moment was over a decade ago and I 
can’t place who asked the question. 
Yet the memory of it has come up 
several times since overhearing that 
fragment of conversation.

What about it still arrests my curiosity 
today? Then, I found it funny that one 
adult man would ask this of another 
adult man. I would be embarrassed 
to ask about something so culturally 
widespread. Such questions posed by 
one kid to another or group of kids I 
recall as tests of shared connections 
or to inspire play. The process is 
basically the same for adults, I guess. 
Plus plenty of adults see the later 
Star Wars franchise films, made for 
multiple generations. But even as 
a small boy I would rarely inquire 
about another boy’s affinities. I 
would assume their interests—both 
by supposing what they were and by 
adopting them.

And so now I think it may be that 
I supposed and assumed Luke’s 
dominance and therefore my own as 
well. Luke and I share many identity 
characteristics. Like me, he is a forty-
four-year-old, white, straight, cis, 
able-bodied man with a spouse, who 
has an academic job, and a child the 
same age as mine; we are about the 
same, average height, and the same, 
average weight; both of us have full 
heads of hair and full beards that are 
graying. He is who I am, only more 
stalwart and funny. 

What I believe I know, I believe Luke 
also knows, and not because I’ve 
asked him a lot of questions.









1.6 My parents made a visit 
from five states away, 

bringing with them four large, blue, 
plastic storage tubs containing all 
my childhood possessions—every 
book, action figure, trading card, and 
drawing—kept to one day return to 
me. This is that day. I don’t know why 
it’s surprising that the whole of these 
are so deeply Christian and artifacts 
of other mainstream culture like 
Star Wars because that was indeed 
my indoctrination coming up. But in 
digging through the tubs with Theo 
at my side, what freezes my feelings 
is how immediately drawn to these 
childhood possessions he becomes. 
And again, this should come as no 
surprise because they are a kid’s toys 
and picture books, after all.

At the time I was seeing a psychologist 
who told me that in parenting I 
would relive human development 
through my child. Then I thought of 

this reliving as a kind of witnessing 
and remembering but now believe 
it is more revisionist than that. It is 
living again, but through another 
person, not unlike the Christian 
trope of being born again, but this 
is re-birth through empathy that I 
exert to Theo, to be as he is, separate 
from me, and to feel with him, in 
whatever stage of development he is 
in at the time. Now that I urge myself 
to feel the unexpected openness to 
his separate but connected humanity, 
the exertion helps me to feel with 
other people as well. It helps me 
reconsider my own myopia and 
thoughtlessly accepted truths about 
so-called normality with the caveat 
being that any perspective of others 
I think I gain is only ignorance of a 
higher order.

But whenever I stop putting in the 
effort to empathize, I default to the 
assumption that he and others are 
nothing but separate versions of 
me. Hence when I see Theo’s little 
hands grasping the same action 
figure Luke Skywalker I spent 
hours playing with at the age he is 
now and older, I stop empathizing 
and instead I slackly watch him 
as if he was me forty years prior. 
Rather than feeling with his entire 
existence that lives to ask questions 
about why and how the world is, I 
momentarily see him in terms of 
the answers I was taught early on to 
have at every one of life’s turns.

Which is to say that more than 
anything else in this moment, I wish 
to retain the fiction that my identity 
was chosen out of free will and not 
written as a script of normalcy in the 
guise of universality, faith, innocence, 
and security.



Except then Theo, this blond-haired, 
blue-eyed, strong-bodied little boy 
who could be seen as the model child 
of some deeply twisted, ingrained 
cultural beliefs about what is good, 
and what is right, asks, “What is 
this?” regarding the Luke action 
figure, attraction alight in his eyes. 

For a second, I imagine him seeing it 
as a toy version of himself. 

But then I have the thought to 
destroy it; that this object, like so 
many malignant beliefs, should be 
gone by now. 

Yet they persist, real as ever. And all I 
know to do is feel more with others 
for guidance in letting old fictions go. 
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