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Reading:  from a letter Thomas Jefferson sent to Benjamin Rush in the early 1800s, in which he writes about the doctrines of Jesus, compared with those of others.  Jefferson was very Unitarian in his views, and Rush was an outspoken Universalist. (from The Jefferson Bible p.11)

Like Socrates & Epictetus, he wrote nothing himself....


According to the ordinary fate of those who attempt to enlighten and reform mankind, he fell an early victim to the jealousy and combination of the altar and the throne, at about 33 years of age, his reason having not yet attained the maximum of its energy, nor the course of his preaching, which was but of 3 years at most, presented occasions for developing a complete set of morals.


Hence the doctrines which he really delivered were defective as a whole, and fragments only of what he did deliver have come to us mutilated, misstated, and often unintelligible.


They have been still more disfigured by the corruptions of schismatising followers, who have found an interest in sophisticating and perverting the simple doctrines he taught by engrafting on them the mysticisms of a Grecian sophist, frittering them into subtleties, and obscuring them with jargon, until they have caused good men  to reject the whole in disgust and to view Jesus himself as an imposter.  Notwithstanding these disadvantages, a system of morals is presented to us, which, if filled up in the true style and spirit of the rich fragments he left us, would be the most perfect and sublime that has ever been taught by man.

Reading:  from Jesus - What He Really Said and Did by Stephen Mitchell (p.109)

The authentic Jesus, as I see him, was not a divine being (whatever that means), born of a virgin mother, surrounded by angels and wise men, and essentially different from all other humans.  Jesus was born in the same way as you or I.  He was probably an ordinary kid who grew up in an ordinary small town, having his likes and dislikes, his problems and squabbles, probably brighter than most of his playmates, possibly kinder.  Perhaps - if the townspeople thought of him as an illegitimate child - he had a more difficult time of it than most of us.  But he weathered the difficulties, learned a trade, grew up to be a fine carpenter and a fine man.  At the age of about thirty, he had an extraordinary experience of waking up to the truth.  For the next year or so he went around “healing” people and teaching them, in words so alive and beautiful and compelling that they have as much power today as when they first came out of his mouth.  He was a man in love with God, who gave himself completely to the acts of human kindness that proceeded from that love.


At this point you may be thinking, “Jesus’ teachings sound wonderful, but what good are they?  What do they mean for me?  How can I actually live them?  It’s hard to really love my neighbors and impossible to love my enemies.  How can I love people that lie to me or betray me?  Maybe Jesus could do that, but I can’t.  I can’t even like that whiny little dork in my English class or the fat slob who lives down the street.”



These are questions that people have been asking for thousands of years.  The fact is that no one, not even the greatest teacher, can show you how to love.  A teacher can point you in the right direction, but that’s about all.
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Now, before I begin my sermon, I would like to acknowledge that I am treading upon dangerous ground this morning, 

Talking about Jesus in a Unitarian Universalist church means stepping on sensitive soil.  Some of us come here, to this particular church rather than to a Methodist, Baptist or Presbyterian church, because here we can worship on most Sunday mornings without needing to hear about Jesus.  For some of us this church is precious, because unlike most other churches in town, we can explore religious themes here, nurture our spiritual lives, and find fellowship among like minded religious seekers, without having to mention Christ.  Some of us value this church, because it is a haven of religious diversity in a predominantly Christian culture - a rare and precious Jesus-free-zone.

To those of you who cringe at the mention of the J-word, I apologize.  

* * *

“What would Jesus do?” seems like a straightforward question, a question anyone might ask who is interested in religious ethics, or simply trying to figure out how to apply Jesus’ teachings to our life today.  

It is the question that led Stephen Mitchell to write his book Jesus - What He Really Said and Did.  Mitchell was raised Jewish, and his spiritual journey included study of Christianity, Zen Buddhism, Taoism, Hinduism, as well as Judaism - but through it all he never lost interest in the person Jesus and the story of his life.

But, “What would Jesus do?” I have learned, is more than a question.  It is also the name and guiding theme of a small evangelical movement within Christianity.  There is cottage industry that sells wristbands, baseball caps, T-shirts and more, with the letters “WWJD,” as a way of carrying out God’s work.  A company selling WWJD merchandise on the internet describes their products as “the best witnessing tools to help you spread the word of Jesus Christ.”

Judging from a website that sells these items, the target audience is mainly young people, interested in evangelical Christianity. The “Christian Students” organization, for instance,  uses the WWJD motto.  Their core beliefs include that “the Bible [is] the inspired, the only infallible authoritative Word of God,” and that “the salvation of lost and sinful people is by the grace of God through faith and the shed blood of the Lord Jesus Christ.” 

Both the “Christian Students” organization and Stephen Mitchell draw religious meaning from the stories of Jesus’ life.  They draw from the same scriptures, but their respective ideas of who Jesus was and what his life meant are remarkably different.

* * *

Last week I finally watched “The Passion of Christ” on video.  Perhaps you heard about the movie.  Last year it caused quite a commotion among both Christians and Jews, both scholars and skeptics.  I was on sabbatical in Germany when the movie was released in the United States, and it caused such a stir, even in the German news, that the release date in Germany was moved up several weeks.

“The Passion of Christ” is a film created by the Australian movie star Mel Gibson, who happens to be a devout member of a very conservative Christian group.  The creation of the film was driven by Gibson’s religious ideas and convictions.  He wanted to create a movie that accurately and authentically captures what he considers the defining moments of Christianity:  the events surrounding Jesus’ death, beginning with the evening of his capture in the Garden of Gethsemane, leading up to his crucifixion, and ending with his resurrection.

In an effort to provide a greater degree of accuracy than other movies that have portrayed Jesus’ life, Gibson had the actors deliver all their lines in Aramaic - the ancient language that was spoken in Israel 2000 years ago.  This decision seemed to indicate how earnestly Gibson was trying to portray authentic religious history, rather than simply trying to make a lot of money with a another Hollywood blockbuster.  The movie was shown with subtitles - surely a choice that would make the film less attractive to the broad reading-averse movie-going public.

Months before the movie was released, journalists were already writing about it:  What an audacious project!  Where did Gibson get the nerve to think he could offer the “authoritative” portrayal of the events at the heart of Christianity?  How could a movie star claim to provide the definitive description of events about which historians, theologians and scholars have been debating for centuries?

Some reviewers found a dangerous anti-Semitism in the film.  Others were offended by the graphic violence. Others still felt that Gibson offered a relevant and valid portrayal of Jesus, that every earnest Christian should see.

* * *
I had long intended to see the movie, but I had put it off because, judging from what I had read, I assumed watching it would not be an altogether pleasant experience.

And indeed, I did find the movie disturbing.  The Jewish priests and scribes, as well as the Jewish crowd indeed were portrayed as one-dimensional villains.  And even though I have watched my share of violent Hollywood shoot-em-up/blow-em-up movies, and am not generally bothered by their depictions of blood and gore - it’s all fake, after all - nevertheless the bloody scenes in “The Passion of Christ” made my stomach turn.

But what bothered me most about the movie, were the theological assumptions it conveys.

One assumption is that the most important meaning of Jesus’ life, is found in the brutality of his death.  As if the amount of suffering Jesus endured in his final hours is what set his life apart from all others.  As if the intensity of his suffering were in direct relation to the degree of his saintliness. 

This is what Mel Gibson chose to take as the central focus of his film: not the prophetic teaching of Jesus, not his acts of kindness, not his vision of justice, not his love of mercy - but only his violent death.  By ignoring the courageous and prophetic life Jesus lived,  Gibson cheapens the meaning of his martyrdom, and portrays him simply as a victim.  

Of course Mel Gibson is not alone in viewing Christianity this way.  He is simply giving vivid expression to the idea that salvation is only possible through faith, and “the shed blood of the Lord Jesus Christ” - a theological doctrine steeped in violence and exclusivism.

In Thomas Jefferson’s mind, this kind of theology has “mutilated” and  “misstated” the teachings of Jesus’ life, rendering them “often unintelligible.”  It is an example of how the teachings of Jesus have been “disfigured by the corruptions of schismatising followers.”

Modern historical research supports Jefferson’s view.  In the first centuries of the Common Era Christians were interested in Jesus’ teachings of love and justice.  Early Christian art often portrayed Jesus as the Good Shepherd in paradise.  The most common motif was the Last Supper.  It was only in the course of several centuries that the Christian imagination grew more concerned with violence and Jesus’ suffering.  The first artistic depiction of the crucifixion wasn’t created until the fifth century.  It is a small picture, high in the corner of a church in Ravena, Italy.  The first crucifix - a wooden sculpture of Jesus on the cross - dates back to 10th century Germany.  A century after the introduction of the crucifixion image in Germany, Christians in Europe embarked on the first of several crusades to Jerusalem - an unprecedented religious quest bringing death and destruction upon non-believers supposedly for the sake of Jesus.

The second theological assumption that bothered me about Mel Gibson’s movie, was the notion that we can create a single authoritative historical narrative out of the accounts of the four gospels.  As if the four Gospel writers were each eye witness to the events of Jesus’ life, offering four distinct perspectives on a series of undisputed historical facts.

Again, Mel Gibson is certainly not the only one to attempt to do this.  There are countless passion plays that attempt to fit together pieces from the four gospels into a coherent whole.  But the truth of the matter is that this can only be done with a considerable amount editorial license, glossing over incongruities and smoothing out the edges.  

The Gospel of Mark describes the night in Gethsemane in a strikingly different tone than the Gospel of John does.  In Mark, Jesus is “greatly distressed and troubled,” his soul is filled with sorrow, he falls to the ground and prays to God to take this cup away from him.   In the Gospel of John, Jesus is perfectly composed and so thoroughly in control of the situation, when the guards seize him, they grow fearful and fall to the ground.  Jesus has to encourage them to carry out their duty and take him away.

It makes sense that each of the four gospels is different.  They were written at different points of the first century, representing different schools of thought, addressing different historical situations, and making different theological points.

When I first read the Bible, I thought the factual and theological discrepancies between the gospels were evidence that none of the accounts are true, and that it would be folly to believe what the Bible says.

Only later did it dawn on me that the church fathers, who decided which of the many early Christian writings to omit and which to include in the Bible, were quite aware of the different messages each of the gospels conveyed.  That’s why they picked them: because they saw some value in each of these different perspectives.  

The Christian scriptures have four gospels, because the church fathers knew the truths they were hoping to convey cannot be squeezed into a single narrative.  

So, while the Christian Bible may or may not be “the inspired, the only infallible authoritative Word of God,” it certainly does not convey one single, consistent and coherent message.  It conveys a multitude of messages and meanings.

Each of the gospel writers is trying to be a teacher, teaching us Jesus’ message of love.  But as Stephen Mitchell writes, the fact is that no one, not even the greatest teacher, can show you how to love.  A teacher can point you in the right direction, but that’s about all.

Each of the Gospel writers is trying to point us in the right direction.  The fact that they are all pointing in slightly different directions doesn’t mean that they are all wrong.  It means they are each a little bit right.  It means that we each need to figure out for ourselves the direction that is exactly right for us.  No one can do this for us.

That’s what Jefferson did.  Setting a good Unitarian Universalist precedent, he sat down with a copy of the Bible and a pair of scissors, and went about cutting and pasting his own version of the Gospel from bits and pieces of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, creating what today we call “The Jefferson Bible.”  That’s how he found an answer to the question “what would Jesus do?”

* * *

What would Jesus do? is a good question.  What would Jesus do today?  This isn’t ancient Israel under Roman rule.  Jewish prophets and priests are not the only religious authorities, and our religious life in Urbana-Champaign isn’t organized around a single temple - as it once was in ancient Jerusalem. 

Today we don’t have one single religious language.  Today we live in a culture in which religious questions are pursued in the language of Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, Judaism, paganism, psychology, philosophy and more.  Here in Urbana-Champaign there are a multitudes of places of worship. In our decentralized and diverse religious landscape - how would Jesus get his message across?

I like to think, what Jesus would do, is look for a religious community that embraces and celebrates the religious diversity of our age.  

I would like to think Jesus would come to a place that is less concerned about excluding non-believers, and more concerned about including everyone who cares about what they believe.  

I would like to think Jesus would come to a place where people are unafraid to question teachings of old, and always in search of new insight and new revelation.  

I would like to think Jesus would come to a place where a critical mind, an open heart and a helping hand are valued more highly than any religious authority or institution.  

I would like to think Jesus would come to a place where people are less concerned about the letter of ancient laws, and more concerned with the spirit - 

the spirit that inspires us to use our powers

to heal and not to harm

to help and not to hinder

to bless and not to curse

and to serve in the spirit of Love.

May this be such a place.

Amen.
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