Jesus/Liberator and Jesus/Lord

Grace Personified and Justified
The ‘In Between’ of Life

Missing from our creed is Jesus’ life and ministry.  Therefore, in God with us, we look to the fullness of God’s work through Jesus Christ.  We must attempt to see Jesus through the eyes of God, then, through the eyes of the people themselves, through their experience and their lives transformed by his presence.

Our affirmation of faith calls us to understand, in the first person, who Jesus is for the individual, as the remainder of the creed points us.  The creed itself is made up of mostly the foundations of Christian belief, even down to virgin birth and resurrection of the dead.  It is the ‘in between’ of the Jesus story that the Church should revisit.  In the United Methodist Eucharist liturgy, we become aware of the ‘in between’ of the life of Jesus of Nazareth.  Jesus lived “to preach good news to the poor, to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed . . . He healed the sick, fed the hungry, and ate with sinners.”
  So, before we move to the remainder of the creed we must remind ourselves: Jesus Christ , in essence, was about living the message that he taught.  Living the message of Christ is an invitation to live sacramentally.  The sacramental life of the Christian can be recognized in God’s grace present in the ‘in between’ of Jesus’ life.

It is indeed the ‘in between’ in life that we can achieve salvation by living out the message.  This is beyond the historical gerrymandering in seeking the “historic Christ.”  This is also beyond mysticism gone awry.  “The personhood of Messiah Jesus is not a metaphysical mystery, but a justice history.”
  The ‘in between’ of Jesus of Nazareth, Jesus the Christ, becomes a choice of living for the salvific activity and reality of God, the creator of the heavens and the earth.  Thus, our choice is the choice Jesus made: life.

What then was in that ‘life’ that pointed to God’s love, grace and mercy?  The life ‘in between’ birth and death of Jesus is vitally important to the way we begin to think about Jesus the Christ, Jesus the Liberator, Jesus the Son of God, and Jesus the Lord.  Jesus’ relationship to God is a broader subject.  To what extent was Jesus God and God in Jesus?  How should we respond to a God that “put on flesh?”  How could a God who is so separate from us, become One of us?  These are questions of God’s transcendence (the beyond-ness of God) and God’s immanence (the closeness of God).  The Transfiguration of Jesus Christ is an important story in the life of the Christian tradition marrying the transcendent and immanent nature of God.

Transcendence and Immanence: Exegesis of Luke 9:28-36
The Transfiguration and Surrounding.  From a textual point of view, the entire ninth chapter of Luke is proclaimatory; let’s look at the ninth chapter of the Gospel of Luke.  The first narrative of the chapter (vv. 1-6) deals mainly with the extent to which being a disciple is vocational, but not really.  Jesus tells the disciples to “take nothing for their journey;” one might read into the text that ‘God will provide for the journey in as much as faith will take them’.  This anti-cultural and anti-societal view of professionalism had Herod (the tetrarch) anxious (the text says, “He was perplexed”) when word was spoken of Jesus to him.  Also, this word was spoken to Herod prophetically in that the unnamed messenger in the text tells of the rumors about the nature of Jesus.  “It was said by some that John [the Baptizer] had been raised from the dead, by some that Elijah had appeared, and by others that one of the ancient prophets had arisen” (vv. 7b-8).  

The next portion of the chapter (vv. 10-17) deals with one of Jesus’ greatest acts: the feeding of the five thousand (and then some).  As this meal was finishing Peter, the assumed leader because of Jesus’ naming him petros, answers Jesus question of his identity to the disciples that Jesus is “The Messiah of God” (v. 20b).  After Peter’s answer we assume it is the right one because then Jesus goes on to explain the ‘Messiah’s’ salvific activity on earth (vv. 21-27).  The messianic hope of Israel was to be fulfilled in this poor man from Nazareth?  This is the mystery leading up to the Transfiguration.


Luke’s climatic story in the middle of his gospel includes this mystery on the mountain: the Transfiguration (vv. 28-36).  Shown with Jesus transfigured is Elijah and Moses.  Symbolically representing the transcendence of God and the immanence of God, respectively.  The greatest prophet of Israel, Elijah, mentioned in throughout the book of Malachi and, of specific importance, I Kings 19, is named here in the mystery of the Transfiguration.  Elijah represents God’s own salvific activity through the priesthood, one that proclaims the goodness and good news of God. Elijah standing with the transfigured Jesus recalls the judgment of God to Israel latent in the return of Elijah to earth.  “Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes.  He will return the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of children to their parents, so that I will not come and strike the land with a curse.”
  In the same warning Malachi mentions Moses, the other person of this triune vision.  “Remember the teaching of my servant Moses, the statutes and ordinances that I commanded him at Horeb for all Israel.”
  Moses was exiled as an infant, grew up in the Egyptian court, finally came to know his heritage, killed one of his own ‘tribe’, and lead Israel from Egypt; now, Moses as one of heroes of the Israelite tradition represents symbolically all of humanity.  Moses was a very flawed human being with hang-ups and quirks enabling him to be a full instrument of God’s liberative activity through the Red Sea.  Thus, on the one hand, Jesus is represented as fully in touch with the Divine and fully embraced by humanity.  Therein lies the importance of the Transfiguration. 



The rest of Luke includes a healing of a boy, foretelling of Jesus’ death, a statement on true greatness, another healing narrative, a refusal from a Samaritan village and the potential disciples of Jesus being turned away.  It is in this phenomenal chapter in Luke that we see so many sides of Jesus throughout.  The stories are convicting and challenging not only to norms of Jesus’ own day but to our day as well.  

Transcendence ~ A Glance.  The focus of looking toward a God that is transcendent gives us a standard ‘beyond ourselves’.  God is the construct of the ‘beyondness’ to our humanity.  What then does it mean to be beyond humanity?  In some way, humanity has had throughout history attempted to explain ontology through the experience of a being beyond itself.  “It is not from experience but from our inability to experience what is given to our mind that certainty of the realness of God is derived.  It is not the order of being but the transcendent in the contingency of all order, the allusions to transcendence in all acts and all things that challenge our deepest understanding.”
 


Unfortunately, the notion of transcendence has been used as an excuse for God assumed absence in times of struggle, evil or pain.  Also, the paternalistic ways of the Church throughout its history has touched upon transcendence in ways of oppression, in that the separation of clerics from laity, the educated from the undereducated, the powerful and the powerless, men and women.


The challenges with transcendence are two-fold.  1) Proclamation of a seemingly absent God or ‘absentia Dei’.  This absentia Dei contains inherently the notion of providence as a conditional choice out of omnipotence.  God is somewhere far off, not necessarily here (present).  God set the world in motion, but has left the rest to chance.  2) Nature of omnipotence or ‘knowing knowledge’.  This function of God as ‘all-knowing’ suffers when there is suffering and hurt in the world.  This separation raises the question of can God really care.  If God knows about suffering, why doesn’t God do something?

Immanence ~ A Glance.  An immanent God connects humanity and divinity cleanly.  The immanence of God is the full redemption of the imago dei, as created ‘in the image of God’ by God.  As transcendence gave us a notion of ‘beyondness’, immanence formulates for us the ‘nearness’ of God to the self.  In explaining this nearness, in medieval mystical traditions God was present in the spirit of the person, interwoven with the soul.  Human ontology and divine ontology are as one.  Frederick Herzog utilizes the sacraments as ways in which the Divine is shown outwardly as well as inwardly.  “ . . .God is newly illuminated in the person of Jesus, and that God draws ‘bodily’ near to us in the Eucharist and in baptism (including their proclamation of the Word) and becomes ‘touchable.’”
 


The challenges of the immanence of God are two-fold.  1) No higher liberation or ‘continual chaos’.  Humanity is unable to break the cycle of pain and suffering, however they present themselves.  There is no higher plain that breaking cycle through humanity’s means.  2) No justice or ‘freedom kinesis’.  Humanity is unable to break systems of injustice and oppression.  Related to ‘continual chaos’, ‘freedom kinesis’ draws from a different well to subsume a further notion of God’s will for the universe and its beings.

Point of Intersection.  The Transfiguration is the point of intersection for Christians where divinity and humanity meet in Jesus Christ.  As Carl Jung would say transcendence and immanence is “synchronous” in Christ.  As our tradition stands, Christians have the necessity for both transcendence and immanence, though neither is weighed more than the other.  It is this simple Trinitarian formulae that we find the point of intersection.

1) Love with neighbor and creation’s wholeness.

2) Justice for oppressed and God’s salvific activity.

3) Peace with those warring and the chaotic universe.

The hope is maintained in the Transfiguration narrative that God’s on-going creative action will give rise to liberation for all of creation.  “Thus the universe is to be conceived as attaining the active self-expression of its own variety of opposites—of its own freedom and its own freedom and its own necessity, of its own multiplicity and its own unity, of its own imperfection and its own perfection.  All the ‘opposites’ are elements in the nature of things, and are incorrigibly there.  The concept of ‘God’ is the way in which we understand this incredible fact that—what cannot be, yet is.”

Jesus/Lord

The ‘lord-ship’ of Jesus is not so problematic because it presents for us a system that we have come to understand in both the civil sector and the business world.  The lord-ship of Jesus calls us not to our old form of hierarchy and patriarchy but to redefine our visions of lord-ship in our world.  Since we are dealing with a bi-millennial construction of faith, we must, within it, break the bonds of history gone awry, like the Spanish Inquisition and the institution of slavery.  We must look to Jesus Christ as Lord of freedom, compassion and justice, so that Jesus becomes the answer to slavery and oppression instead of the cause of it!  We must look to the lord-ship of Christ as a revolution against the powers that be.  For it was Christ’s righteousness to the will and nature of God that healed the sick, ate with sinners, and fed the hungry.  This is truly the lord-ship of Christ that we should espouse as well.  To think of Jesus of Nazareth just in the metaphysical realm would dampen his life and example.  On the other hand, to think of Jesus Christ as entirely human would hamper his miraculous birth and resurrection.  It is the marriage of these two that we can wrap faith around creed, and hope around history.

The Lord-ship of Christ calls us to metanoeo, to repent, turn around, to change our course (or literally, to go beyond one’s own perception).  If, then, our perception is an ignorance of the poor and a continual building of a class system in North America, we must repent.  Jesus of Nazareth set for humanity a new way of thinking about the world.  In the Beatitudes, Jesus maps an ethical framework for those who follow him.  “Blessed are the poor in spirit; Blessed are those who mourn; Blessed are the meek; Blessed are those who hunger; Blessed are the merciful; Blessed are the pure in heart; Blessed are the peacemakers; Blessed are those who persecute you.”
  These blessings mark a need to repent for those who believe.  

The lord-ship of Christ looks entirely different from any other form of lord-ship the world has seen, as stated above.  Therefore, the lord-ship of Christ calls us to change our ways, to repent.  Hierarchies and institutions must look different if we are to espouse this vision of Christ.  Christ is first among the poor.  Christ was tried as a common criminal, punished under laws set forth by a totalitarian dictatorship, and Christ died as a poor slave, on a cross.
  The Christian Church rallies around this figure as Lord?  No and yes.  No, the Church seems as though it believes that Jesus Christ replaced a system of injustice, but this is blind adoptionism.  If the Church truly believes this notion of Christ as Lord, then the Church would be moved not by power, but by powerlessness.  Yes, the Church rallies around this figure as Lord to have hope in the Messiah’s return.  Unfortunately it is not enough.  The Church has been given a charge to display righteousness and holiness as the body of Christ.  Wesley, again, states that the human, on taking the Christian belief in one’s own heart, is a sort of inner revolution.  “‘But must not we put off the filthy rags of our own righteousness before we can put on the spotless righteousness of Christ?’ Certainly we must; that is, in plain terms, we must ‘repent’ before we can ‘believe the Gospel.’”
  It is this inner revolution of the believer that should lead to the outer actions of the new person of faith.  Therefore the belief in the lord-ship of Christ should be a changing force for the way the Gospel is laid out.  Jesus Christ as Lord is a point of repentance for me, personally, and it should also be for the church.

Jesus/Liberator


Gregory of Nyssa, following in Origen’s footsteps, believed that resurrection and eternal life is a result of a spirit and body that remains in tension while in human form, but with God’s grace is transformed to glory.  This tension can be marked by the “primitive” sin of Adam and the death of Christ held juxtaposed throughout one’s life to struggle with the mortality of the self and the infinitude of God.  Only through the tension of body and spirit, though, would that human being come to oneness with God.
  It is through this tension that Gregory marks the importance of God’s incarnation in Jesus Christ.  God, the one who put on humanity, who struggled, who experienced injustice, who was tortured, and who was killed, is the same One that points to the Reign of God.  Accordingly, the Reign of God is a searching for and achieving of justice, according to Gregory;
  it is surely seen in the life of Christ that justice was won by a God with us.

John Wesley had much to say on eschatology as it pertained to the Christian life.  In two sermons, “God’s Love to Fallen Man” and “A New Creation,” Wesley explains his eschatology.  In both, Wesley describes Adam’s sin as a sin that passes ‘generation to generation,’ though it can be remedied.  For the individual, it is looking to God for the free gift of grace through God’s Son Jesus Christ to then experience the ‘reward of heaven.’
  For all of creation the remedy is in God’s act of justice upon the earth.  Hence the Reign of God will be free from pain, suffering, and death.  There seems to be a notion of universality in Wesley’s “The New Creation,” for all creation will be brought to God’s just reward.  “The whole animated creation, whatever has life, from leviathan to the smallest mite, was thereby ‘made subject’ to such ‘vanity’ as the inanimate creatures could not be.  They were subject to that fell monster, death, the conqueror of all that breathe.  They were made subject to its forerunner, pain, in its ten thousand forms . . . On the new earth no creature will kill or hurt or give pain to any other.”
  Resurrection, eternal life, and the Reign of God are wrapped into one for Wesley.  There is no justice but God’s justice; however, that eternal justice is not yet realized for all of creation. 

Justifying grace is the grace of God in the person and work of Jesus Christ.  It is the grace that calls us from our ignorance and to a recognition of God in Jesus Christ.  As a Christian, we believe that God was revealed in Christ.
  It is Christ’s righteousness that went to the cross to die.  It is Christ’s mercy that gasped the last breath for creation.  It is Christ’s love that atoned the world’s sins to God.  As Frederick Herzog has said, Christ was at-one with God.
  “Faith is imputed for righteousness to every believer; namely, faith in the righteousness of Christ . . . For by that expression I mean neither more nor less than that we are justified by faith, not by works; or that every believer is forgiven and accepted merely for the sake of what Christ has done and suffered . . . ‘But must not we put off the filthy rags of our own righteousness before we can put on the spotless righteousness of Christ?  Certainly we must; that is in plain terms, we must ‘repent’ before we can ‘believe the gospel.’”
  When we turn to Christ as Atonement and Liberator of the human condition, we become clothed in righteousness, justified!  

“The life-everlasting” is God’s creative activity of giving life freely to all of creation.  Through the gift of free will, humankind’s self, community, and society have turned away from God with us.  Christianity has traditionally thought of “life-everlasting” as the Reign of God.  The intention then for Justo González is to ensure that the work by God for justice is held closely with the eschatological hope of mañana.  God remains in the present moment and later.  “God is already doing this new thing, and we can join it by the power of the Spirit!  Mañana is here!  True, mañana is not yet today, but today can be lived out of the glory and the promise of mañana, thanks to the power of the Spirit.”
 God as Creator, God as Liberator, and God as Sustainer is indeed with us now and mañana.  It is important to see that the notion of “net yet” continues for those still struggling.

The Reign of God offers the poor, the oppressed, the sinners, and the saints an opportunity for eternal life in this life.  With God’s help, we too can be realized into the Reign of God.  With God, we are moving to proclaim an “Amen” on God’s good creation, redeemed, liberated, and justified.  The hope of the Christian tradition is to bring about an end in our world to fear, sightlessness, and corruption.  Let us then save our “Amen” and keep standing in solidarity with those crucified in our world and in solidarity with God as God has been with us, even in exile, even on our crosses, even in our hope.
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