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READINGS FROM A PASTOR AND A POET
from “The Previous Question” by Theodore Parker (1840)

(Parker was one of several radical transcendentalists who
saw Jesus as a teacher of universal wisdom. A powerful
preacher and Biblical scholar, he drew crowds of several
thousand each Sunday to his Boston church)

I believe that Jesus, like other religious teachers,
wrought miracles. I should come to this conclusion even if
the Evangelists did not claim them for him. Nay, I should
admit that his miracles would be more numerous and
extraordinary, more benevolent in character and motive,
than the miracles of his predecessors. They would
naturally follow, if his power and obedience were more
perfect than theirs. But I see not how a miracle proves a
doctrine, and I even conjecture that we do not value Jesus
for miracles, but the miracles for him.

If we admit that Christianity is the perfection of a
religion whose germs and first truths are innate in
humankind, I see no need or even any use for miracles, to
prove the authority of Jesus Christ... To me, the spiritual
elevation of Jesus is a more convincing proof of his
stature than the story of his miraculous transfiguration;
and the words which he uttered, and the life which he
lived, are more satisfactory evidence of his divine
authority than all his miracles, from the transformation of
water into win to the resurrection of Lazarus.

I take him to be the most sublime religious incarnation
of God, without putting his birth on the same level as that
of Hercules, about whom miraculous stories are also told.

“Credo” by Philip Appleman

(Appleman is professor emeritus of English at Indiana
University. This poem is from a collection of poems based
on Biblical themes entitled Let There Be Light)

I am modern. And educated. And reasonable.

And I believe in Jesus Christ, son of the living God.
When they tell me he was born of a virgin

I say, well, it’s unusual, of course,



But in the arms of God anything is possible..
When they tell me that a bright new star
Appeared in the Eastern sky, shining over his manger,
I say, well, I know it’s not customary

To improvise stars like that,

But remember, we set up searchlights now,

Just to open a used-car lot; and after all,
This is the son of God, isn’t it..?

They tell me he cast out demons,

And I say, well,

You have to understand the particular idiom

Of a given historical time...

They tell me his voice could calm a tempest,
And I reflect on all the unexplained phenomena
Of our physical world...

They tell me his touch could cure blindness
Make the lame walk, the lepers clean,

And brought corpses back to life -

And I'm reminded of the psychic component

Of so much modern medicine...

They tell me he fed five thousand

With five loaves and two fishes,

That he walked on the surface of the sea

That he rose from the dead

And I relish the poetic truth of those venerable symbols.

In the backward villages of Asia,

The gods have as many limbs as spiders

And take on monstrous forms as quickly as a cloud.

The natives, shrouded in their age-old ignorance and
superstition,

Believe the most bizarre tales about them,

Despite the best efforts of our enlightened missionaries.

REFLECTIONS - PART I

Two years ago, soon after the release of Mel Gibson'’s
controversial movie, The Passion of the Christ, I was
invited to participate in an interfaith conversation about
that film with around twenty local clergy. Sponsored by
the Madison Area Jewish Community Council, the event was
attended by a theological cross-section of the local
community. Evangelicals were present, as well as liberal
Protestants, Catholic priests, rabbis and of course, the
token Unitarian Universalist.

Much of the discussion focused on the anti-Semitic
overtones and the gratuitous violence which permeated the



film. Jewish viewers were particularly offended by the
former, while most of us complained about the profusion of
blood-drenched scenes in The Passion.

But while I, too, found these elements of The Passion
of the Christ distasteful, it was the producer’s
theological agenda that bothered me the most. This was a
film that had very little to say about Jesus the teacher,
Jesus the prophet, Jesus the mystic, Jesus the visionary,
Jesus as a highly evolved spiritual being. No, with few
exceptions Mel Gibson chose to focus on a single aspect of
the gospel story - the two grim days during which Jesus is
apprehended, arrested, convicted, brutally scourged and
executed.

That is, of course, what the movie promises to
investigate: not the ministry, but the passion of Christ.
For that, according to the orthodox opinion, is where the
emphasis should rightly be placed. Jesus as teacher is
strictly subordinate to Jesus as miraculous reconciler.

And, to a considerable extent the gospels themselves
support that position. Jesus’ last days consume almost
half of Johnd s gospel and a third of Mark is devoted to the
same subject. As New Testament scholar BartEhrman notes,
the Gospels could accurately be described as “passion
narratives with long introductions.”

It’s impossible to know where Jesus himself would have
placed the emphasis; whether he would have assigned as much
value to the details of his demise as those who, in
hindsight, tried to spin it in a positive direction - those
whose ambition was to transmute tragedy into triumph. This
couldn’t be the end, they thought. The untimely death of
this charismatic man must have some momentous significance.

And in fact, while alive Jesus himself had said things
that made them feel hopeful. He had repeatedly admonished
his disciples to “be ready” for big changes. All unjust
temporal authority will be overthrown by an irresistible
heavenly host, he promised. It was just a matter of time
before the Messiah appeared in glory and the tables would
be turned. Even after he was gone, it’s likely that Jesus’
immediate followers continued to believe that a divinely
orchestrated revolution of one sort or another was in the

offing.
But that cosmic revolution didn’t occur, so before long
another perspective on the Passion began to circulate - a

hypothesis developed not by a member of Jesus’ inner circle
or even by someone who had never spoken with him directly.

It was an early convert -- Paul of Tarsus - who introduced

an amazingly sophisticated concept that quickly gained



widespread acceptance. Commonly referred to as the
vicarious atonement , Paul describes it this way in his
epistle to the Romans:

God shows his love for us in that while we were yet
sinners Christ died for us. Since, then, we are now
justified by his blood, much more will we be saved by
him from the wrath of God... Indeed, we rejoice in God
through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have
now received our reconciliation. Therefore, as sin
came into the world through one man and death through
sin.. and as one man (Adam’s) trespass led to
condemnation of all men, so one man’s act of
righteousness leads to acquittal and life for all men.

Here, then, Paul proposes something new under the sun. As
a consequence of Adam and Eve’s pre-historical act of
disobedience and their summary expulsion from paradise
humankind has, without exception, languished in sin and
corruption and been fatally alienated from God.

The price of that alienation, Paul tells us, is death -
a richly deserved punishment for the sinful disposition
that humans, on their own, are powerless to correct.

Death, Paul insists, is not a natural phenomenon. It is a
penalty that can be averted if God is mollified and “right
relationship” with him restored.

This, then, is where Jesus’ significance lies. He is
the agent of our reconciliation. A blameless man untainted
by sin, Jesus didn’t need to die. But according to Paul he
chose to die in order to heal the rift between human beings
and God. What we could not do for ourselves, Jesus
accomplished vicariously. His resurrection demonstrates
that the gambit worked! By raising Jesus from the dead,
God reveals that the curse of death has been lifted.

The bad news is that not everybody is immediately
eligible for immortality. Only those who swallow their
doubts and faithfully embrace the vicarious atonement will
inherit eternal life and endless ease. It all depends not
on a person’s character, but on his or her attitude.

And that’s the part of the Passion I have the most
trouble with. I admitted as much at that clergy
conversation, to the consternation of several of my more
conservative Christian colleagues. I probably shouldn’t
have brought the matter up, for the vicarious atonement is
the central tenet of orthodoxy. It’s the reason more than
a billion Christians observe Easter. Jesus died for our
sins and in so doing put the kibosh on death. That’s where



the hopes of the faithful rest and where their happiness
resides.

I was not trying to be controversial at that collegial
gathering, merely offering a theological opinion about an
ultra-orthodox film. But to tell the truth, I still am
troubled by this center-piece of Church doctrine, which I
find improbable, implausible and illiberal.

The claim that Jesus’ death on the cross “atones” for
human sin and frees us from the tyranny of death is
improbable because it begins with a false premise: that
death is causally related to sinfulness -- a divinely
imposed punishment for human misbehavior.

The Apostle Paul claims that death came into the world
because of Adam’s sin, but that’s not what the book of
Genesis says. The text clearly indicates that Adam came
into the world as a mortal being. Death was as natural to
him, and to Eve, as it is to us. After their expulsion
from Paradise, God laid upon that first couple a double
burden of pain and hard labor, but nowhere is death
mentioned as part of the penalty. Sinners or not, humans
were always fated to die.

So in developing his theory Paul, it appears, took some
liberties with Scripture. The doctrine of the wvicarious
atonement depends on a rather dubious reading of the third
chapter of Genesis.

This theory also requires belief in a rather
temperamental Supreme Being in whom anger and sympathy
struggle to dominate. Ultimately, God devises an elaborate
stratagem in order to get past a grudge he has been
carrying for eons. This is a God whose actions are
governed more by human emotions than transcendent values -
a God who, as Jack Miles puts it, is now eager to undo
damage for which he was originally responsible.

But how does such a supernatural entity fit into our
current understanding of the cosmos? And what makes this
morally and emotionally challenged God worthy of worship?

Finally, the doctrine of the wvicarious atonement is
illiberal because of its exclusivity. Lacking faith in
Jesus’ atoning sacrifice a human being is utterly lost. As
the Gospel of John puts it, “I am the way, the truth and
the life; no one comes to the Father except by me.” And
again: “He who believes in the Son has eternal life; he who
does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of
God rests upon him.”

Passages like these, which pronounce the Savor to be
utterly unique and humanity’s only hope, have helped create
a dogmatic religion that disparages other spiritual paths,




makes dissent tantamount to heresy and whose ultimate
ambition is to achieve a complete religious monopoly. The
vicarious atonement contributes significantly to the
uncompromising, intolerant character of orthodox
Christianity.

These, then, are the reasons why conventional Easter
theology makes little sense to me. And yet I do believe
that the Gospels contain “good news” and that there is
ample reason, in this season, to resurrect Jesus. In a few
moments, I’'1ll briefly explain why.

READINGS FROM A POET AND A PASTOR
“How Would Jesus Drive” by David Graham

(Graham is a professor of English at Ripon College whose
works have appeared in many poetry collections)

Well, there would be no road rage, that’s for sure.
Smoothly shifting down the entrance ramps,

Never hogging the passing lane or driving

Twenty miles with his left blinker on,

He would wave joyfully to kids in passing cars,

He would leave clear, dry road behind

Even in the worst sleet storm or blizzard.

In truth, he would be a bit of a pain in the butt,
Lingering forever at intersections, letting others
Go first, stopping motorists to alert them

To better driving techniques, announcing

To the big-rig drivers at the truck-stop

That they should all abandon their loads
Immediately, pile in his wvan for the long haul

To salvation -

Leaving those eighteen-wheelers

With emptied cabs in the parking lot,

Rumbling as they spew diesel exhaust

Into the sinful air, all their cargoes

Of milk or oranges slowly going bad.

“To Keep One’s Soul” by Marjorie Bowens-Wheatley
(Unitarian Universalist minister Marjorie Bowens-Wheatley

succumbed to cancer in December. An eloquent speaker and
influential writer, she composed these words in 2006)



When I became a Unitarian Universalist more than twenty
years ago, I was proclaiming atheism and was delighted to
learn that there was a spiritual community for people like
me. But when I took a few adult education courses at All
Souls Unitarian Church in Washington, D.C., I began to
realize that I had unnecessarily fallen into an “all-or-
nothing” mentality and had literally thrown the baby out
with the bath water. I had dismissed Christianity as
irrelevant because I experienced it as dogmatic and
oppressive. Indeed, the particular form of Christianity
that I grew up with was oppressive! Questioning was simply
not permissible in an environment where Biblical literalism
prevailed. But in my lack of understanding about the
diversity of Christianity, I had indulged in stereotyping.
I assumed that if I knew one Christian I knew them all...

Today, Jesus remains a central figure of my religious
identity. And yet I don’t often call myself a Christian
because there is no agreement on what the term “Christian”
means, either within Unitarian Universalism or without...

In my own Christian witness, no one’s soul or spiritual
salvation is dependent on a particular ritual, obligation
or statement of belief. There is no giant cop up in the
sky dictating who will go up and who will go down. And yet
I have been moved to tears by liturgical expressions of the
story of Jesus and his work as a mystical teacher...

I am profoundly moved by the message of Jesus as I
understand it: liberation and freedom from oppression, love
and compassion, service to others and radical
inclusiveness...

Unitarian Universalism gave me the freedom to reclaim
the message of Jesus - not in an oppressive way but in a
way that is freeing, loving, caring and compassionate. And
Unitarian Universalism gives me the freedom to go beyond
one path, to continue to explore and embrace different
theologies, different avenues to insight...

Unitarian Universalism provides freedom from
authoritarian hierarchy and creeds, and the possibility of
truly keeping our souls without violating our own
consciences.

REFLECTIONS — PART TII

I did not grow up in a Christian household, and Jesus
plays, at most, a minor role in my own early Easter
memories. As far as my siblings and I were concerned,
Easter and Halloween were holidays of the same genre. The
colors and accouterments were different, but both



celebrations were playful and called for the consumption of
much candy.

I came of age, then, without any sense of what a person
ought to believe about Jesus in order to be doctrinally
correct. Thus, I was given the liberty to read what I
wished, consider all the evidence, entertain alternatives
and make an independent assessment of this legendary

figure.
The deeper I delved into the matter, the more dubious I
became of orthodox claims for and about Jesus - his status

as the only begotten true son of God and our absolute
dependence upon him for salvation. Like the vast majority
of Unitarian Universalists, I now subscribe to the simple
humanity of Jesus while at the same time acknowledging that
he was a highly exceptional individual. I don’t believe my
eternal destiny is affected by my attitude toward him, yet
Jesus’ teachings have inspired me to live in a more soulful
and satisfying manner. At Easter, then, I “resurrect”
Jesus - place him at the center of my attention -- in order
to heighten my appreciation for his penetrating insight and
lively imagination. This, then, is what impresses me about
him the most.

Jesus was all about connection. He connected with
everybody: rich and poor; allies and aliens; healthy people
and people with mental and physical afflictions; people of
means and those at the bottom of the economic heap. His
vision of the Kingdom of God was radically inclusive, and
he railed against narrow-minded religious leaders whose
codes of conduct and dogmatic assertions had protected the
interests of a privileged elite. Among the leading
spiritual lights of the ancient world, Jesus of Nazareth
demonstrates a remarkable degree of sympathy and
acceptance. As the Apostle Paul famously put it, “In him
there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor
female.”

Jesus had the uncanny ability to draw together people
from all walks of life - he was a broad-based organizer in
whose presence strangers experienced real kinship and whose
vision of the beloved community was broad and liberating.
“Love your enemies,” he counseled, and do good to those who
hate you... For if you love only those who love you, what
credit is that to you? And if you do good only to those
who do good to you, what credit is that to you?”

Jesus invited his listeners to drop their prejudices,
let go of their fear and experience the subtle delight of
human solidarity. Few individuals have communicated that
vision so convincingly.




Jesus 1is admirable, in the second place, for the
courage of his convictions. From what the Gospels tell us,
he did not pull his punches and he did not flinch in the
face of powerful opposition. Bearing his message of
revolutionary change from the provinces into Jerusalem - to
the very epicenter of official power - Jesus knew he was
placing himself in great jeopardy. But that’s where he had
to go i1f the flame he’d kindled was to light up the world.
In this respect, Jesus resembles Socrates who was also
condemned for challenging a corrupt and complacent status
quo. Both men fearlessly pushed the envelope and paid the
ultimate price.

They were able to do so because, as Karen Armstrong
points out, Jesus and Socrates had both experienced
kenosis, a Greek term that literally means “self-emptying.”
All thoughts of self-preservation and any trace of self-
interest had disappeared in Jesus. A Buddhist might say
that his ego was in abeyance, and all that he felt was a
passion for his mission and an overwhelming empathy for
those who looked to him for leadership.

On any number of occasions Jesus tried to communicate

the meaning and implications of kenosis. “In order to
find life,” he said, “you first must be willing to lose
it.” A chronic concern for our own self-interest prevents

us from being fully present with and for others and thus
from enjoying spiritual solidarity.

Lastly, Jesus was a remarkable communicator. While
there is much ongoing debate among scholars over the words
attributed to Jesus in the Gospels -- three-quarters of
which were probably not his -- many of the most memorable
sayings undoubtedly did come out of his mouth. His
inventive use of home-spun images, the skilful way in which
he lampooned his opponents, the method he used to breathe
new life into old, familiar stories bespeaks his genius.

Jesus may or may not have been literate - the vast
majority of his followers were not - but his words were so
compelling that people remembered and passed them down. To

recapture their immediacy and feel their punch we need to
strip away the orthodox veneer with which those words have
been overlaid and by which their significance has been
altered.

As a teacher and prophet, Jesus wasn’t infallible. He
was dead-wrong about God’s intention to over-turn the
existing order, and he probably over-estimated the human
capacity to set aside individual self-interest for the sake
of loving community. Too optimistic and too idealistic,



Jesus still challenges us to do better, be better and think
bigger than we do at present.

Jesus was, as one great Zen Buddhist patriarch put it,
one of the world’s great spiritual masters - a master first
of himself, who behaved truly to himself. Because he had
touched..the source of infinite possibilities, he was the
true artist of life.” We could do far worse than to
emulate that artistry!
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