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The table is spread with all the standards of a classic American holiday.  But before the family can dig in, Ricky Bobby’s wife suggests her husband offer a blessing.  And so he does.  


“Dear Lord Baby Jesus,” he says, “we thank you for this bountiful harvest of Dominos, KFC and the always delicious Taco Bell.  And I just want to take time to thank you for my family, my smokin’ hot wife, Carley, and my beautiful, striking sons—Walker and Texas Ranger.  And dear Baby Jesus, we thank you for my wife’s father, Chip, and hope you can use your infant Jesus powers to heal his leg.…”

On and on he went, evoking each time the Baby Jesus, until his wife could stand it no more.  


“You know what, Sweetie,” she says, interrupting his prayer. “Jesus did grow up.  You don’t always have to call him ‘Baby.’”


“But I like the Christmas Jesus best…” he says. “When you say grace you can say it to grownup Jesus or teenage Jesus or bearded Jesus or whoever you want.” 

And with that, he starts again:  “Dear eight-pound, nine-ounce Baby Jesus…”


That scene from the movie Talladega Nights is, of course, stupid.  But then again so is the movie.  Yet it does point to something more serious.  That is the tendency we all have to pick our Jesus.  Most all of us have an image of Jesus that informs our understanding of him.  


Take, for example, a friend of mine.  He emailed the other day looking for a copy of The Jefferson Bible.  It was Bible edited by Thomas Jefferson, who was deeply influenced by the Enlightenment.  As a rationalist, Jefferson rejected claims about Jesus’ divinity or the accounts of his miracles.  Instead, he focused on Jesus the teacher, the man who offered to the world great wisdom.  To help, he produced his own Bible, stripped of all the metaphysical claims and supernatural events. 


My friend, like Jefferson, prefers that Jesus, what might be called the Galilean Jesus.   In the Gospels, Galilee is the primary location for Jesus’ teaching.  It is there that we find him instructing the crowds at the seashore or offering the Sermon on the Mount.  He teaches people about God and how they ought to respond.  Theologians Dorothy and Gabriel Fackre describe the Galilean Jesus this way:  His work “is to get rid of the things in our life that prevent us from right living.  We need to have our ignorance about love cleared up and our apathy challenged.  That’s what a good teaching example does.  Jesus was the perfect one….He reveals the God of love and the love of God.  And [he] calls us to follow him through thick and thin in the service of our neighbor in need.”

I think a lot of us prefer the Galilean Jesus.  We like to think of him in terms of teacher and example.  We are convinced that if we love God and neighbor, share with those in need, remain faithful to all that he has taught, then all will be well.    

Yet there are others who have found the Galilean Jesus wanting.  What they have discovered is that Jesus the teacher and example might enlighten but he does not help.  


Try spending just one day following the Sermon on the Mount.  If you are asked to go the first mile, then freely go the second.  If you are struck on the right cheek, offer the left.  If you are asked for your coat, give your shirt as well.  Or think about it this way:  Have you loved God with all your heart, soul, mind and spirit, and your neighbor as yourself?  Is that even possible?


If Jesus’ teachings are the standard, then all of us fall short.  In fact, the harder we try, the more likely we are to become self-centered and Pharisaic, the opposite of what Jesus teaches.


That is why some people prefer the Jesus of Calvary.


Take the Roman tradition.  In the Catholic Church there is a focus on the suffering and death of Jesus.  That is one reason for the crucifix—it emphasizes Jesus' sacrifice.  It reminds worshippers that Jesus atoned for their sins, that he brought or bought redemption for humanity.


Yet in a case of theology making for strange bedfellows, conservative Protestants share that focus.  It may not be reflected in the church’s adornments, but it is in the music:

· “When I survey the wondrous cross, upon which the Prince of glory died.”
·  “My faith looks up to Thee, thou Lamb of Calvary, Savior divine!”
· Rock of Ages, cleft for me, let me hide myself in thee;

Let the water and the blood, from thy wounded side which flowed,

Be of sin the double cure, save from wrath and make me pure.”

· “O Sacred Head now wounded, with grief and shame weighed down.”

· “Alas! And did my Savior bleed, and did my sovereign die?”

Both groups believe sin alienates us from God and leads to eternal punishment.  But, thanks be to God, Jesus absorbed the death we deserve.  His saves us from eternal separation from God.  And that is more than good advice.  That is Good News.  No wonder many Christians adore the Jesus of Calvary.

But there are others who favor still another Jesus.


All of us are familiar with Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech.  We know the lines about his children being “judged not by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.”  But do you remember the last line?

 And when this happens, when we allow freedom to ring, when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God's children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, "Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!"


Theologically, King’s dream rested on what we might call the Easter Jesus.  Rather than focus on Jesus’ teachings or his death, King preferred the victorious Jesus, the Jesus who triumphed over the grave, the Jesus who overcame evil and death.  Convinced that the problems we face arise from the principalities and powers of evil, he celebrated Jesus as the conqueror who not only sets people free but empowers them to overcome evil as well.


King and the African-American churches are not the only ones who prefer that image.  Some years ago a researcher identified common traits among fast-growing congregations.   Most had been founded in the last 30 years and in growing communities.  Most used contemporary music, drama and modern technologies in worship.  Most encouraged people to dress casually and downplayed the offering.  But what surprised the researcher was the emphasis on the Easter Jesus. In such churches, the emphasis was on Jesus the Liberator, on the one who could help people overcome their struggles and addictions.  He was the victor who could give them victory over the troubles that plagued them.

Of course, all of these Jesuses are part of the life we see unfold in the Gospels.  And it is tempting to choose the one we want to follow.  

But we do not get that choice.  We don’t get to pick our Jesus and ignore the rest.  We don’t get to pretend that the only Jesus is the eight-pound nine-ounce one or the one who welcomed the little children or the one who healed the sick.  The Jesus to which we are called to listen is all of these and more.  We take him all or nothing.

Luke makes that affirmation in the story of the transfiguration.  


Now let me be clear, the transfiguration of Jesus is a mystery.  Scholars still argue over whether it was a historical event, a misplaced resurrection story, a vision shared by the disciples or a purely symbolic creation to convey the glory of Jesus.  The fact is, we do not know.

What we do know is how Luke tells the story and the special touches that make his points.  And one of the special touches is context.  Jesus takes Peter, James and John up the mountain for prayer only eight days after he has told them that he would be going to Jerusalem, where he would suffer many things, be rejected by the religious leaders, be killed, and on the third day be raised.  He also told them that those who would follow him would need to deny themselves and take up his cross, and even lose their lives.


Gone is the gentle Jesus, meek and mild, advising people to love their neighbors, judge not, remain humble and so forth.  Suddenly he is talking about the suffering and death of the one they believe to be the Christ, the one sent by God to free Israel from oppression.

With that on their minds, Peter, James and John go with Jesus for prayer.  There on the mountain, Jesus begins to reflect the glory of God as his face changes and his clothes become dazzling white.  Moses and Elijah appear and talk to him about his coming death.  A large, cloud envelops them all and a voice comes from heaven and declares:  “This is my Son, the Chosen One; listen to him!”


And then, it was over.  Jesus’ appearance returned to normal.  Moses and Elijah disappeared.  The cloud vanished.  And there Peter, James and John stood with Jesus.

But they are not the same.  In that experience God was affirming for them that the Jesus of Galilee-- the one whose teaching they have so enjoyed, the one they have enjoyed following--was also to be the Jesus of Calvary--the one who would suffer and die at the hands of others—and the Jesus of Easter—the one whose glory would be revealed on the third day, the one who would be raised victoriously over death.


Now, at that point, the disciples could not fully grasp all that the Transfiguration revealed.  In fact, they did not even speak of it at the time.  But it would be another sign, another clue, that would ultimately help them to see that the Jesus of Galilee was the Jesus of Calvary was the Jesus of Easter.  On the other side of the cross, it would help them to understand that Jesus was the teacher sent by God and the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world and the King of Glory who defeats evil and death.  It helped them to understand that to embrace Jesus they had to embrace all of him.


Embracing all of Jesus remains a challenge, doesn’t it?  Most of us still want to choose a part of his life and ignore the rest.  We are tempted to divide him up and choose the Jesus we want follow.  But we can no more do that than we can only be married to a part of our spouse or choose a portion of our children to love.   It is all or nothing.  

And that means that many of us need to spend more time with Jesus, more time learning to love all of him.  With that in mind, I want to ask you to make three basic commitments for the season of Lent, which begins Wednesday.  First, I want to invite you to make weekly corporate worship a priority.  Plan on being here every Sunday between now and Easter to learn more about Jesus.  Second, I want to invite you to participate in a Sunday School class.  We have four very good adult classes with very good teachers.  Week after week they explore the Bible.  This is your opportunity to again learn more about our Lord.  And, finally, let me ask you spend time with Christ daily.  By that I mean, take time each day to read a chapter from the Gospel of Mark.  And when you have finished, read a chapter a day from Luke.  And then pray about that which you have read.  Ask God to help you understand it and to see how it affirms or challenges your understanding of the faith.


These are not overwhelming commitments, but through them all of us can move beyond our narrow understandings of Jesus and come to follow him in full.
