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JESUS, CHRIST AND THE POLITICS OF LOVE

C. Keller,  Tipple Vosburgh 2006

I.   I read online of a recent theological study done of Jesus’ ethnicity.  Scholars have long debated the exact ethnicity, cultural context  and nationality of Jesus….Recently, at a theological meeting in rome, a set of scholars whose names I didn’t recognize had a heated debate on this subject…Now in case there are any insulting ethnic stereotypes here—hey, like the Pope, I’m just quoting.  Here were their differing positions:

THREE PROOFS THAT JESUS WAS MEXICAN:

1.
His first name was Jesus

2.
He was bilingual

3.
He was always being harassed by the authorities

But then there were equally good arguments that…

JESUS WAS BLACK:

1.
He called everybody “brother”

2.
He liked Gospel

3.
He couldn’t get a fair trial

But then there were equally good arguments that…

JESUS WAS JEWISH:

1.
He went into His Father’s business

2.
He lived at home until he was 33

3.
his Mother was sure he was God

But then there were equally good arguments that…

JESUS WAS A CALIFORNIAN:

1.  
He never cut his hair

2.  
He walked around barefoot

3.  
He started a new religion

But perhaps the most compelling evidence…

THREE PROOFS THAT JESUS WAS A WOMAN:

1.
He had to feed a crowd at a moment’s notice when there was no food

2.
He kept trying to get the message across to a bunch of men who just didn’t get it

3.
Even when He was dead, He had to get up because there was more work for him to do

…..

Of course the plurality of Jesuses is no joke.  The endless variety of Jesuses was I hope part of your serious seminary study: the endless pluralityof our cultural and contextual contexts incarnate,  the endless multiplicity of our wounded desires and our power drives, our popular icons and our critical iconoclasms; We enflesh Jesus in the flesh of our own lives: the color of our eyes, the postures of our rulers, the syntax—heaven help us—of our presiden; but also the gaze of our missing lover, the, uh, queerness of our genders, indeed the incarnation of our most passionately felt ideologies. But this very list threatens to flatten our diversities, doesn’t it; I to collapse the difference between good differences and really lousy ones into an indifferent relativism.  Whatever criticisms we make in the name of Jesus of other folks’ Jesus will still land our own Jesus on this list; there is a relativism we cannot in all hermeneutical honesty escape.  Hermeneutics has a boomerang effect. 

 For it is precisely  because Jesus is for us the Christ that this fertile and risky multiplicity is inevitable.  In the singular claim of Jesus as the Christ that we experience God incarnate in our actual living lives, cultures, contexts. And these are not one. But Christ no more escapes the intolerable, contradiction and violence ridden multiplicity than  does Jesus. However  for investigation of the   Jesuses and Christs—as they begin their multiplcation process right in the New Testament-- I commend you to Stephen Moore’s workshop.  

We  cast our christologies upon the waters—and that they come back manifold. And still we must choose. But no, the Barthians among us may insist, Christ has already chosen us.   Oh sure,  the process theologians respond; but only as we decide to heed that call can Christ matter in us—and materialize in our peculiar lives… And a more radical hermeneutics intervenes to say: it is human interpretation that makes the call audible to us in the first place. So what comes first, the hermeneutical chicken or the egg of  Easter?  So we  jump from the frying pan of indifferent relativism into the fire of the hermeneutical circle.  Lets leap out of there too, before this talk becomes an omelette.  

No postmodern Christology will even try to escape the multiplicity of the images of Jesus that reflects the multiplicity of our identities--  identities already in part shaped by  christologies.    So I want to ask today not so much about the identity of Jesus but  about  his priority. This will focus us upon our own priorities. To think about the priority of Jesus is to take the word priority seriously: it means in my dictionary first “the state of having most importance or urgency.”   what matters. But it also means “the state of having preceded something else,” and indeed: “the right to be ranked above others.” —here the Barthians may relax for a moment: I am presuming Jesus’  precedence in our lives:   insofar as he is for us the  Christ, the Messiah, the urgently incarnate one who calls us to consider, always, even now, what is of most importance in our own lives. (Like coming to an alumni gathering…can you imagine an alumni event for the disciples,year after year, century after century; why not, I think we call it the church.)

We know what it means to ask the Christological question in terms of identity:  what is Jesus’ identity: what is his nature, his essence; is he one part divinity, one part humanity, or 100% human, 100% divine; is he God’s identity in a man’s body, or a human identity that as such embodies the divine? Is he the supreme exception or the supreme exemplification? The questions of identity may have shifted,  even dramatically, but they are still identity questions: is he Jewish, or Black, or gay or straight, male or somehow female, or at least feminist, or uh, sophialogically transgendered; I’m not discarding all those questions, just deferring them for some other alumni gathering, in this world or the next. In fact I want us to build a certain deferral into the very identification of Jesus as the Christ.  Hence the comma in the title of this lecture: Jesus comma Christ.  A comma is a pause; it is an interval within music, a breath within language.  We do not need to  separate Jesus from Christ, but to distinguish the terms: to insert the pause. For breath. For ruach.  Professor Courtney would  ask his students to  give up saying JesusChrist for lent. Practice instead the discipline of saying Jesus as the Christ. That works better than the comma. It is a confession. It avoids the historically false and   supersessionist loss of the meaning of  Christ as the anointed one, the Jewish Messiah; it also sidesteps the symbolically tacky simplification of Jesus into the collapsed  Jesuschrist identity, which also implies a simple and literal identity with God, rather than a complex, trinitarian and symbolic identification with God. It avoids in other words the Mr. Christ problem. [And it will help us resist with Robert McElvaine calls “Jesusless Christianity.” For the popular Christ of what he calls Christianity Lite  has cleverly eclipsed the Jesus of the gospels.  Perhaps you sense the politics coming…

The spirit gives us pause; even in the midst of our christologizing, that hesitation, that silence and that breath lets us open to what matters. What is materializing among us now. What does the incarnation of God mean in our own midst? Our priorities can in that pause realign themselves. What does it mean to ask what is the priority of Jesus? It acknowledges  that we no doubt rank Jesus above others:  we needn’t be ashamed of our WWJD reflex; hey one of our own alumnae is the Reverend Jim Ball,  who  led the national What Would Jesus Drive? Campaign. There is a concrete question of  urgent priorities for you!  [ I note that one variant of the word priority is prius..]  We recognize the precedence of Jesus as the Christ  in our shared history and in our communal constructions of meaning. We recognize that the struggle to interpret the meaning of Christ in our lives bleeds into all of our struggles, our sufferings, our passions and our politics—and sometimes graces those struggles with new meaning.  But to lend Jesus as the Christ that priority means not to get fixated on the question of his identity: for his identity as far as we can tell anything about it was not the identity of someone fixated on his own identity.   I am not begging the question of who Jesus is—but shifting it away from what Jesus is. WWJP—what was Jesus’ priority? But wait, here comes the boomerang of identity again:  what did Jesus hold as a priority? Fine, I confess: the Jesus of the gospels, read with our best historical critical skills, imperfectly demythologized: not a Jesus  whom any Jesus seminar can certify, but also not a mere myth—a likely Jesus of history, saturated with the retroactive glow of the resurrection;  a gospel Jesus, mostly synoptic.  What were his priorities?  Presumably the answer to this question will have something to do with our own sense of priorities.

I think God is a mystery. I do not think Jesus’ priorities are a mystery.    What his priorities were not seem to me especially well exemplified in a certain extremely popular Jesus of our present US moments. I read from Glorious Appearing:

“I am the Alpha and the Omega,” Jesus said, [quoting himself], ‘the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End, the Almighty…

And with those very first words, tens of thousands of Unity Army soldiers fell dead, simply dropping where they stood, their bodies ripped open, blood pooling in great masses. ‘I am He who lives, and was dead, and behold, I am also forevermore. Amen.” 204

”  Rayford watched through the binocs as men and women soldiers and horses seemed to explode where they stood. It was as if the very words of the Lord had superheated their blood, causing it to burst through their veins and skin.”  [225]

That is no whimpy Word of the Lord. The Bush administration promised to find Weapons of mass destruction  in Iraq. But here is our true WMD: the Word of   mass destruction. Don’t we have to ask: is this so-called Jesus not a parody of the gospel  teacher of love, mercy and humility? Isn’t this loveless caricature of Christ more what is meant by the anti-christ? But of course our bible scholars would say, watch out—tht reversal  starts in the Book of Revelation.  I don’t want to go there today, I wrote a book or two about it.  I will just say that  apocalypse is not gospel. It has been terribly convenient to Christian jihadists.  Yet John’s target audience occupied a pacifist political position.He leaves the violence to the messianic warrior and his strange angels. But of course that iconography of holy violence,of what psychohistorian charles Strozier calls biblical genocide,   permitted Christianity a bizarre shift of priorities. Once Christianity became the  religion  rather than the victim of the empire , the inconvenient truth of its messianic anti-imperialism got buried.  The apocalyptic bad guy, or bad gal, is the whore of Babylon,  the great metropolis, cipher for the seat of the Roman empire. The whore-queen-beast was the global superpower of its day.  But how did we get to where we are now?  Through a whole history of Christian superpowers, beginning with the conversion of the Roman empire to a Christian empire. But as Foucault says, we can only investigate the history of the present. It is  the reversal of  gospel priorities that is our concern here.  It one of the meanest sarcasms of history, the  path of radical love  prepared the way for the innumerable highways of Christian hate.  One particularly useful sermon illustration of this point appeared not long ago on another internet posting:

"It's fun to shoot some people." "You got guys who ... ain't got no manhood left anyway. So it's a hell of a lot of fun to shoot them."  Speaking out was Lt. Gen. James N. Mattis of the U.S. Marine Corps.  Chastened by his superior and inspiring reactions such as "How terrible! How insensitive!"   General Mattis found a defender in the conservative Christian magazine World.5  There columnist Gene Edward Veith derides those who were shocked by the lieutenant general's call to have fun shooting and killing. Veith reminds readers that "there is a pleasure in battle .... Excitement, exhilaration, and a fierce joy ... go along with combat." Some soldiers testify to this pleasure; others feel differently. Dr. Veith wants readers to appraise Mattis' fun "from a Christian point of view." The question: "Should a Christian soldier take pleasure in killing people?" His answer: war-making is precisely the work of killing people, and "there is nothing wrong with enjoying one's work."6 
[[Most evangelical Christians, even evangelical in the conventional sense, even most of those who think we are in a just war, would abhor Dr Veith’s defense of General Mattis: a little gospel alarm goes off.    Yet perhaps  we should not be too fast to judge.  Veith touches an uncomfortable truth: if war unleashes a primal energy in some of its participants, a sporting excitation shared vicariously by many  back home, who would begrudge this pleasure to those who are doing our dirtiest work?
   Predictable quotes about blessed peace-makers   seem  nice, tired, lame. Virtue without the vir. No elemental energy. No fun.  Besides,  hasn’t Christendom   routinely re-energized itself through violence. Don’t the gospels   carry the great world symbol of the vicarious benefits of violence, slick with the blood of its nonviolent victim.  The cross after Constantine was wielded in defense rather than defiance of empire, and the blood of the Lamb mingled with the gore of Christian crusades. As Andrew Bacevich, a Vietnam vet and scholar of international relations, puts it: ”Conservative Christians have conferred a presumptive moral palatability on any occasion on which the United States resorts to force.” Reflecting on the legitimacy the National Association of Evangelicals has conferred upon our military imperialism since 9/11, he concludes that,  “were it not for the support offered by several tens of millions of evangelicals, militarism in this deeply and genuinely religious country becomes inconceivable.”

We cannot in this situation as Christian leaders resort to mere pluralism. We need to be able to ask  publicly the question of Jesus’ priorities—and therefore of God’s priority for Christians.  

While some evangelicals are currently offering votes and legitimacy to the new American Empire and others resist it, none would deny that a Christian 
involvement in national politics must conform to gospel values. However, there seems to be considerable confusion about what those gospel values in fact look like. This confusion is odd since, on this matter, Jesus—at least the Jesus of the gospels-- leaves no room for doubt: the irreducible priority for a follower of his way would be the Great Commandment. Any Sunday School alum can recite it instantly: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, andwith all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.” 
  The Great Commandment is none other than Jesus’ own interpretive citation of the love commandments of Lev 19.18 and Dt. 6.5. It offers the crucial text for any investigation of the permutations and deformations of Christian love.  Put more simply, it presents Jesus’ nonnegotiable priority for Christian hermeneutics and action.  

Here’s what I suspect: 

One reason progressive Christianity has not hit critical mass, has not yet found the tipping point, is that it is caught in the failure of the secularist left. And that failure—which is therefore also our failure—has two concomitants relevant to the question at hand.  We have not understood  the elemental attraction of violence; we think we can moralize, socialize or depatriarchalize it away. But it is not an accident that the book of Revelation, with its No More Mr Nice Guy Messiah is the most popular book of the bible.   Hence Chris Hedges” “war is a force that gives us meaning”. The point is not that war is inevitable but that the excitement it generates—and that the born-again General Mattis and his  supporters celebrate—will not be replaced by peaceful niceties. So what about the love priority?  Here   Christian progressives have stood with all progressives—debunking the love rhetoric as too sentimental, private,  feeling-oriented  and apolitical to get justice done. For good reasons we have for decades privileged justice and liberation over love.   But I’m suggesting that at the heart of our political failure  lies our embarrassment with love.  

Some of us therefore have read with great interest the completely secular political theory of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri”People seem unable to understand love as a political concept.”   This gave me pause! These two radical and nontheist thinkers end  the book Emipre with a citation of St Francis and appeal to a joyful love as politically transforming force; and in the next book, Multitude,  they argue that:

“We need to recuperate the public and political conception of love…We need to recover today this matrial and political sense of love, a love as strong as death…Without this love, we are nothing.”    So what is the problem with understanding love as a political concept?  I suspect the problem is precisely the Christianity of the love-ideal. When love has not been Hallmark and Hollywood hype it has been Christian  love. And Christian love seems to foster hypocrisy or  sentimentality. Hypocrisy cynically  transmutes the high energy of love into the excitation of hate, mobilized against various aliens, whores, terrorists and other enemies.   No sentimental call to love will re- reverse the excitement of hate. I hear that right now the Dobson Christians  are mobilizing immense energies by saying “we don’t need a war on terror; we need a war on Islamic facism.”  Their Jesus is calling for more and more Christian jihad. To hell with interreligious dialogue!

So my point is not that there are not real enemies, and that if there are, we should sacrifice our lives to them. I am with full feminist force interested in  the protection of all vulnerable bodies, including my own.  The point is here the priority. And if we pause, we recall. Ah, the love of the enemy. What is that about?  That seems to be as offensive to the Christian left—which  cannot love the Christian right—as to the Christian right, who hates the Christian left, the Christian middle and the nonChristians.   I don’t think quoting scripture here will solve the problem. But it might give –that strategic pause.

The enemy-love teaching is to be found within the gospel of Matthew in the first great address of Jesus to “the multitudes”:  the Sermon on the Mount. It is not a counsel of personal moralism; it is a call to the widest possible public. And Jesus does not offer it in the form of a commandment, as though adding to the Great Commandment. It is not an imperative to take an extreme or self-sacrificial position: rather—and this is so important, and so routinely ignored—it is offered as an argument against an extreme: “you have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” [Mt 5.43]. 

Where would the Galilean ochloi have heard this said? “Hate your enemy does not occur in the Hebrew bible. It may refer to the the Community Rule of Qumran: ‘They may love all that He has chosen and hate all that he has rejected.”    Qumran, with which Jesus’  mentor John the Baptist is associated, is right in the hood
.
  So then Jesus' utterance directly counters apocalypse, at least in the form the sharp dualism of good and evil that had emerged in the intertestamental period as a response to occupation by a foreign empire.  Besides--praying for your enemies would be a lot less suicidal than the armed confrontation that may have led to the annihilation of Qumran.

Rather than construing the enemy as pure evil, to be defeated by the righteous force with whom “we” are identified,  Jesus invites the multitude to   love and pray for the enemy   —which is precisely not to say admire,   accept  or obey them. It relativizes them, by putting them in relation to us.  “Agape, wrote  Martin Luther King—who started out skeptical about the power of love-- means “understanding, creative, redemptive, good will to all… ” He continues:  “I’m very happy that Jesus didn’t say like your enemies…” 

Love humanizes the enemy: makes me recall the enemy’s humanity and calls the enemy to notice mine. The understanding it demands just seems smart. Yet we hear issue routine denunciations of any attempt to understand Islamic extremists, as though 'to understand' means to condone, to acquiesce or to justify. This refusal to understand refuses a basic creation-faith:  we are all interdependent members of the same creaturely species; the enemy is no more purely evil than “we” are purely good.   

Jesus’ love-preaching is a lure cast out to the multitude, an attempt to create mass movement, to shift the course of history: beginning where each member of the multitude can, no matter how powerless, always begin—in self-transformation, the grateful activation of your singular gifts. ... Not accidentally there is resonance in Hardt and Negri’s call to the postmodern multitude: “Become different than you are! These singularities act in common…”  there can emerge  “a politically coordinated subjectivity that the multitude produces. “a new humanity. “
  Enemy love is the boundary case, the test,of thisnew humanity.Without the humanization of the enemy   our humanity remains divided against itself. And we must add—divided against its own creatureliness, against the whole earthly multitude of species.

Significantly it is the creation that is called upon as the interpretive context of this radical love in Matthew 5:43-45….:  “so that you may be children of your Father in heaven, for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.”  How shall we read this elemental gesture, inscribing upon divine love the signs of nonhuman nature? Again the critique of apocalyptic "righteousness" is unmistakable. This utter excess of divine love may seem disturbingly amoral in its inhuman, elemental metaphors.  The tradition has  taken this to indicate the inscrutable omnipotence of the creator. But  Jesus is teaching not impersonal distance-- but the way to intimacy with God, the way to be God’s sons and daughters.  

To be children of God is to practice a creation-sustaining, indiscriminate love; to   take part in this solar radiance, this fertilizing downpour. The rain of God that drenches all: this is a metaphor of boundless inclusivity.  It is love out of bounds. But does it render meaningless all moral striving, all resistance to oppression, all distinctions of good and evil, just and unjust? An early moral relativism? On the contrary: it renders good and evil relative to each other; it makes us relatives. It is lifting up as   moral priority the practice of this streaming agape. It lets me go on resisting the sins of oppression and violence -without drying up or  burning out.

In emulation of this non-discriminating generosity,  this agapic gift, we may reclaim our God-likeness; and, this is not a  claim  readily reconciled with the Reformation’s doctrine of sin. The same pericope continues: “Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect”—an outsized demand, no doubt a rhetorical hyperbole, if one we Methodists are comfy with. but it is not to be confused in context with moral perfectionism aimed at heavenly reward. This love is rewarding; it releases our individuality into the spirit and the life of boundless Love. Its “perfection,” teleion,   fullness, ripeness, maturity, is suggestive of eschatological realization. This eschatology does not aim out of the world but precisely into it and through it—like the rain and the sun.  Like the embrace of atmosphere, sustenance of soil, force of gravity.

Elemental love is charged with the energies of non-human nature— recharged, indeed electrified, by the collapse of moral dualism, ethnic purity or identity politics into the “self-transformation, hybridization, and miscegenation” of the multitude.
   …“When love is conceived politically, then, this creation of a new humanity is the ultimate act of love.”  So we might add: ‘God so loved the world’ that Jesus as the flesh  of God invites us to (re)join the all our relatives in the family of creation:  in what Professor Isasi Diaz calls “the kindom of God.” 

In this agapic force-field crackles and flows the energy, the eros, that is otherwise  all too readily channeled into the sick righteousness of violence. But perhaps this elemental, nonhuman scale and challenge of love can make up for the excitement of war; it offers the adventure and the risk of testing ourselves in facing the inhumanity of the enemy as well as the obstreperousness of the neighbor and the sleepiness of the congregation.  How can we face these difficult others without losing our own radiance?: for that is the catch, the Christ-catch:  like the sun and the rain, we too cannotshine and flow selectively. For instance when you are preaching and some old enemy plops herself down in the back pew, you cannot  beam a little  coldness toward her—without  shortcircuiting your charisma, your agape, for the whole congregation.

The  twentieth century reemergence of love as a political force is a work of transnational ecumenism.: King writes of coming upon the works of Mahatma Gandhi. “I became deeply fascinated by his campaigns of nonviolent resistance. The whole Ghandhian concept of satyagraha..satya istruth which equals love, and graha is force; satyagraha thus means truth-force or love force) was profoundly significant to me. As I delved deeper into the philosophy of Gandhi my skepticism concerning the power of love gradually diminished, and I came to see for the first time that the Christian doctrine of love operating through the Gandhian method of nonviolence was one of the most potent weapons available to oppressed people in their struggle for freedom.”[Testament of Hope. 38]

Our relations are not only black and white, or hindu and Christian, but multiply shaded and colored, complex and hybrid. Speaking of context: another Drew alumna, the theologian Wonhee Anne Joh, has written a  book called The Heart of the Cross: a postcolonial Christology.  She proposes a theology of jeong—a Korean word for love, or connectedness, with a connotation of interpersonal stickiness. It happens in and between our multiple and fractured identities, which are sites of han, unjust suffering and festering resentment—as well as potentials for healing.  She writes that “our christology can shift away from salvation through sacrificial suffering and can become a salvation based on relational power of jeong. ..the cross in the chrisotlogy of jeong signifies both the horror of han and the power of jeong in a profound move toward freedom and wholeness.”   

So for Christians God matters in Christ, who materializes in Jesus—and so in all oft in the living relationships of the kindom of God. Because of this divine mattering, we are to quote Professor Ogden “confident in the worth of our lives.” We do not therefore need to fear and belittle the other ways, to compete with them or to ignore them, but in our confidence—our con-fides, faith together-- enjoy the universal radiance of the sun. And to beam that radiance out ourselves.

It goes without saying that we need no longer forbid God to reveal herself outside of Christianity. And because of this confidence, we may also pause to breathe, to let the spirit in—even between Jesus and Christ. Hesitation in hermeneutics is a symptom not of lost faith but of adventurous trust in the divine priority.  If Jesus is for us the Christ, the messiah and word of God,  he signifies for us precisely God’s love priority for all creatures. 

Let me conclude with another culture-crossing image of the satyagraha, the elemental agape. It comes from Sue Monk Kidd’s novel, The Secret Life of Bees—who  make a very sticky substance.  The beekeeper is an African ameican woman who leads a liturgy around a black Madonna, a Mary who  in this story set in 1964 is very much a dark female icon of Christ, a statue left over from the days of slavery. The beekeeper is here mentoring the young and pale Lily, who has run away from paternal violence: 

I took my other hand and placed it on top of hers, and she moved her

free hand on top of it, so we had this black-and-white stack of hands resting upon my chest.

“When you’re unsure of yourself,” she said, “when you start pulling back into doubt and small living, she’s the one inside you saying,  ‘Get up from there and live like the glorious girl you are.’ She’s the power inside you, you understand?”

Her hands stayed where they were but released their pressure. 

“And whatever it is that keeps widening your heart, that’s Mary, too, not only the power inside you but the love. And when you get down to it, Lily, that’s the only purpose grand enough for a human life. Not just to love—but to persist in love.” The Secret Life of Bees,289

That persistence is a matter not of identity but of priority; its politics is not a set of programs or policies, but might inspire us to keep denouncing the politics of the Jesusless Christianity, the heartless militarism and the dispiriting consumerism; to keep announcing possible and specific alternatives, priorities which seem impossible but become possible—when we pause for breath.  When we  take heart-- and together in confidence shine and flow. Live like the glorious girls, boys and grownups you are. 
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