
Freeing Jesus

Mark 12:38-44

Dianna Butler Bass published a new book this year called Freeing Jesus and she begins by

telling a story: “My knees hurt. The cushion at the marble altar almost did not matter. I could feel the

cold in my legs, the ache of unanswered prayers. “Where are you God?” I asked.

Silence.

I looked up at Jesus in full triptych glory, surrounded by angels, robed in cobalt blue against a

gilt background, shimmering sanctity. The small chapel in the great cathedral was one of my favourite

places to pray, mostly because of this Jesus. Today, however, I was restless as I gazed intently at

the massive icon of Christ. Usually, the image drew me deeper toward God, and the railing where I

knelt was a place of awakening and wisdom. “Where are you, God?” I asked again. Silence.

“God?” A quiet plea, really, the most incomplete of prayers.

“Get me out of here,” a voice replied.

Was someone speaking to me? I looked behind, around.

“Get me out of here,” the voice said again.

I stared up at the icon. “Jesus? Is that you?”

Get me out of here, I heard again, more insistent now.

“But Lord . . .”

The chapel fell silent, but I know I heard a divine demand for freedom. I was not sure what to

think, but I also did not want to tell the priest who was wandering up the aisle. ... I got up and nearly

bolted out, all the while envisioning how I might rescue Jesus from the cathedral. I felt bad leaving

him behind.

That was ten years ago. Until that day at the cathedral, I had never heard an out-loud, clear
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God-voice arising from something other than my own spiritual intuitions, especially one issuing a

completely unexpected directive like “Get me out of here.” My husband still laughs about “that time

Jesus asked you to spring him from the slammer. I rarely share the story because, well, you just

never know how people will respond to a voice from heaven—or a talking painting—requesting parole

from church. Truthfully I did not know how to respond.

It makes a bit more sense now, however. During the intervening years, millions of Americans

have left church behind, probably many more have left emotionally, and countless others are

wondering if they should. One of the most consistent things I hear from those who have left, those

doubting their faith, and those just hanging on is that church or Christianity has failed them, wounded

them, betrayed them or maybe just bored them—and they do not want to have much to do with it any

longer. They are not unlike novelist Anne Rice who in 2010 declared, “I quit being a Christian. I’m out.

I remain committed to Christ as always but not to being “Christian” or to being part of Christianity.”

She was not the first to make this negative confession, nor was she the last. It is a common refrain in

these times: “I don’t consider myself Christian anymore, but I love Jesus, and I still want to follow

him” or “I’m not a church person; I follow Jesus.” (P. xiii-xv)

For those of us who are theologically trained it creates a conflict because one of the main

tenets of faith for centuries now is that the church is the body of Christ and that Jesus cannot really

be known (at least fully) outside of the life of the church. Ecclesiastically approved theology will not let

you separate Jesus and the church. But those who have done so beg to differ. Some of those

religious refugees seem to have heard the same voice Butler Bass did at the altar, “Get me out of

here,” and they are trying to free Jesus that he might roam in the world with them. What does Jesus

really want from us? Are we like the chorister in Bill’s Song No Way Jesus,- “Woman giving pennies,

she gives on the sly, Then all the trumpets blow, here comes a rich guy, He says, “I’m better cause I
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gave way more, Jesus says, no, that’s not what giving’s for. No way, Jesus that just isn’t fair” ? What

does Jesus expect from us? What does it mean to set Jesus free?

A few years after the Romans killed Jesus, a Pharisee named Saul was persecuting Jesus’s

early followers, known as those who belonged to the Way. While he was travelling to Damascus, a

light from heaven caused Saul to fall to the ground as a voice thundered, “Saul, Saul, why do you

persecute me?” As a zealous Jew, Paul knew the voice of God when he heard it. “Who are you

Lord?” he asked. The voice replied, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting” (Acts 9:3-5) In that life

changing moment, Saul—later known as Paul—became a believer. He did not believe because of a

creed or an idea about Jesus. He believed because he experienced Jesus as a blinding light, as the

risen Christ, as healer of his own broken soul.

In the years that followed, Paul would reflect on his experience of Jesus—and his many

experiences of Jesus yet to come—sharing those reflections and insights in letters to his friends and

co-workers in small Christian communities throughout the Roman Empire. Those letters, Paul’s

reflections on his Christ experience, were loved and treasured by the church; eventually they would

make up about a third of the New testament and form the theological core of much of Christian

doctrine.

Each letter he wrote revealed struggles with Paul’s very first question—“Who are you?”—as he

contends with faith, personal challenges, and conflicts in the little churches he founded. Through the

letters he wrote we don’t meet one Jesus. Rather Paul introduces multiple types of Jesus: gift-giving

Saviour, egalitarian radical, Wisdom of God, Merciful One, Light of the World, mystical insight,

deliverer from sin and guilt, cosmic vision. Paul met Jesus over and over again, and Jesus was

always new.

Bass states: “Paul’s first question intrigues me. He asked, “Who are you?” not “What are you
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doing?” or “Why are you talking to me?” “Who” is a relational question, a question that opens us

toward companionship, friendship, and perhaps even love. To know “who” is an invitation into a

relationship that can—if we let it— change us, often sending our lives down a completely unexpected

path.

If we think that being with Jesus means getting the right answers from a creed or remembering

points of doctrine from a sermon, we probably will not manage to truly know Jesus. We will only

succeed in keeping the right responses scribbled on some back page of our memory. “Who are you

Lord?” is the question of a lifetime, to be asked and experienced over and over again That query

frees Jesus to show up in our lives over and over again, and entails remembering where we first met,

how we struggled with each other along the road and what we learned in the process (p. xxv).

Even as a denomination we have multiple worded versions of who we perceived Jesus to be.

In our 1940 Statement of Faith, Jesus is described as “living a perfect human life, wholly devoted to

the will of God and the service of man.” In A New Creed he is called “the Word made flesh, to

reconcile and make new, who works in us and others.” In A Song of Faith “We sing of Jesus, a Jew,

born to a woman in poverty, in a time of social upheaval, and political oppression. He knew human

joy and sorrow. So filled with the Holy Spirit was he that in him people experienced the presence of

God among them.”

So we remember the many expressions of Jesus we have known as individuals and as a

church, remembering with all the nostalgia, sorrow, and joy the memories summon and we take the

lessons learned and apply them to our present lives. We dream of what can be, of who Jesus can be,

having a certain confidence to keep on the way in the midst of even radical challenges. We live in a

time of disruptions, deconstruction, and dislocations, of  political chaos, climate crisis, and a global

pandemic. Yet we are still called to go on journeys to unexpected places get lost, get found, and
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continue farther down the road in our journey to discover “Who are you Lord?” Welcome to the

journey. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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