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FIRST READING  Lament of a Believer in Exile                   John Shelby Spong    

 

Ah Jesus! 

Where have you gone? 

When did we lose you? 

 

Was it when we became so certain that we possessed you 

That we persecuted Jews, 

Excommunicated doubters, 

Burned heretics, 

And used violence and war to achieve conversion? 

 

Was it when our first-century images  

collided with expanding knowledge?  

Or when biblical scholars informed us that the Bible does  

not really support what we once believed?  

 

Was it when we watched your followers distorting people  

with guilt, 

fear,  

bigotry, 

Intolerance,  

And anger?  

 

Was it when we noticed that many who called you Lord 

And who read their Bibles regularly 

Also practiced slavery, 

Defended segregation, 

Approved lynching, 

Abused children, 

Diminished women, 

And hated homosexuals? 

 

Was it when we finally realized 

That the Jesus who promised abundant life 

Could not be the source of self-hatred, 

Or one who encourages us to grovel 

In life-destroying penitence? 

 

Was it when it dawned on us that serving you would require  

the surrender of those security-building prejudices  

that masquerade as our sweet sickness?  

 

We still yearn for you… but we no longer know where 

To seek your presence 
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Do we look for you in those churches that practice certainty? 

Or are you hiding in those churches 

That so fear controversy that they make “unity” a god, 

And stand for so little that they die of boredom? 

 

Can you ever be found in those churches that have  

rejected the powerless and the marginalized, 

the lepers and Samaritans of our day, 

Those you called our brothers and sisters?  

 

Or must we now look for you outside of ecclesiastical settings, 

Where love and kindness expect no reward, 

Where questions are viewed as the deepest 

Expressions of trust? 

 

Is it even possible … that we Christians are villains 

Who killed you? 

Smothering you underneath literal Bibles, 

Dated creeds, 

Irrelevant doctrines, 

And dying structures? 

 

…I still seek to possess what I believe you are… 

The Source of Life, 

The Source of Love, 

The Ground of Being, 

The doorway into the mystery of holiness… 

It is through that doorway that I wish to walk…  

 

 

 

SECOND READING   Christ Climbed Down      Lawrence Ferlinghetti 

 

Christ climbed down  

from His bare Tree 

this year 

and ran away to where 

there were no rootless Christmas trees 

hung with candycanes and breakable stars 

 

Christ climbed down 

from His bare Tree 

this year 

and ran away to where 

there were no gilded Christmas trees 

and no tinsel Christmas trees 
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and no tinfoil Christmas trees 

and no pink plastic Christmas trees 

and no gold Christmas trees 

and no black Christmas trees 

and no powderblue Christmas trees 

hung with electric candles 

and encircled by tin electric trains 

and clever cornball relatives 

 

Christ climbed down  

from His bare Tree 

this year  

and ran away to where  

no intrepid Bible salesmen 

covered the territory  

in two-tone cadillacs 

and where no Sears Roebuck creches 

complete with plastic babe in manger 

arrived by parcel post  

the babe by special delivery… 

 

Christ climbed down  

from His bare Tree 

this year 

and ran away to where  

no …handshaking stranger 

in a red flannel suit 

and a fake white beard 

went around passing himself off 

as some sort of North Pole saint 

crossing the desert to Bethlehem 

… and bearing sacks of humble Gifts… 

from Saks Fifth Avenue  

for everybody’s  imagined Christ child 

…  

 

Christ climbed down  

from His bare Tree 

this year 

and softly stole away into 

some anonymous Mary's womb again 

where in the darkest night 

of everybody's anonymous soul 

He awaits again - 

 

an unimaginable 
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and impossibly 

Immaculate Reconception: 

 

the very craziest of  

Second Comings 

 

 

 

 

Mad, Bad, God 

 

One writer said of Jesus,  

 

His parentage was obscure, his condition poor, his education null, his natural endowments 

great, his life correct and innocent; he was meek, benevolent, patient, firm, disinterested, and of 

the sublimest eloquence…  

 

This was Thomas Jefferson, in 1816, in a letter describing a private project which he engaged for 

many, many years.  With a razor in one hand and a can of paste in the other, Jefferson mangled 

his Bible (the Christian testament), literally cutting out whatever his reason could not fathom.  

He slashed through every miracle, ripped away any mention of divinity: no manger, no angels, 

no water into wine, no loaves, no fishes, no walking on water, no Virgin and no resurrection after 

death. The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth was a thin, flat, humanist book full of noble 

aspirations and no magic. He published it eventually, but mostly he made it for himself. A 

biographer says, "The retired President did not [mean] to shock or offend; he composed it for his 

[own] devotion, for his assurance, for a more restful sleep at nights and a more confident 

greeting of the mornings."  Jefferson wrote to a friend: 

 

In the New Testament there is internal evidence that parts have proceeded from an extraordinary 

man; and that other parts are of the fabric of very inferior minds. …Fragments only have come 

to us, mutilated, misstated, and often unintelligible…  It is as easy to separate the parts, as to 

pick out diamonds from dunghills, and there will be found remaining the most sublime and 

benevolent code of morals which has ever been offered to humanity. When we have done away 

with the incomprehensible jargon of the trinitarian arithmetic, and unlearned everything which 

has been taught us since his day, and got back to the pure and simple doctrines he inculcated, we 

shall then be truly his disciples…  

 

What would you keep, if you had a razor in your hand and four copies of the gospels on the 

table? What would you keep for your own devotion, and what would you cut away from those 

texts or from the Hebrew bible, or any sacred scripture? Would you save (have you saved) only 

what appeals to your logical self, and/or what pleases you for aesthetic or sentimental reasons?  

Would you save any mysteries at all, or anything that provokes you, urges you toward action or 

practice or behavior that you might not want to choose, but somehow feel you should?  How do 

you decide?  We do it all the time, all our lives, build our loose-leaf bibles, scanning the text for 

clues about morality, mortality, trying to make the sacred comprehensible, attempting to hold 

infinite questions in small human hands.  It’s harder than we sometimes think to make those 
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steely editorial cuts without bleeding the beauty right out of a text, and deeper truths and wonder.  

Some things that we can’t exactly understand might still be worth preserving.  

 

John Shelby Spong, Episcopal priest, asks, Jesus, where have you gone? When did we lose you?   

His prayer, a kind of lamentation, opens a book called Jesus for Non-Believers, in which he tries, 

like Jefferson, to separate the loveliness of whatever Jesus was, the radical compassion, the 

unflinching, wild insistence on mercy, justice and forgiveness – tries to cut the loveliness apart 

from centuries of manipulation, ignorance, and doctrine. Spong is looking not for the historical 

Jesus, nor even for the “wise teacher” whom Jefferson admired, but for something even more 

essential.  Where have you gone? he says. Can you yet be found in the churches at all, or must 

we seek you now beyond the church, where hatred and self-hatred are not preached; beyond the 

church, where kindness and love expect no reward, and questions are viewed as the deepest 

expressions of trust?  

 

A bishop asks where Jesus went, and a poet answers, 

 

Christ climbed down this year from his bare Christmas Tree, and softly stole into some 

anonymous Mary’s womb again, where in the darkest night of everybody’s anonymous soul He 

waits again, for an unimaginable and impossibly immaculate Reconception…  

 

How could we reconceive him?   

 

This time of year, the words and music echo in our heads whether we were raised in a Christian 

church or not: it’s all Jesus all the time.  Gentle Jesus, meek and mild.  Son of Mary.  Son of 

God.  Lamb of God.   King of Kings and Lord of Lords.  Savior.  Messiah.  Savior.  Prince of 

Peace.  Redeemer. The Way, The Truth, The Life. Pure light. Pure love. The Resurrection and 

the Life.  Yeshua.  Isa.  Christos.  Logos.  Rabbi.  Peasant. Prophet.  Holy infant, tender and 

mild.  Holy child.  Human child… who grew into a man and died too young by violence: that is 

almost all we know for sure. He was murdered by the state in the scrum of politics and power, 

one of hundreds, thousands, maybe tens of thousands of people put to death by crucifixion under 

Roman rule just about two thousand years ago.  

  

How are we to hold him?  How is anyone, believer or not, to apprehend him, make of scripture, 

doctrine, legend, longing, mythology and faith a workable Christology in the 21
st
 century?  Gods 

are so dangerous these days. They explode in peoples’ hands. They’ve all been militarized, 

commercialized, hammered into idols, action figures, baby dolls and puppets. One person’s 

Great Teacher is another’s savior, to whom they pray for healing and forgiveness, for courage, 

peace of mind, assurance in the night, and that same God or Son of God is someone else’s 

justification for unfathomable evil.  This has always been the case. How are we to hold him as 

Unitarian Universalists, some raised Christian, some still liberal Christians, others not, some 

committed unbelievers, others maybe not? At this time of year especially, it’s tempting to leave 

Jesus on the shelf with all the other holly-jolly Christmas stuff assailing us - and yet and still, the 

question ascribed to him still calls to us, that question he posed again and again to his 

companions and his enemies: Who do you say that I am? 
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Years ago, the English writer C.S. Lewis reopened a debate that had simmered in the late 19
th

 

century regarding the nature of Jesus. Lewis, the novelist and medieval scholar, was a famous 

atheist at Oxford who converted in midlife to become an even more famous, fierce apologist for 

Christian orthodoxy.  Lewis said the proof of Christ’s divinity was obvious, because no ordinary 

person would ever say the things that Jesus said in the way he said them in that time and place.  

For a young, insignificant Jew to walk around occupied Palestine talking about the end of the 

world and God could only mean one thing: that he was delusional; or he was deliberately lying, 

leading people astray and some even to their deaths, for his own reckless aggrandizement. He 

was either mad, or bad, or he was, just as he claimed, and as Lewis and most Christians fervently 

believed: the one, true living God.  Lunatic, liar or Lord – mad, bad, God – it was a very popular 

debate through much of the 20
th

 century, especially among people, like C.S. Lewis, who couldn’t 

stand the old humanist idea, the Enlightenment idea, of the “wise teacher,” Jesus as one great 

human among other shining stars. 

 

Biblical scholars with very sharp razors poked all kinds of holes in the “mad, bad, God” theory.  

There’s no evidence that Jesus claimed to be divine, and we know ourselves, even in our 

lifetime, we have seen, that sometimes people, fully human people, can rise up, as if out of 

nowhere, preaching justice, preaching love, even unto death. Some of them are famous, most of 

them are not. You don’t have to be crazy or evil to speak truth to power in this world, or testify 

to radical compassion, envision a new order for the world. You don’t have to be the only 

begotten Son of God, but just an ordinary child (sons of Adam and daughters of Eve, as C.S. 

Lewis called us all in Narnia, his magical world for children).  Anyone can rise up, stand up, 

speak up, with uncommon reverence, passionate (not logical) reverence, crazy, holy reverence 

for the worth and shining dignity of human beings and other living things.   

 

Marcus Borg, who died last year, was a Protestant theologian with a large, wise heart and a 

Christology that was scripturally rigorous, deeply humane, and expansive to the brink of 

Universalism.  He says the word “belief” in English derives from a much older word, which 

means not what you think or say is real, but “what you give your heart to,” what you most deeply 

love.  He said Jesus was surely many things:  a teacher of wisdom, who regularly used the classic 

forms of wisdom speech (parables and little sayings) to put forward a subversive vision; he was a 

social prophet, similar to the great prophets of old Israel, critiquing economic, political and 

religious elites, inconveniently turning the tables of privilege; he was a movement founder, 

gathering a growing community around radical Jewish renewal, maybe on purpose and maybe 

unawares; and most of all and most mysteriously, he was what Borg calls a spirit person – one 

with experiential awareness of the reality of God.  Any human being could be any or all of these 

things. 
1
 

 

Who can say how it was and why it was that the cult of Jesus, whatever it was, took root, took 

hold, shifted essentially everything in the ancient world and still shifts much in ours?  How does 

that happen?  You think of Buddha, Mohammed – who were these people?  If you believe, as I 

do, that they were merely people, what happened? How did it happen in the case of Jesus that on 

the pinpoint of one man’s not very long life, history cracked open, creating a fissure, a seam, a 

rupture in the ground of understanding, as if by an earthquake? Until recently we marked that 

interruption literally, counting the years before and after those events: before Christ and Anno 

Domini, the year of our Lord, in the Roman calendar, and still now in the so-called Common 
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Era, our years still number from that fracture, from that crisis. The story whispers, from the 

manger to the cross, every time we write the date.  One writer says: 

 

Was the cult that changed the world a product of Paul’s evangelism and imperial circumstance, 

and the military embrace of one miracle-mystery cult among so many such around?  Or was 

there really something new, something unheard-of, that can help explain the scale of what 

happened later?  Did the rise of Christendom take place because historical plates were moving, 

with a poor martyred prophet caught between, or did one small pebble of parable and preaching 

start the avalanche that ended the antique world? 

 

We cannot know – partly because all the gospels were written decades after Jesus’ death; all in 

Greek, which Jesus and the apostles didn’t speak and couldn’t write (if they could read and write 

at all); they were written as testaments of faith, not chronicles of biography, shaped to fit a 

prophecy, [not report the news.  It is] a song of children, stables, and peacemakers on the one 

hand, and on the other a threnody of suffering, nails, blood, wild dogs, damnation and risen 

God. 
2
 

 

He may have been the Son of God or God Himself, or he may have been a charismatic peasant 

who got killed, who might or might not have done and said the things attributed to him – all 

those “words of Jesus” set in red type in the Bible presented to me by the Presbyterian Sunday 

School when I was 8, in second grade, the one with painted illustrations of little Jesus the 

carpenter’s son, with his mother and his friends, and in the back a set of  “modern” maps and 

photos of the so-called Holy Land.  That book, which I still have, impressed itself indelibly on 

my imagination, so that as an older child I was surprised to see that people in the Middle East do 

not actually wear belted bathrobes all the time, nor do they always have blond flowing hair, blue 

eyes, and snow in their stables at Christmas. For a brief period, a formative period, those images 

were all I had, and very real.  

 

There’s what’s really real- historically, archeologically, linguistically, empirically true, 

discernable by scientists and scholars, people who actually dig stuff up and fluently read ancient 

Aramaic, Greek and Hebrew, who study those tiny, torn fragments of papyrus.  Some are still 

being discovered- like those pieces in the news two years ago which were bought and sold for 

centuries all around the world till finally they landed in a university, shards the size of a credit 

card, which may suggest that Jesus could have had a wife, which could, conceivably, change 

everything.  Or the Gnostic gospels, discovered in the 1950’s by a Palestinian boy - the most 

beautiful and challenging sayings of Jesus and stories about him, maybe much older and closer to 

his lived life than any of the four we know.  But they came to light centuries after all that was 

known was believed to be known, and revelation was hermetically sealed: you can’t just add new 

gospel truth at this late date, even if the “new” truth is older and true-er. We like the Bible as it 

is. We voted on it. Popes and Emperors approved it, and we’ve fought how many wars to defend 

it? Launched how many crusades?  

 

Marcus Borg says belief is what compels your heart. I’ve told you before that in our house we 

have a tiny silver manger scene.  The figures are less than half an inch tall, and all of them, 

angels, shepherds, donkey, cow, the holy family and all the friendly beasts fit easily in the palm 

of my hand. They could fit in a toddler’s hand, and not too long ago, in our house, they did. The 
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story they depict has nothing to do with the historical Jesus; it never happened, it’s not true, and I 

don’t mind at all. In the miniscule manger lies a microscopic baby. I can really only see him now 

if I use the magnifying glass that came with my used copy of the abridged Oxford English 

Dictionary.  Behold!  But even then, I can’t tell what to make of him, how to hold him, the infant 

and the person and the mystery and wisdom. Belief is what compels the heart.  

 

For me, what’s holy, and hauntingly mysterious, is that through all years, two thousand years, 

through all the misconceptions, re-conceptions, some glimpse of miracle shines through – not 

because it’s there, but because people have wanted it to be there.  To me the incarnation is about 

radical imagination – the whole idea that God could take on human form says more to me about 

the hopes of humanity than the sanctity of God.  That people long ago imagined this:  that- of- 

God embodied in a person, first a baby, then a man, who suffered, laughed, and ate and drank, 

who moved among not just ordinary people, but lowly people, prisoners and outcasts; a young 

person who doubted (bitterly), and cried out to God, forsaken and afraid, and at other times went 

striding through halls of privilege and power, turning tables upside down – that people could 

imagine divinity infused in such a human person, says to me you could imagine it in any human 

person; not that Jesus was the living God incarnate, but that you or I, conceivably, could be more 

worthy than we know.  In the stories, some of which might partially be true, he was not all 

apocalyptic bluster; he practiced intimate justice, the most tender revolutions of the heart – 

feeding and forgiving people, keeping close to the sick, the very young, the very old.  The fact 

that these moments were remembered, captured, written down, says more to me about human 

nature than the nature of the Christ.  

 

The old gospel question, Who do you say that I am? is maybe best answered by another: Who do 

you think you are? or by those lines in our hymnal: Where do we come from? What are we? 

Where are we going?  The refrain is only mystery.   

 

A Christian writer says,  It is not uncommon for those who are respectful of Christianity and 

eager to rescue some part of it from rational skepticism, to say that Jesus was a great man, and 

no more than a man: a teacher, a martyr to intolerance...  But what is man?  [What are we?]  

What if it is possible to claim a dignity for humankind that is assured, beyond even our 

formidable powers to besmirch and destroy? Our brilliance manifests itself in forms that are 

moving and beautiful, which does not alter the fact that we are a clear and present danger to 

ourselves, and to every creeping thing that creepeth on the face of the earth. Only in myth or 

nightmare can another such creature be found. The one great corrective to our tendency toward 

depredation would be a recognition of our abiding sacredness, since we are both, and often 

simultaneously, victim and villain. The divine image in us is a given, immune to our sacrilege, 

shining out in incalculable instances of beauty and love and imagination, that make the dire 

assessment of our character, however solidly grounded in our history, radically untrue.  What 

we are remains a very open question.
3
  

  

It’s the same question people everywhere have always asked.   

 

In the Qu’ran, the Prophet Muhammed is believed to have said,  

 

What actions are most excellent? 
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To gladden the heart of a human being. 

To feed the hungry. 

To help the afflicted. 

To lighten the sorrow of the sorrowful. 

To remove the wrongs of the injured. 

That person is the most beloved of God. 

 

And likewise Jesus, in the Gospel of Matthew, may have said something like this: 

 

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of God. 

Blessed are those who grieve, for they will be comforted.   

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. 

Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy. 

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God…  

 

…Don’t judge and you will not be judged.  Don’t condemn and you will not be condemned.  If 

you forgive, you will be forgiven.  If you give, things will be given to you.  Good measure will be 

poured into your lap, pressed down and overflowing. Therefore, whatever you want others to do 

to you, do to them. This is the essence of the law and the prophets.  

 

People long ago imagined holiness. They saw it in themselves and in each other, even in the 

most desolate times. They  gave it form and face and voice in stories, and the gods and prophets 

that they conjured lived and died and looked a lot like them, a lot like us, and like every human 

child who’s ever lived and ever will.  Holy child, human child, spirit person, human merely 

being.  That is mystery enough.  
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