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IT’S ALL ABOUT JESUS

A pastor was giving the children’s message during church. He would gather all the children around him and give a brief lesson before dismissing them for Sunday school. 

On this particular Sunday, he was using squirrels for a lesson on being industrious. He started out by saying, “I’m going to describe something, and I want you to raise your hand when you know what it is.” The children nodded eagerly. 

“This thing lives in trees (pause) and eats nuts (pause)...” No hands went up. “And it is gray (pause) and has a long bushy tail (pause)...” The children were looking at each other, but still no hands raised.  “And it jumps from branch to branch (pause) and chatters and flips its tail when it’s excited (pause)...” 

Finally one little boy tentatively raised his hand. The pastor breathed a sigh of relief and called on him. “Well,” said the boy, “I *know* the answer must be Jesus ... but it sure sounds like a squirrel to me!” 

JOKES ARE SERIOUS BUSINESS

This is the last sermon in my series on jokes and religion.  The title of my sermon is “Joking About Jesus.”  “Joking about Jesus.”  I if I risk being struck by lightening just for writing those words.  According to a lot of people, Jesus is no laughing matter.  As usual, I went to my favorite resource for religious jokes, Beliefnet.com, and checked out the humor, if you could call it that.  For every joke about Jesus that was posted, there were a 1/2 dozen piously shaming emails letting the person know what a sacrilegious thing they had done.

“How could you dishonor our Lord in that way?”  “Make [sic] fun of Jesus is such a bad thing! What is your problem he died for you and u make fun of him for it? [sic] Oh . . .when will all this B.S end.”  

 “I don't think these are funny either. When you make fun of Jesus you are making fun of us [Christians] and that's not cute or funny.”   

These were often followed by injunctions to repent like, “I will ask Jesus to forgive you for all that you have just said. I hate to see anyone be so ignorant of your savior, and so lacking in taste.  I also know that he will not forgive you based just on my asking, you have to want forgiveness and that doesn't seem to be very promising.” 

And:  “These people should prayed for. They are proof of evil, for only that would cause a person to make fun of ALMIGHTY CHRIST.  I will pray for you.”


That prompted one writer to send this joke:

How do you know you're in a Christian book store?

There’s no humor section.
Followed by . . .

How do you know you're in an agnostic book store?

There's no way of knowing.

How do you know you're in a Zen Buddhist book store?

When you are not in a Zen Buddhist book store.

How do you know you're in a fundamentalist book store?

All the books are burning.

Another wrote: “All too often, the comment, ‘I'll pray for you,’ translates to, ‘I, in my obvious superiority, look down on you with pity in my heart that you are not more like me, and I will ask my God to correct that for your sake.’ What a load of Pharisaical crap!  If Jesus can't take a joke, who in God’s name can?”


So, on a website that was supposed to be a few laughs, I found venom and discord on all sides.  I guess I’m venturing into touchy territory today.  But bear with me, and laugh with me, because I’m with the guy who said, “If Jesus can’t take a joke, who in God’s name can?”  

WHO DO YOU SAY THAT I AM?

And, in fact, I’m going to use these jokes to get at one of the questions Jesus asked of his disciples.  A question, I believe, he continues to ask of all of us:  “Who do you say that I am?”


That’s the scripture passage for today; found in the Gospel of Luke.

LUKE 9:18-25

18 
Once when Jesus was praying alone, with only the disciples near him, he asked them, “Who do the crowds say that I am?”  19 They answered, “John the Baptist; but others, Elijah; and still others, that one of the ancient prophets has arisen.”  20 He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter answered, “The Messiah of God.” 
21 
He sternly ordered and commanded them not to tell anyone,  22 saying, “The Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.” 

23 
Then he said to them all, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me.  24 For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will save it.  25 What does it profit them if they gain the whole world, but lose or forfeit themselves? 
Jokes are a good indicator of who people think Jesus is.  There’s this one that the Beckwiths passed to me from our custodian Dwight Doane:  

JESUS THE HEALER

Three guys were fishing on a lake one day, when Jesus walked across the water and joined them in the boat. When the three astonished men had settled down enough to speak, the first guy asked humbly,

"Jesus, I've suffered from back pain ever since I took shrapnel in Viet Nam. Could you help me?"

"Of course my son," Jesus said. When Jesus touched the man's back, the man felt relief for the first time in years.

"The second man, who wore very thick glasses and had a hard time reading and driving, asked if Jesus could do anything about his eyesight.

Jesus smiled, removed the man's glasses and tossed them in the lake. When the glasses hit the water, the man's eyes cleared and he could see everything distinctly.

When Jesus turned to heal the third man, the guy put his hands up and cried defensively, "Don't touch me! I'm on long-term disability."  

TESTIMONIES TO JESUS ON BUMPER STICKER JESUS

Jesus is like General Electric, he lights your path.

Jesus is like Bayer Aspirin, he works wonders.

Jesus is like Scotch Tape, you can't see him but you know he's there!

Jesus is like American Express, don't leave home without him.

As simplistic as those slogans are, they are witnesses of how people experience Jesus in a multiplicity of ways.  

“WHO DO YOU SAY THAT I AM” IS ANSWERED MANY WAYS

One of my favorite activities with the Confirmation class is the “Jesus Art Gallery.”  I display a number of artists’ renditions of Jesus and ask the kids to comment on which ones they find most relevant to their lives, which ones they do not like, and to be prepared to say why.  (I displayed some the the pictures I use.)

Teen-agers are amazingly conservative about their rituals.  They like traditional hymns and traditional images of Jesus.  For instance, it has long been an aesthetic convention to depict Jesus in the artist’s own cultural milieu.  In art galleries we can see him in a Byzantine robe, a medieval cloak, the rich clothes of a Dutch merchant.  But put him in jeans and a t-shirt, and the kids can’t get a sense that it could be Jesus.  I guess they think that if he came back he’d be wearing that same brown tunic he had on in ancient Palestine.

Yet, I believe that the teaching of the church about Christ’s resurrection is that he continues to be alive and real to us.  Why would we not conceive of Jesus, our brother, as one who looks like us?  He, himself, taught us to see his face in that of our fellow human beings.  Like this joke, sure to offend everybody, makes clear:

HOW DO YOU KNOW THAT JESUS WAS JEWISH?

He went into his father's business. He lived at home until he was 30,  his Mother thought he was God.

HOW DO YOU KNOW THAT JESUS WAS IRISH?

He never got married.  He was always telling stories. He liked to drink with his 12 buddies.
HOW DO YOU KNOW THAT JESUS WAS MEXICAN?

His first name was Jesus. He was bilingual.  He was always being harassed by the authorities.

HOW DO YOU KNOW THAT JESUS WAS ITALIAN?

He talked with his hands.  He had wine with every meal  He worked in the building trades.

HOW DO YOU KNOW THAT JESUS WAS BLACK?

He called everybody "brother."  He liked Gospel.  He couldn't get a fair trial.

HOW DO YOU KNOW THAT JESUS WAS A CALIFORNIAN?

He never cut his hair. He  walked around barefoot. He started a new religion.

HOW DO YOU KNOW THAT JESUS WAS A WOMAN?

He had to feed a crowd, at a moments notice, when there was no food.  He kept trying to get the message across to a bunch of men who just didn't get it.  Even when he was dead, he had to get up because there was more work to do.

JESUS THROUGH THE CENTURIES


Yale historian, Jaroslav Pelikan wrote, Jesus Through the Centuries.  It is an analysis of how the meaning of Jesus changed to reflect the temper and values of that age.  From rabbi in the first century to universal man in the Renaissance to poet of the spirit in the Romantic era and liberator in the twentieth century.  


While Pelikan’s book is about the manipulation of Jesus to suit political and social ends, it is also about the Jesus who is all things to all people.  Jesus, the wisdom teacher, the healer, the teller of parabolic tales, the suffering martyr, the resurrected Lord—in all these ways he touches us at different times of our lives as well.


In answer to “Who do you say that I am?”  Fred Beuchner writes:  


       There is the Jesus who was, and there is the Jesus who is.  The Jesus who was is that fathomless, elusive, unpredictable, haunting, and finally unknowable figure who moves through the [Gospels] like a figure in an old newsreel.  The film is scratched and faded.  Some patches are almost blindingly light-struck and others all but totally dark.  The sound track crackles and now and then cuts out. The editing is erratic.  Yet for just that reason, we treasure all the more each flickering glimpse of him that we are given.


The Jesus who is, is still unfolding before us.  Still to be experienced in our own lives.  The Jesus who is, is best understood by one of his names, “Emmanuel,” God with us.  Jesus shows us God in human form.  And isn’t it interesting that as soon as his disciples identify him as Messiah, the chosen one of God, he goes on to describe what “chosen” means, much to his disciples’ distress.

 
“The Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.” 


I’ll be interested in seeing the new Mel Gibson film about the death and resurrection of Jesus.  As problematic as the film seems to be, its graphic violence will certainly make the crucifixion take on new meaning.  When we read, “the Son of Man must undergo great suffering,” we’ll “get it.”


And after Jesus talked about his own suffering, he continued to describe what being “chosen” meant to the disciples, much to their bewilderment.

 
“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me.  24 For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will save it.  25 What does it profit them if they gain the whole world, but lose or forfeit themselves? 

And it is that bewildering phrase that we explore Sunday after Sunday in worship, often in discussion groups, through service to others, and in personal prayer.  How do we discover who he is, what he wants from us, and how we might follow him?  The great Christian mystic, Julian of Norwich writes of a revelation she had when Jesus came to her:

Our Lord Jesus oftentimes said:

This I am.  This I am

I am what you love.



I am what  you enjoy

I am what you serve.


I am what you long for

I am what you desire.


I am what you intend.

I am all that is.

