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I. Introduction: Evangelist, Teacher, and Prophet

Good evening. If you were in chapel last Thursday then you know that I brought the
message. At the time I scheduled my chapel date, I didn’t realize that I’d not only be turning the
final draft of my senior paper the day before I would preach in chapel, but that I’d also be
preaching this evening. My first thought was to preach the same sermon today as I did last
Thursday, but I thought that would be pretty lame. So, what I’'m going to do tonight is share
with you some things I discovered in my research for senior paper. Some things that I think
could—if we took them seriously—change everything.

Now before I get started, I want to give you a little disclaimer of sorts. Over the last year
or so, I’ve been really settling into what believe my role is in the church. Now, from what I can
tell there are at least three different kinds of ministers or leaders in the church, there may be
more, but [ can count at least three. First and most basic there are evangelists. The evangelists
get new people involved in the church, they maybe completely new to the church, or they may
have been hurt by the church and no longer see themselves “fitting in.” Now, this person, this
evangelist, is good person, who has a good role in the church. We need that person because
without that person the church will die, but we need more than that person, we need someone
who will take those new people show them the way of discipleship. That brings us to our second
type of minister and leader in the church, the teacher. Now, here I’'m using teacher in a narrow
sense, because I think all three groups of people can be certain type of teachers, indeed they must
be in order to be effective. This teacher, is a person who takes those new people and even those
people that have been involved with they church for a very long time, and teaches them about
discipleship and how to live as a Christian. The teacher is a spiritual leader, a guide and mentor
that helps persons grow in their spiritual lives. We need these teachers, they have a every
important role in the life of church, but we need another type of person, a person that will
confront the institutional form of the church with the social gospel. This third and final person is
the prophet. These are the people that usually get into trouble. They are the people on the
fringes of the church that petition for justice and for peace. These people play a vital role as
well, we need them in order to keep the church becoming a corrupt bureaucracy.

Now, we need all three of these people, the evangelist, the teacher, and the prophet in the
church. And every good pastor has to learn to be all three to some extent in order to be effective,
but I believe that every pastor also has a strong area and a weak area. Some may be strong
teachers and weak evangelists or vice versa. Over the last year or so, I’'ve come to understand
my strong area and my weak area. I am a very strong prophet and a weak evangelist and now
I’m learning to become comfortable in my strong area of speaking truth to power. So this is
going to be a very strong prophetic sermon. And I hope that it will make some of us, myself
included, feel a little uncomfortable, if does then I think I will have done my job. Well, that was
a long introduction, so let’s get to it. Let us pray.



I1. Depoliticizing and Domesticating Jesus: What does “Jesus is Lord” Mean?

How many of you have read C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia, specifically The Lion the
Witch and he Wardrobe? If you remember in that book, the children have just entered Narnia
through the wardrobe and the talking with the beavers, and they end up finding out about Aslan,
this magnificent lion, the King Narnia. And if you remember, the children ask the beavers, the
ask, “Aslan—this ferocious lion—is he safe?”” And the beavers answer, “No! He’s not safe, but
he is good.” Likewise Jesus, and his gospel aren’t safe, they aren’t impervious, but they are
good and they are just. Now, this is very hard for us in the United States to comprehend. We
think of Jesus as an American. When I say the name “Jesus” most of us think of a blonde haired
blued Aryan Jesus who quietly knocks on doors or meekly pets his sheep. We tend to forget that
the historical Jesus probably looked more like Saddam Hussein or Osama bin Laden than the
pictures in our churches. So, what we’ve essentially done, is we have depoliticized and
domesticated Jesus. As Tony Campolo puts it, we’ve neutered the gospel, to make it easier to
teach, easier to preach, and easier to hear. We’ve made Jesus look just like us, and in the process
we’ve made him an upholder of the status quo rather than someone who subverts and transforms
it.

Another thing we like to do here in the West is we like say, “Jesus is Lord!” This is what
I want to talk about. The proclamation “Jesus is Lord” is the oldest known confession of the
early church and we say it a lot, but I wonder if we actually understand the ramifications of that
phrase. What do we mean when we say it? Most of us likely mean “Jesus is my personal Lord
and Savior,” who saves me from my sins so | can go to heaven. Do you see how individualistic
that is? Salvation instantly becomes and individual phenomenon separate from the rest of the
community and divorced from ethics. While, that may be true and I believe it is true. I believe
we do need the grace of God as made possible through Jesus on an individual level, we should
never forget that. But we should remember that that is not the only aspect, indeed the original
aspect was much different.

So, what does saying “Jesus is Lord” mean? Well, we need to go through some more
stuff before we can get there so lets take a look back at our Scripture. Colossians 1:15-16—“He
is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and
on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or
powers—all things have been created through him and for him.” Paul talks a lot about these
“Powers,” they’re mentioned in a lot of his letters: Ephesians, Romans, Colossians. He uses a lot
of different words like: powers, rulers, dominion, thrones, principalities, lords. We can group all
these different things into one category as “principalities and Powers.” Now, theologians have
been fighting for a long time over what Paul actually meant when he talked about these things
and the truth is we probably won’t ever know. What we do know is this. Paul (and Jesus) both
lived under the rule of the Roman empire, the cruelest, most oppressive imperial power in history
(even now, most historians say). So when Paul talks about rulers, thrones and powers, it’s safe to
say that he’s probably referring to the Roman empire and the emperor, Caesar.

In fact, during Jesus and Paul’s time, the emperor was considered to be the divine Son of
God, the Lord and Savior of all the world. The emperor during Jesus time was Augustus Caesar
and during his reign all throughout the empire, all sorts of propaganda were circulated to
reinforce this idea that the emperor was God. It was on the money, in the temples, everywhere.
In Rome there was an altar created in the name of Augustan peace where people worshipped the



emperor and praised the Pax Romana,the Roman peace, which amounted to peace through war,
violence, and domination—command and conquer mentality. While he was emperor, Augustus
Caesar violently conquered almost every territory surrounding the empire. He ushered the
empire into an unprecedented golden age “peace,” security and prosperity. Towards the end of
his life Augustus wrote a 2500 word eulogy wherein he listed all of his divine accomplishments,
down to very last territory conquered.

So, for the Romans, Caesar was God, the Lord, the Savior of the world. The
Roman calendar was divided into two different parts: “before Caesar” and “after Caesar.”

In fact, the word the Romans used for “good news,” the good news of Caesar, in Greek
was evangglion, from which we get the English word gospel/evangelical. So in Luke
when Jesus says his mission is to proclaim “good news” he is using the same word as
Caesar. He is taking a political word from the Roman imperial lexicon and is turning it
on its head. Caesar brought peace through violence, dominance and oppression. Jesus
takes Caesar’s rhetoric and demonstrates the path of true peace through, nonviolence,
equity, and reconciliation.

So, for the early Christians, the confession, “Jesus is Lord” was a political statement,
indeed it was a revolutionary countercultural assertion. We think of it only as religious
statement, but for the early Christians it was both religious and political. There was no
separation of religion and politics like we have now. They were one and the same. By
proclaiming that “Jesus is Lord” the early church was directly challenging the authority and the
legitimacy of the empire and the emperor. They pledged their allegiance to a different kind of
reality. One that rejected violence, domination, coercion, and oppression. They believed in the
kingdom of God. A reality of peace, equity, reconciliation, and healing.

IV: Reframing “Jesus is Lord”: A Different Lid for our Puzzle

I’m currently reading a book by Brian McLaren called Everything Must Change Jesus,
Global Crises, and a Rvolution ofHope In the book McLaren uses a metaphor that I think best
captures general what has happened to Jesus in Western American culture, in particular what has
happened to this revolutionary confession that Jesus is Lord. In the book, McLaren talks about
trying to work a jigsaw puzzle by looking at the wrong lid, which is next to impossible to do—
you cannot properly work a puzzle with the wrong picture.

So I think maybe we can describe the Bible, church history, and theological phrases like
“Jesus is Lord” as different pieces of this puzzle we’re trying to work out called faith and
spirituality. The only problem is, we have the wrong lid. We have the lid that has been given to
us by the institutional church and our highly individualized, consumer oriented culture—and the
pieces just don’t fit together properly. We end up throwing the odd pieces out because they
don’t look right or we shove them in someplace where they don’t really fit. For a long time this
is what I did. Some things Jesus said just didn’t make sense to me at least with according to the
interpretive lens—the puzzle lid—I had been given. So I either ignored them or just threw them
out altogether. Over the last several years—with the help of my coursework and study here at
OCU—TI’ve come to understand that I had the wrong lid. I’ve started to study more carefully the
context of Jesus and the early church and all of the sudden those things that didn’t make sense
before are coming together because I’'m looking at the right picture and I’'m using the right lid to
work my puzzle.



I think we have the same problem in the contemporary church and I think the instance of
the phrase “Jesus is Lord!” is only one example of many, but I’d likely to focus on it a little
more. | wonder, how might we be able to recapture the original meaning and impact of that
phrase? How can we be just a as subversive and revolutionary as the first Christians? Well, first
we need to rethink or maybe even abandon the word “Lord” because frankly when we say it
today we mean something totally different and if Jesus were here today I don’t think I’d use it
nor would his disciples. When we use it today we either think of the feudal system of the middle
ages or when we use to religiously, it is completely individualized. We talk about Jesus as our
“personal Lord and savior”—a phrase which is never found in the Bible by the way—and we
speaking of our own salvation as something that will be realized in the future. For Jesus and the
disciples salvation was now, and it entailed building the kingdom of God and participating in
God’s cosmic process of healing and recapitulation through one’s transformation of their
relationship with God.

So, phrase “Jesus is Lord” has basically lost its original meaning and its original veracity.
So I wonder, knowing what the early Christians actually meant when the confessed Jesus as
Lord—rejecting the legitimacy of the emperor’s authority and domination, subverting the
empire—I wonder what the equivalent to that might be today. Let me first say that we live in a
context that closely resembles that of Jesus. By that I mean, we in the United States are living
within the largest, most powerful and coercive empire in history. I don’t want to get involved in
how that gets spelled out, but most people will agree we have an empire in the United States. At
least since 1898 in the Spanish-American war and certainly since the end of Cold War the United
States has emerged as “sole super power in the world.” We live in the American Empire. So
instead of saying “Jesus is Lord” perhaps it might be better and more true to the original meaning
if we said “Jesus is President” challenging the legitimacy of the imperial presidency of the
United States and rejecting the authority of the American empire. Now I know that sounds
jarring at first, but that is exactly what the early Christian were doing. They were challenging
and subverting the Roman empire by asserting the Jesus was Lord and God not Caesar; they
were pledging allegiance not to the Power that be but to the Kingdom of God. So as Christians
today, we pledge allegiance first and foremost not to the United States, but to the kingdom of
God. So as Christians living in the empire we say “Jesus is President” not George Bush, or
Hillary Clinton, or John McCain, or Barack Obama, or Rudy Guiliani—Jesus is president. We
challenge the legitimacy of the American empire and the authority of any person that represents
it because is undermines God’s intention for created order. We believe in a different type of
world, countercultural reality where war and violence are abhorred, where poverty is eradicated,
where death and disease do not have the last word—we believe in the Kingdom of God, we
believe in the Republic of God and better yet we make the outrageous claim that that reality is on
its way Singer/songwriter Derek Webb has a song that I think captures this idea better than most.
He has a song called “A King and a Kingdom” and he puts it like this, “My first allegiance is not
to a flag, a country or man. My first allegiance is not to democracy or blood—it’s to a king and
a kingdom.”

V. Conclusion: We’re the Ones We’ve Been Waiting For
As Christians we have the audacity and the courage to follow in the footsteps of Jesus

realizing that we may get into trouble. We proclaim that God is indeed making all things new,
renewing the face of the earth as we speak and we believe that through God’s grace made



available to us through Jesus and the Holy Spirit we are able to help make all things new. We
are able to partner with God to transform the Powers that Be, to change the world one person,
and one relationship at a time. Friends we actually believe we are God’s hands and feet in the
world, fervent witnesses to God’s dream for the entire world, indeed for the entire cosmos. So,
when our country—the place where we happened to live—opposes God’s purposes we reject its
authority and it legitimacy because our first allegiance is not to his country, or any country but to
God and God’s commonwealth and God’s kingdom. That is where our loyalty lies. If you call
yourself a Christian, this is legacy we’ve been given but the early church. It’s a legacy that got
Jesus and many of his disciples killed, but it’s a legacy that has lived on. The funny think about
legacies and ideas is that you can’t kill them, you can kill people, but ideas are bullet proof, ideas
are immortal. So I wonder, do really believe in this Christian stuff? Are we really Christians?
Would we die for this? Would we be willing to follow Jesus’ lead, to roll up our sleeves and get
dirty? To even in the face of despair remain hopeful and confident. To remain undeterred even
in the face of death itself. Friends, we’re the ones we’ve been waiting for.

I’ll leave you with a story. I think I told this story the last time spoke here, but it’s a story
that I think is worth re-telling over and over. Tex Sample is a Christian author and lecturer. He
once told a story about his participation in the civil rights movement. He and a friend of his
organized a march in Montgomery, Alabama to protest segregation and racism. He himself
wasn’t going to go his friend was, but at the last minute his friend got very sick so he went in his
friend’s place. So he went to Alabama and walked in the march. They walked through
downtown Montgomery and then towards the end of the march they walked through the black
neighborhood to show the support and to be solidarity with them. Apparently he was walking on
the edge of the group, on close to the side of the street and as they were walking he noticed a
person ahead, right in front him, walking towards them. As they got closer he noticed this
person was a black woman and she was holding something, but he couldn’t tell what it was. And
they kept walking and got closer and closer, he couldn’t really move because of the group and it
didn’t look like she was going to move either, so they were going to pass very close to each
other. As she got closer he noticed that she was carrying a basket of sandwiches and a jug kool-
aid. Then just as she was about to pass him she shoved the basket of sandwiches into his stomach
and handed him the jug and as she did that she stopped him, looked him straight in the eye and
said, “Hell, brother, we gonna overcome!” Then she turned and kept walk the other direction.
He didn’t really know what to do so he took one of the sandwiches, took a big drink of kool-aid
from the jug and handed it to the person next to him. And as he passed those elements, in that
moment it hit him—this is my body broken for you, this is my blood shed for you.

Friends as we gather at the table we don’t just remember who Jesus was and what Jesus
did, we realize that with Jesus we are called to participate in God’s process of healing and
restoration. We renew our vow to remain loyal to God’s kingdom. Most of all we are reminded
that we are living a legacy larger than ourselves, a legacy bigger than ourselves, and a legacy that
will live on despite ourselves. In the name of our Creator, our Redeemer, and our Sustainer,
Amen.



