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Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Central Michigan  10/14/18 

“There was only one Christian and he died on the cross.” 

Friedrich Nietszche said that. 

He was wrong.  

Christianity is not the faith of the great Jewish teacher Jesus of Nazareth. It’s the 

religion Paul of Tarsus and thousands of others built up around the image of Jesus after he 

died.  

They say UUs tend to be poor Christians, better followers of Jesus. This might 

apply, for example, to our minister. It’s hard to parse how rabbi Jesus’ teachings on 

radically inclusive love differ from Buddhist loving kindness––each calls on us to care for 

all just as we would care for our dearest kin.  

These teachings have much in common with the highest ideals of many other 

traditions. Most claim they “stand on the side of love,” and so we also focus on the ethical 

teachings of Jesus. They helped abolish slavery. They inspired the civil rights movement. 

Many in today’s fair-trade movement are motivated by Christian faith––Ten Thousand 

Villages, for example, has Mennonite roots. For centuries, globally, Christians have, in the 

name of Jesus, set up hospitals and schools where there would otherwise be none.  

But intertwined with the teachings of rabbi Jesus, there is Christianity as a religion 

about Jesus––and that also deserves our attention. Because, both for better and for worse, 

Christianity has given the world much of its shape. Directly and indirectly, it has affected 

the lives of everyone here. And our Unitarian and Universalist ancestors knew themselves, 

unequivocally, as Christians. 
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These days many of us land here as refugees. Maybe half suffer post-dogmatic 

trauma disorder inflicted by Christian churches where self-righteous judgment triumphs 

over inclusive care. Many are scarred by sexual, emotional, and physical abuse at the hands 

of the church’s agents. So it can be hard, or seem impossible, to appreciate anything about 

Christianity. Recently, a friend of mine stopped attending because of feeling unwelcome 

here as a Christian. That should not happen. 

I was raised Roman Catholic. Around age 30 I abandoned Christianity for 

Buddhism and also, later, UU. But my separation from Christianity was an amicable 

drifting. I was never traumatized, probably because my parents’ faith was in most ways as 

liberal as UU, right in the lineage of Dorothy Day’s social gospel. I had classes with nuns, 

but they didn’t beat me; I got to know a few priests, but they didn’t rape me. There are 

reasons I am no longer a Christian. But as a non-Christian, an ex-Christian, there are things 

I appreciate and admire in that tradition. There is salvage in the wreck of my former faith. 

 

Christianity is the fusion of ancient, polytheistic traditions about dying and rising 

gods with the prophetic Jewish tradition wherein a single divine creator calls us to acts of 

Love and justice. The power of this synergy has been such as to establish Christianity as the 

world’s largest religion. Broadly speaking, what is great about Christianity is that it has 

universalized, via the ever-popular dying ‘n’ rising god motif, ethical ideas that might 

otherwise have remained tucked away among the Jews.  

I want to talk about three features of Christianity as a religion that I find profound 

and important. Most of what I appreciate in Christianity derives directly, and the rest 

indirectly, from Judaism. But for the most part these ideas find their way into global culture 

via Christianity. In celebrating these ideas, I am not wholeheartedly adopting them.  
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Idea #1   Taking Persons Seriously 

Our Declaration of Independence says,  

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are 

endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 

Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness. 

Is that true? Is it self-evident that all humans are equal? Also: is it self-evident that the world 

has a divine Creator? And how can it be self-evident that a Good Creator God gave every 

individual some mysterious things called “Rights?” 

What’s evident is none of this is self-evident. That stuff about God-given rights 

seemed evident to Thomas Jefferson and his friends only because they were well marinated 

in European philosophy rising from an overwhelmingly Christian culture. Christian or not, 

their assumptions are Christian. And the roots of this Christian culture are found in Jewish 

notions that  

• there is a single Divine Creator of all that exists; 

• that this Creator is a PERSON who has created us in “his” image; 

• and that this Creator takes a personal and equal interest in every living soul.  

Among other things, this culture generated and transmitted the notion that we find 

our deepest fulfillment as human beings not in the acquisition of stuff, or territory, but in 

our personal relations to one another—our person-to-person relationships. And this is so 

precisely because we are all persons in the image of the Divine Person. When we objectify 

one another, or use one another as tools for some other purpose, we fail. We fall short; we 

miss the mark.  



 4 

Each person is created and known and loved by God. As it is to God, so it ought to 

be for us: persons are never the means to other more important ends. Rather, 

interpersonal connection is the end. This is the whole point, the meaning, of existence 

itself. God, being a person, brought us into existence us to know and love him, person-to-

person. We can and should see the divine image of God reflected in each face.  

Whether we accept this or not, we live in a world shaped by these ideas and, I 

think, a world that would be better, overall, were it shaped by them more fully! Because it 

seems that most humans do find much deeper happiness in relating to others as full human 

persons rather than in using them.  

It seems natural for us to imagine/experience our highest ideals as a Person or 

persons. Consider that Buddhism and communism do not at all start from the notion of a 

Divine Person; neither posits a personal soul; each focuses on transpersonal ideals. Yet in 

practice, each ends up celebrating, worshipping and idolizing, specific persons—Che, or 

Mao, or the Buddha. The ideal must be personified for most of us to connect. 

Whatever we say we believe, we can’t stop scanning the environment for persons. 

That is how we are, whether created or evolved. Babies respond more to images of human 

faces than to other images. When we look at the shapes on the surface of the moon, or the 

burn marks on our grilled cheese sandwich, or the ridgeline of the distant mountains, we 

can’t help seeing the shapes of faces.  

So, Christianity is not the source of this human inclination. It is the vehicle through 

which a spirituality based on that inclination has been articulated and spread worldwide.  

Idea #2 Taking History Seriously 
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This is a liberal religion, which means we are progressives. We are engaged, in the face of 

our own doubts, with the idea that the world can be improved––that the arc of history, 

while taking some extraordinarily painful detours, does bend toward justice.  

Even to consider this, to wonder whether we really buy it, we have to take history 

seriously. To regard it as a one-way arrow. Time is not just one damn thing after another; 

and it is not the same things over and over again. Whatever “eternity” means, it does not 

mean that everything is happening all the time. Rather: specific things happen at specific 

times, to specific individual humans, and this makes a difference to what happens next. 

And then those very particular things do not happen ever again.  

Like the idea of taking human persons seriously, most of us share this; we consider 

self-evident. But it isn’t. It is not the way Hindus or Buddhists or Jains traditionally looked 

at the world. It is not the way many traditional peoples regarded the world. In some 

cultures, what seems self-evident is the cyclical nature of time.  

Our own expression, “There is nothing new under the sun,” [(derived from 

Ecclesiastes 1.9)] expresses our latent sense that everything that happens has in some sense 

happened before and will happen again. We are not on a one-way rocket to the future. 

We’re riding a spinning-wheel, a Ferris wheel. The dying and rising god stories around the 

world are about gods that die and rise again and then die again. And rise again. Of course, 

naturally––just like winter and spring; like the cycles of plant and animal reproduction. 

This is a very normal way to experience the world. Before global capitalism, the population 

explosion of modernity; before rapid climate change, there was much less to counter this 

way of seeing the world.  

There is a history to how we came assume history, how we came to imagine time as 

unique and unrepeatable events. As humans came gradually to see themselves mostly as 
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individual persons, rather than part of a band or a village, the prospect of irreversible 

individual death loomed larger. Death anxiety rose with the emergence of anonymous, 

impersonalizing cities. In India, the dominant response was to extend the natural cycles of 

vegetation and seasons into the concept that each individual dies and is reborn cyclically.  

But in the ancient Middle East, the Israelites instead came to understand their 

collective history as the linear unfolding of their relationship with a Divine Creator. They 

took it that this story had a very specific beginning, and that each incident or act along the 

way was unique and unrepeatable, and so all the choices we make matter to what will 

happen next. 

History was not invented by the Jews alone. Greeks made big contributions and the 

Chinese had their own take. But the Jewish idea that Divine Will is revealed in historical 

events is critical to our hope that we can meaningfully work for social justice.  

Transmitted into Christianity, this means that God died and rose from the dead 

exactly one time. The Christian calendar marks not the cycle of the seasons, but—like the 

Jewish calendar—commemorates particular past events. T.S. Eliot expressed it this way:  

If all time is eternally present, then all time is unredeemable . . . 

But only in time can the moment in the rose-garden . . . 

Be remembered . . . 

In other words, if everything is happening all the time, or if everything is happening over 

and over, then there really isn’t any possibility of improvement or progress. The possibility 

of making things better, or redeeming the world, requires a perspective WITHIN linear 

time. You have to take history seriously.  
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Idea # 3. The mystery of the incarnation 

My impression is that most Christians don’t know who Jesus Christ is supposed to be 

according to their own churches.  

When I taught Christianity in World Religions, I entertained myself by asking 

students to explain who Jesus was or is according to Christianity. Everyone agreed he is the 

Son of God, but they could not agree on whether that meant he was human, or God, or 

some hybrid. This turns out to be a hard question; it took Christian leadership over four 

centuries to sort it out. Some thought Jesus was divine but merely appeared human. Some 

thought he started out human but became divine. Some thought he was two-souled, so to 

speak, with separate aspects of his being. But what they finally came up with (in the fifth 

century) is quite remarkable:  

 Jesus of Nazareth is 100% God, through and through, and also 100% human, 

through and through. These two natures are fully distinct and yet at the same time 

indivisibly united in one person.  

 How can it make any sense that Jesus Christ is entirely the Divine Creator who 

exists eternally, outside and before time, and yet is also the fully human, vulnerable and 

time-bound creation of that very Creator God, that is, of Himself?  

Some Christians have tried to explain this, while most see it as a mystery 

transcending human sense. Some say it’s a flat contradiction that demands a leap of blind 

faith. Of course just to say, “it’s a big mystery,” doesn’t explain its force.  

The idea that God creates humans, but also chose to become one of his own 

creations: this is a particularly powerful kind of nonsense. I think its power comes from the 

way it reflects the complexity of our lives. Around the world, we often find the idea that 

there is “something more,” a sacred dimension, an invisible or divine reality, transcending 
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the grubby particularities of our lives—and yet is somehow fully present in them. At 

moments, there seems to be that which, without necessarily changing anything, lights our 

lives from within or beyond––and makes them redeemable, as Eliot put it.  

For example, in the Central Michigan Sangha, like many other Buddhist groups, we 

chant the Heart Sutra, which (in one translation) says: 

These bodies are the boundless and the boundless is itself these bodies. Our 

bodies are nothing other than boundlessness and boundlessness is nothing other 

than these bodies. 

This expresses the kind insight that Christians find in the mystery of Jesus Christ.  

 But for Christians, what unifies this world with the infinite is not bodies, or 

thoughts, or feelings. It is a Person. In the Christian mystery, the Divine Creator, seeing the 

suffering of the persons He created, does not hold himself apart from that, but fully and 

voluntarily enters into it. And he does not just seem to suffer and die; he actually suffers 

and actually dies: just like us.  

 

 Karl Marx called religion the “heart of a heartless world.” He and Nietzsche, critics 

of Christianity, knew its power in the lives of the miserable, the oppressed, the 

downtrodden. Because Jesus suffered terribly and died, when Christians suffer—as all 

humans must—they may find consolation in their solidarity with God. God’s not looking 

down on them, but is right here with them in their pain. Marx and Nietzsche saw this as an 

insidious and false consolation, an ugly con game, merely reconciling people to their semi-

starved condition.  
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 And humans do need bread. But we don’t live fulfilling lives by bread alone. Even 

when I get bread, something is missing. Per Jesus, what we need is the word of God. It’s a 

powerful cultural move, a super-meme, to say that the word of God is a not a mantra or a 

creed; the word of God is a human PERSON, someone who, just like us, was vulnerable 

and afraid and suffered torment––and finally rose above.  

 Marx called this an opiate, but it’s both more and less. Often it causes pain—think 

of the Native American boarding schools. And it inspires many undergo great pain. 

Dorothy Day, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Oscar Romero, and Martin Luther King gave all they 

had for Christian vision very unlike what one might find in a narcotic haze. Even I can 

testify that when I was a sincere young Christian adult, I saw the world through Christian 

eyes and it was far from the simple pipe dream Marx imagined.  

Christianity is not a narcotic; it is more like an entheogen, a substance such as 

psilocybin or peyote, used in traditional religions to blow minds open to seeing this world 

in a radically different light. Accumulating over the last few years, there’s scientific evidence 

that such substances can relieve anxiety among hospice patients. They create challenging 

and transformative experiences; they definitely are not sedating, numbing or tranquilizing. 

They help some to know themselves not as they imagined, not as skin-encapsulated egos 

about to be destroyed, but reassuringly, somehow, quite otherwise.  

And so it is with Christianity.  

 In conclusion: Christianity, like other religions, is a powerful cultural technology 

that humans have created and deployed to help and to harm, to justify oppression and to 

motivate liberation. It invites us to take the lives of human individuals seriously, to take 

history seriously, and to reflect on the mysterious relations between our lives and the 

infinite.  
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It is sad, I think, to despise Christianity because its agents have personally wounded 

us; the world is bigger than my personal trauma history. We can be burned and still learn 

to work with fire. To scorn or despise Christians violates our principles. And it undermines 

our social justice work, for in that work we sometimes find Christians among our best 

partners––and, truly, among our best role models.  
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