Dear People Whom God Loves,                                         
JESUS IS SAVIOR
From the earliest days the church has believed that Jesus is savior.  That is Jesus has saved us from sin.
At the same time the belief has always been that only God can save us from sin and Jesus is a human being.  The church struggled to put this seeming contradiction into our human words.  This led to the understanding that Jesus possessed a human nature and a divine nature.  This is pointed to in the Gospel of John by saying that the “word became flesh and dwelt among us”. The name for this is the Incarnation.  God, in and through Jesus has saved us from sin.

There was a tendency to understand this saving primarily with Jesus’ suffering and death.  I think that for some it was exclusively through his suffering and death.  We are now more inclined to see the entire life of Jesus - -including his suffering, death and resurrection – to be the action that saved us from sin.
I see this as the core message.  Jesus is human and divine.  Jesus is savior.  God is savior.  We are truly saved from sin.

******

I also see that this core message that remains the same has been commonly understood and expressed in different ways through the centuries.  This is understandable because the way we think about and see things is strongly influenced by the culture and world in which we live.  

This is the challenge for theology-to be able to point to the mystery (by using human concepts and words) in a way that helps people (who live in cultures of different times and places and have different views of what the world and universe is like) to be drawn to the belief in a mysterious reality.

The mysterious reality is what it is.  We believe in this mysterious reality.  Our words and concepts are not the reality.  Hopefully, they help us have some partial insight into the mysterious reality and help us believe.  That belief is a faith that we have only by the grace filled gift that comes from God.

I do believe that being willing to seek that faith is a preparation for receiving the gift of faith.  That journey is sometimes easier when we have been drawn into it when we were children.  That is not always true.  Often it happens to us later in life when we have a spiritual experience.  Frequently, spirituality develops out of an opening that comes from some kind of suffering or reversal.  God can work through these blows to wake us up.

******

Now we turn to ways in which salvation was frequently understood by people through the centuries.  This common understanding of salvation is not the core teaching of the church.  It was, however, very influential in the lives of people.
******

We look first at a common understanding that was prevalent in the first thousand years of the church.  This was influenced by the focus on just the suffering and death of Jesus and by the commonly held belief of the devil and his active role in people’s lives.  It was believed that humanity was captured by Satan in the Garden of Eden and people carried sin until ransom was paid to him.  This ransoming of captives was prevalent in the lives of the people at that time.  

The focus was that Jesus died for our sins.  (This can be understood in an appropriate way.)  Jesus’ suffering was horrible.  The scourging at the pillar is beyond my comprehension.  The Romans soldiers who did the scourging did not have to follow the Jewish law of 40 lashes minus one.  They could do it as long as they wanted or until they were too tired to continue.  Then finally the crucifixion.

This suffering and death was considered pleasing to Satan and was accepted as a ransom.  God sent his son to be the ransom. Thus sinners were freed from captivity to Satan.

This understanding would be of little value today.  Indeed I would say it would be a hindrance to be drawn into believing the beautiful truth that we are saved.

******

There was a big shift that occurred in the eleventh century with St. Anselm.  The idea of a ransom to Satan was dropped.

Rather there was the idea that because sin is an offense against God, God’s honor was injured and that recompense had to be made to God to restore the honor that sin had damaged.

In that medieval time the severity of an offense depended on the position that the offended person held in their society.  Offense against a serf wasn’t much.  Offense against a duke was far greater.  Offense against a king was huge.
Now since God is infinite, the offense is infinite.  That means that infinite reparation to that honor had to be made.  This would be impossible for a human to make.  At the same time the reparation had to be made by a human because the offense was caused by humans.
So St. Anselm reasoned that Jesus being of human nature and divine nature solved the problem.  Since Jesus was human he could offer reparation for humans.  Since Jesus was divine the reparation was infinite.  And so we are saved.   

This thinking preserves the core belief that Jesus is Savior, that God is Savior-that Jesus is human and divine and that we are saved.

What is the cost?  God demanded his pound of flesh.  God is appeased and his honor restored by the horrible suffering and death of Jesus.  What an image of God!  When we say that Jesus paid the price we easily can be drawn into an image of God that is for removed from I Jn 4-8b “God is love”.

I don’t think that this image can draw us into the merciful beauty of salvation.  I don’t think that it would be helpful for numerous people today.
******

Theologians today have the task of presenting salvation in a manner that will draw people today into the beautiful mystery of salvation.

******

Here are some tentative thoughts of mine that help me be drawn into the beautiful mystery of salvation.  The mystery of the infinite mercy and love that is God.  
******

I am drawn into the beautiful mystery of salvation by the way that Jesus worked with people who were caught in sin.  I see his compassion and acceptance of them.  I also see that this compassionate love and acceptance opens in them to at least a beginning realization of the goodness inside of them.  I see this inner goodness as the presence of GOD (LOVE).  This enabled that inner presence to being healing the wound of sin.  Sin in some way is a rejection of love (GOD) (LOVE).  

Another way of saying this:  Jesus was loving them into love.  Jesus was interested in healing the wound and not interested in condemning them.  

Some examples of times when Jesus brought healing that have been used as teaching moments:
· The woman caught in the act of adultery

· Zacchaeus the tax collector

· The prostitute who washed Jesus’ feet with her tears and dried them with her hair

· Matthew the tax collector chosen to be an apostle

· Peter who denied Jesus

· Mary of Magdala out of whom Jesus cast seven devils.  (We are not sure what that means.  It may have had nothing to do with sin but it certainly was a deep healing).
· The compassionate merciful father of the prodigal son

· The tax collector praying in the temple

· The shepherd and the lost sheep

· The woman and the lost coin

All of these show the compassion and merciful love that Jesus had for people in sin.  When we see how Jesus lived and taught we are shown something of what God is like and what God wants to transform within us.

*******

I see sin as bad.  I also see that sin causes suffering, pain and harm.  I also see that we all sin and that God loves us when we are in sin.
I try to keep in balance that we recognize that sin is bad; that we remain aware that we choose behavior that is unloving, that we are in need of repentance and healing, that we realize that this continuing conversion is possible only by the merciful LOVE (GOD) that is in us and healing us.

At the same time that we keep open to the understanding that GOD (LOVE) may see sin from a perspective that is quite different from our own without losing our need to see sin as bad and harmful.

******

What is the suffering that sin causes?  We hurt people when we sin.  We make our society more difficult and painful for people to live in.  We hurt ourselves by acting contrary to who we deeply are (the image and likeness of GOD (LOVE)).  The path of conversion is painful as layers of conversion require us to let go of our false self.  Once we come to terms with one layer we find another.  Letting go of these layers is painful.  It is a journey of becoming aware that we are the beloved of God.  We are beloved because of who we are – not because of our accomplishments.    

By the way our false image of ourselves can go all the way from thinking that we are the scum of the earth to thinking that we are a saint.  We are neither the scum of the earth nor a saint.  We are the presence of God within us – a gift from LOVE (God).  
Sin causes suffering.  True enough.  I suggest that we be careful not to say that GOD (LOVE) sends this suffering.  

******

Let us now turn to see if we can have some inkling of how God-who is infinite LOVE-could see sin.  Remember, the book of Genesis reminds us that God looked at creation and said that it is good.  GOD (LOVE) cherishes every human person who has ever lived – now, in the past, and in the future. 
This likely will be hard for us to understand when we see the atrocious things that people have done.  But remember we are little loves and not infinite Love.

******

We humans are creatures.  Creatures are not God.  We are imperfect.  We will sin.  God will not exactly be surprised that we sin.  LOVE (GOD) who has been within creation since the beginning knows our struggle and is full of compassion.  

When we love someone and they are in pain and struggling, we want to be with them, share their pain and help them.  Infinite Love would even more be drawn into this than we little loves.

Wouldn’t it follow that GOD (LOVE) would choose to come into humanity in Jesus in a deep ultimate way to share the pain and suffering caused by sin and then heal and save us.  GOD (LOVE) would be working in sin in a way that brings us salvation.  Sin, which is bad, would be used by LOVE (GOD) to bring about the beautiful mystery that we are saved.
Of course this salvation will not be completed until everyone and everything is brought to the final state that is given the name heaven.

I suppose it is true theoretically that a human person could ultimately say no to Infinite Love.  I suppose that Infinite Love and Goodness is able to draw in even the worst of humans.

I think that Fr. Karl Rahner was pointing to this when he said that we have to believe in hell but we don’t have to believe that anyone goes there.

******

A final note.  My personal experience is that sin is more valuable to spiritual growth than virtue.  We humans need imperfection to grow spiritually.  Seeking to be perfect easily stands in the way.

My personal experience is that my virtues have only heightened my pride and enlarged my ego.  Pride and ego block our spiritual growth.

On the other hand my sin makes me realize that I am an ordinary mixed up human like everyone else and that my spiritual growth is only by the grace of God.

To show how tricky this is-I take pride in this.  I am proud of my humility.  The peeling away of the layers never ends.

Smile, God Loves You, 
Father Clay
P.S.  It is my hope that theologians, church leaders and all of us will be able to find the words that express (limitedly) the core message of salvation and the indescribable compassion and mercy of the LOVE we name God.
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