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A burglar was just making his way out of what he believed to be an empty house, his pockets full of jewelry and other valuables from the master bedroom, and with a very expensive television set in his arms, when he heard a voice behind him in the dark say softly, “Jesus is watching you.”  He spun around quickly, and peered into the darkness, but seeing no one, he decided he was imagining things and headed once more toward the door.  Again, he heard the voice behind him say, “Jesus is watching you.”  He turned, again, walked a few steps back into the darkness, and saw a parrot, sitting in a cage, watching him.  “Are you the one talking?” he asked the parrot.  “Yes,” the bird replied.  “What’s your name, pretty bird?” he asked.  The parrot replied that his name was Moses.  “Moses,” the burglar wondered out loud.  “What kind of people would name their parrot Moses?”  “The same kind of people who would name their pit bull Jesus,” the bird replied.


Since his life, ministry, death and resurrection, Jesus’ name has been used and invoked in all sorts of ways!  And although most of us might not name our pit bull after Jesus (or even own a pit bull, for that matter!), it is true that one of the most common ways of understanding, of knowing Jesus, is as one who offers us security, protection, strength…one of the most common ways of knowing and understanding Jesus is as our Savior, the one who comes to offer us the assurance of God’s grace, who offers us new life.


There is a tree in Johannesburg, South Africa, that stands in the yard of a Catholic retreat center.  When viewing this tree from one particular angle, one sees a single tree, with a very large trunk.  From another angle, the tree appears as three distinct trees, down to the very roots.  This tree has been nicknamed Trinity – three-in-one.  No matter where you lean on the tree, you can be supported.  No matter what part of the tree you look at, it’s beautiful.  Three trunks, one tree, inseparable and unified at its base.  The existence of this tree is a natural illustration of the notion of our triune God – a God who is Three-in-One – a God who works to support us and to uphold us.  Whether we call upon God the creator, God the savior, God the empowering Spirit, God will bear you up, help to bring you into relationship with God’s self and with others.
  


Jesus is like one trunk of that interconnected tree.  Jesus, forever connected with God, comes to support us, to give us strength.  Jesus comes to offer us the invitation into the fullest, most complete, relationship with God.  On Easter Sunday, when the candidates for baptism stand in those waters and express their commitment to follow Jesus, they are told that we bury them with Christ in the waters of baptism so that they may rise to a new and ever-more faithful life.  Jesus comes to offer us this new life, this ever-more faithful life, this life lived in closer relationship with God and with one another.  Jesus comes to rescue us from lives of isolation, of fear and loneliness, of meaninglessness; from the sorrow of a life lived in separation from our loving God.  Jesus comes to show us a new way, to offer us a new and better path.  Jesus comes to save us from ourselves, really, from the sometime selfishness and self-centeredness of being human, to turn us toward God and each other.  Jesus saves us from the pull of looking inward, and draws us outward, encouraging us to look out, to look up.  Jesus comes to save us.  


Jesus saves.  That’s a loaded phrase if ever I heard one.  In our contemporary culture and in contemporary Christianity, there are vastly different understandings of what that phrase means, of how it can and should be used, of who that phrase is for.  Jesus saves.  But who?  How?  For what purpose?  To what end?  


The title Savior, although quickly taken up by the early Christian Church as a name for Jesus, really isn’t a name for Jesus that we find all that often in the gospels.  Luke is, in fact, the only one of the synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) to use the phrase Savior to directly apply to Jesus – and Luke appoints Jesus as Savior from the very beginning.  The angels appear to shepherds and herald the coming of a Savior, who is born in the city of David.  And in Luke’s telling of the story, when Mary and Joseph takes the young Jesus to the temple as a baby to be presented before God, Simeon sees in the child that Savior for whom his people have been waiting.  Even the name bestowed upon this tiny child, Yeshua, means “God saves.”
  Yet even though the gospel writers didn’t used the title Savior for Jesus with great frequency, from the very beginning of the story, there is clearly something special, something salvific about him.  Jesus saves.  But who?  How?  For what purpose?  To what end?


At the time when Jesus was born, the people were expecting, were waiting for, were yearning for a Savior…one who would come and deliver them from the powerful tyranny of Rome.  Under Roman rule, the backs and wills of the people of Israel were breaking.  The Romans were wealthy, the Jews oppressed.  And it wasn’t just about material wealth – the very lives that they lived were deeply different.  Roman life expectancy in the time that Jesus lived was a little over 60 years.  For the Jews, life expectancy was half that number.
  The people wanted somebody, anybody, to help them, to save them from their sad, oppressed, desperate lives.  Experience told them it would take a violent takeover.  But instead, Jesus appears.  The people are perplexed.  Is this the Savior whose coming was foretold to them?  


And yet, it seems, Jesus is the Savior whose coming has been foretold.  In the Book of Isaiah, an ancient song, a hymn, seems to be recorded in chapter 12.  We heard a version of this passage sung this morning by our choir.  This song speaks of the salvation that God offers us, of the loving extension of God’s comforting power to God’s people.  Taking a closer look at this hymn, we see that it offers a wonderful way to understand three ways in which Jesus works to save us.


The prophet says, “Surely, God is my salvation; I will trust and will not be afraid.  For the Lord God is my strength and my might.”  And so that’s the first thing about the saving work of Jesus.  Jesus saves us by standing in solidarity with us.  We can place our trust in Jesus.  Jesus stands right there in it with us, offering us strength, offering us courage.  


Sometimes there is a tendency to focus only on the cross when we talk about the saving work of Jesus.  But Jesus’ death on the cross and resurrection are only a part of a whole life, of a whole story.  And it is Jesus’ whole life, birth and cross and resurrection all included, that saves us.  If Jesus had not been born, had not walked, talked, preached, healed, ministered…the story could not, would not, be complete.  Jesus stands in solidarity with us to show us God’s love…to offer us salvation by loving us so completely.


The author of 1 John puts it so simply: “God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him…Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another…if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is perfected in us.”  God sends down perfect love, to show us how to love.  God saves us, Jesus saves us, by standing in loving solidarity with us.  That’s the Incarnation.  That’s the Word becoming flesh.  Jesus, Logos, the Word of God, is a savior who stands in solidarity with us.


Now, when Beth preached about the Incarnation, about Jesus as Logos, you may recall that she told a story about some ants, and now I’m going to tell you one about some birds.  Something about the Incarnation seems to bring out stories involving creatures from us!  This story takes place on Christmas Eve.  A woman and her son prepared to head off for the 11:00 Christmas Eve service at their church, but her husband decided that, as he usually did on Christmas Eve, he would stay home, sit in his big comfortable chair by a roaring fire, and just enjoy a relaxed evening, unencumbered by church stuff.  He said good-bye to his family, and as he watched the car’s headlights as they pulled out of the driveway, he noticed that it was beginning to snow.


The man sat, comfortable in his chair, reading the newspaper.  Suddenly he thought he heard someone knocking at his window.  He looked up, listened hard, and heard only silence.  So, deciding he was imagining it all, he went back to his reading.  Then the sound came again.  More knocking.  More like pecking, even.  He opened the curtains, and he could see right away that the snow was falling hard snow, and the wind was blowing, whipping it about.  And then he could make out the shape of a small bird – no, a flock of small birds – on his lawn, huddling together.  A few of them had flown into the window, drawn to it, perhaps by the light, as they sought shelter from the storm.  It seemed as if the birds were disoriented and confused.  The man realized that if they didn’t find shelter they would be in trouble, so he thought he would try to scare them away from the window and off to find shelter by flicking the porch light off and on quickly.  But they wouldn’t go.  So the man went out on the porch and caused a tremendous racket, hoping to get them to fly away to safety.  But they still wouldn’t go.  The man realized that the empty barn behind his family’s house would be a perfect place for the birds to have some shelter.  So he put on his coat, went outside, opened wide the doors of the barn, and turned on the light inside of the barn, hoping to attract them to safety.  But they wouldn’t come.  They remained huddled on the ground, sometimes flying into the window of his house.  


“Food,” he said to himself.  “Food would bring them into the barn.”  So he went inside, brought out a bag of bread, and set to work spreading the bread into crumbs leading in a path to the barn.  Still, the birds would not come.  “Oh,” said the man out loud, “I wish that I could just become a bird, if only for a short while, so that I could show them how much I care for them and that I mean to offer them life.”  And on that cold Christmas Eve, when the church bells rang out to announce the birth of the Savior, they rang out with new meaning for the man who was standing outside, still, trying to bring comfort to the birds.


Jesus saves us by offering us solidarity so that we no longer feel so radically alone, by standing right beside us, by leading us in a life and path of love.


The hymn in Isaiah continues, “with joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation.  And you will say in that day: give thanks to the Lord, call on his name.”  And so Jesus saves us by reconciling us to and with God.  Jesus shows us the way to live in right relationship with our God, invites us into relationship, tells us to call upon God’s name, to live in faithfulness to God.  Jesus shows us how to repair our frayed relationship with God.  For many, this gets focused on the cross, but for me, it includes the work of the cross, but even more, for me, it’s about following Jesus, the way he lived his life, his willingness to sacrifice for others, everyday, just so that we could understand how to have a whole, a healed, relationship with God.


When candidates for baptism in this church stand in the baptistry with us, we ask them a critically important question.  We ask them if they are ready to accept Jesus Christ as their Savior, and if they are ready to proclaim that he is the one they are choosing to follow and serve on that day and in the days to come.  And if their answer is yes, if they are ready to make that commitment, if they are ready to take that bold step to make an outward profession of their inward faith, then we immerse them in the waters of baptism.  


That water doesn’t magically change them.  It doesn’t erase everything that has come before, isn’t a magical cure-all that erases mistakes and corrects missteps.  But it is a joyful moment.  It is a joyful moment because it is a tangible expression of an utterly intangible choice: of the choice to walk in the path that Jesus walked, to follow him to the best of their ability throughout their lives, to stand up for what’s right, even when it’s the hard or unpopular thing to do, to act for justice, to love kindness, and to live in relationship with God, to forgive as we have been forgiven.  


Before ascending to the throne, King Louis XII of France had been cast into prison and kept in chains.  Later, when he did become king, others urged him to seek revenge on these enemies who had mistreated him, but the king refused.  Instead, he prepared a scroll on which he listed the names of all those who had done him harm or who had perpetrated crimes against him.  After each name, he drew, in red ink, the simple symbol of the cross.


When those on the list heard about this, they feared for their lives, and they fled into hiding.  The king’s advisors asked him what he meant to do with the list.  The king explained, “The cross which I drew beside each name was not a sign of punishment, but a pledge of forgiveness, extended for the sake of the Savior…who forgave his enemies and prayed for them.”  


Jesus saves us by reconciling our relationship with God; by reminding us that we are not only loved and forgiven, but that we are to show our love for God by extending that same love and forgiveness to others.


Isaiah brings the hymn to a conclusion, proclaiming, “Sing praises to the Lord, for he has done gloriously; let this be known in all the earth.”  Through his loving pattern, through his healing of our frayed relationship with God, and through his triumph over the power of hatred and the brokenness and the sorrow of the world, Jesus redeems us, makes our lives fresh and new.  He redeems us for new life, for a new chance, for a new and ever-more faithful life, lived in love and in relationship with God.  And there is joy in that!  Jesus is a Savior who comes to bring joy, who comes with an incredible message of Good News to share!  God’s kingdom, God’s kingdom of love and peace and justice, of shalom and wholeness, is present and available to us, even now!  Jesus comes to offer us new life, and when we accept the invitation and follow, then we should sing out, let it be known in all the earth the wonder and the miracle of our loving, ever-present God!


The philosopher Nietzsche was critical of those who professed to be followers of Jesus asking, “If Christians are redeemed, why don’t they look like it?”
  Nietzsche was referring to what he saw as the gloominess and hypocrisy of the Church – of a message that seemed, to him, to be about fear, judgment, and punishment, instead of about this miraculous story of redemptive love that is at the heart of the Christian faith.  And on that count, Nietzsche, I think, was right.  When we have heard the story, when we know Jesus, we should sing aloud!  We should ring out our joy!  We should make the wonder of our loving, living God manifest and known in the world by our lives and our living.  


Because this message of a loving God standing in solidarity with God’s people, reaching out in love isn’t just a gift for a few…God’s love is open and available to all people.  In Luke’s gospel, the angels don’t tell the shepherds that they come to bring glad tidings of great joy for a couple of people, for a little handful, for the chosen ones.  No – instead, the angels come with the news of great joy for all people.  It’s a story to be shared.  A story of a great love for all of God’s beloved children.  And so we should sing out and ring out our good news, get out there in the world and live it out.

J.B. Phillips, the theologian who authored the now-famous book Your God is Too Small, says that one of these “too small” kinds of ideas is what he calls the “Heavenly Bosom.”  This is an image of God that focuses only, says Phillips, on God as a hiding place, a place of escape, a place where we can shut out the world.  God may at times say “come unto me” says Phillips, but it’s important to remember that sooner or later, God is always going to say, “Go out there in my name.”
  In the New Testament alone, the word follow is used 87 times.  “Follow me; follow me,” says Jesus.  In contrast, Jesus uses the phrase “Believe in me” only 3 times.  It’s the following that is important.  It’s the following process that brings us closer to Jesus.  Faith is a process of following Jesus.  Go out there and sing out, ring out, proclaim the good news!  Go out there and tell the good news of Jesus as Savior by living it out, by living out the call to stand together in love, by being turned toward our neighbor with kindness and compassion, by opening ourselves to full relationship with God.  


Surely it is God who saves me.  Jesus as Savior comes to stand in solidarity with us so that we might not feel so radically alone; Jesus as Savior comes to reconcile us in our relationship with God, teaching us to love and serve God by loving and serving others; Jesus as Savior redeems us through the whole pattern of his life; redeems us by living his whole life in obedience to God and inviting us to follow that example.  Surely it is God who saves me.  I will trust in God and not be afraid.  Who do you say that I am?  And we say, “Surely, loving Jesus, it is you who saves us.”     
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