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Jesus for the 21
st
 Century 

John Lennon said in 1966: 

"Christianity will go," he said. "It will vanish and shrink. I needn't argue about that; I'm right 

and I will be proved right. We're more popular than Jesus now; I don't know which will go 

first-rock 'n' roll or Christianity. Jesus was all right but his disciples were thick and ordinary. 

It's them twisting it that ruins it for me." 

Of course it caused quite a stir inside and outside the church. For the religious hierarchy it 

had the smell of blaspheme.  But perhaps more disturbing for church leaders and the faithful 

was that it had the smell of truth.  Later, John made it clear that it was religion and 

Christianity that he had trouble with and not Jesus.  In fact in the 1960s Jesus was the cool 

dude who wore sandals, free flowing robes and flowers in his hair.  And wasn’t it Jesus who 

said, “all you need is love…”  

I mention in the advertising for our gathering today that in contemporary western society 

Jesus is far more popular than Christianity, than the Christian church and perhaps even 

“God.” Virtually all religions and even non-religious societies seem to be unanimous in their 

view that the life and teaching of Jesus of Nazareth is fundamental to moving humanity 

forward.  Mahatma Ghandi said: 

"The message of Jesus as I understand it," said Gandhi, "is contained in the Sermon 

on the Mount unadulterated and taken as a whole... If then I had to face only the 

Sermon on the Mount and my own interpretation of it, I should not hesitate to say, 

'Oh, yes, I am a Christian.' But negatively I can tell you that in my humble opinion, 

what passes as Christianity is a negation of the Sermon on the Mount... I am speaking 

of the Christian belief, of Christianity as it is understood in the west."  

He also said: 

I like your Christ. I do not like your Christians. They are so unlike your Christ." 

And finally: 

The example of Jesus suffering is a factor in the composition of my un-dying faith in 

non-violence. What then does Jesus mean to me? To me, He was one of the greatest 

teachers humanity has ever had. 

Many other commenters and world leaders concur with Gandhi’s love of Jesus his life and his 

message.  

However, in the 21
st
 century there remain obvious questions about Jesus and his legacy for 

the church and society in general.  For me a significant question is the role of “the Christ 

figure” so dominant in Christian theology for the last two thousand years? Can one really 

encounter the historical Jesus without a sense of the mystical, or cosmic Christ or the 

“divine” nature of this human being?  And what does divine really mean in the 21
st
 century.  

And Jesus as a great teacher, moral inspiration and prophetic sage, is that enough to sustain 

and inspire say Christian liturgy and what we have called worship 21st century? 
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Setting Jesus Free 

I found John Churcher’s recent book Setting Jesus Free helpful with this question.  He said 

that: 

“Jesus of Nazareth was the breaker of barriers that separate, and the final barrier to 

be broken was that between life and death.”  

It goes without saying that Jesus still remains one of the most important figures in western 

civilization even as our society becomes more and more secular and materialist.  For those of 

us in the Christian church though, Jesus is far more than an influential figure.  His life, 

message, and teaching, is surely what shapes and forms us every day.  But, Churcher in his 

mentioned book says that that can only occur when Jesus is “set free.” 

We know that the slow movement of history has a way of placing a kind of veneer over the 

facts and events it is carrying.  We know that the Christian Church has passed through several 

“reformations” and each time a different and sometimes a new view of Jesus has emerged.  

Jaroslav Pelikan in his book Jesus Through the Centuries chronicles the various names and 

cultural identities given to Jesus through the last two millennia.  Would you believe that in 

English society in the nineteenth century it was common to refer to Jesus as the “perfect 

gentleman”? That doesn’t sound like a barrier breaker does it?  

Other names include: 

Jesus the turning point in History 

The true image of God 

The Cosmic Christ 

The Monk who Rules the World 

The Bridegroom of the Soul 

The Universal Man  

The teacher of Common Sense 

The Poet of the Spirit 

The Man who belongs to the world. 

 

More common of course are the Biblical names that are attributed to Jesus of Nazareth.   

From the second century onward there was more and more emphasis placed on the divine 

names for Jesus as against the “earthly” names.  For example we know that the early church 

placed a lot of importance on Jesus being a Rabbi/teacher.  In the story of the empty tomb 

Mary addresses Jesus as Rabbi.  By the third and fourth centuries AD Jesus is referred to as 

God. For some this was blasphemy for others it was the natural progression for a leader to be 

deified by his followers. It was left to the various Church councils to come up with some way 

to reconcile not only the many designations given to Jesus but to state what is the nature of 

this person who grew up in Palestine and was now seated at the right hand of God in heaven.   

In the 21st century it seems that the most powerful way we can image the presence and nature 

of Jesus is in the human.  The Lutheran pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonheoffer called 
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Jesus “the man for others.”  And more recently a favoured way of translating, “Son of Man” 

is as “the Human One.” That may sound strange to our ears because it is not as familiar as 

other names for Jesus, but it does resonate with our time and culture. 

However, I think today we still seek the scared and the divine and even the Holy, but not so 

much by elevating it above and beyond the world, but by discovering in within the world.  

For us Jesus’ humanity can be a sign of his divinity. As far back as the 12th century the 

German mystic Meister Eckhart, argue for the humanity and divinity were not separate from 

each other and that the human was a legitimate place where God dwells. And not just in Jesus 

but in all of us.   

So what is the most meaning designation for Jesus for us today?  Well I am sure there are 

many.  But there is a caution.  Someone once said, “…the more we worship Jesus the less we 

seem to follow him.”  The further we push Jesus away from being like us, the less we identify 

with his call and teaching to love, justice, compassion and hopefulness.  That’s the problem 

we can see in outbreaks of the spirit in contemporary life. 

I am sure that the demise of the church in our era can be directly correlated with the collapse 

of external religious power.  The language of “God over” cannot be easily translated into 

meaningful theological concepts for our time.  More appropriate it would seem and possibly 

the only meaningful way in which we can speak of God today is as “God in” or “God 

within.”  But we should note as Harvey Cox does in his Book, The Future of Faith, that we 

are really only talking about one group of Christians, us.  The church and the “Spirit of Jesus” 

seems to be alive and well in the developing world of Asia and African.  

Nevertheless we cannot ignore the fundamental theological shift that has occurred in the last 

fifty years.  And for me that has been in the idea that the Universe is the Word of God of 

which Christian theology is a part but not the whole.  I think this expands our understanding 

of the church, and Jesus and we begin to see that the “Christ” figure becomes an all-

encompassing, cosmic concept.   

The notion of a Christ consciousness that transcends even the Christian religion is becoming 

more prevalent in societies where differing religions are in dialogue. It’s difficult to imagine 

fifty years ago that a book by Thich Nhat Hanh a Buddhist leader, would have had the title, 

Living Christ, Living Buddha.  There has been in times of upheaval and renewal in the 

Christian church a healthy syncretism that has revitalized and redirected the Christian faith. It 

is this ability to listen to the “Spirit of the Age” and to respond to it in meaningful ways that 

will keep our theologies on track and our churches alive.  I think this cosmic view of the 

Christ figure will unshackle both Jesus and the church from the narrowness of religious 

culture and I suggest that it may revitalize theology so that it can talk about God within the 

universe.    

I have noticed that some progressive Christians are unhappy with the idea that the church 

should be relevant to the contemporary era.  Some are concerned that the search for relevance 

can eclipse the quest for “being” and replace it with mere “doing.”  Being relevant is a two 

edged sword.  In one sense it is all about relevance. Our language, concepts, ideas, metaphors 
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and images must have a cultural currency and they must be relevant if they are to be 

intelligible within a given time and place.  However, often our Christian and religious identity 

is formed against the prevailing culture.  Different times and places demand different forms, 

structures and even, I would argue different theologies.  So how the church responds to a 

particular situation and in a particular context is important. Relevance for me is not the same 

as cultural compliance, moral accommodation or spiritual acquiescence. It is an informed 

discussion with the prevailing world views in which the church is a conversant and not 

necessarily an authority.  Not an easy position for those who not so long ago held significant 

power!  

The places from which we draw our inspiration.  

There must be at least a dialogue between the scriptures and the prevailing culture which may 

express itself through film, literature, poetry and conversations with those of other faiths and 

with those of no faith at all.   In fact, I would suggest that when you are lost and the map you 

have been following becomes oblique, perhaps the wisest thing to do is ask for direction from 

others you meet on the road. To be a pilgrim people doesn’t mean we are isolated in the 

world of ideas nor is our identity so fixed that we are unable to shift in our theology when the 

shock of the new confronts us.  

It is true that religious faith incorporates ideas and practices from the surrounding cultures 

which then changes and reshapes our world view.  The evolutionary process of both the 

spiritual life and of religious practices seems to be always a dynamic interplay between 

adaption and conservation and it is never static nor a simple return to a golden era.  

Perhaps we are in a time when our theology of the church needs a serious overhaul.  While a 

return to our roots is always a fruitful exercise, I think today we may need to seek 

understanding, our raison d'être, by looking out, rather than looking back.   

It must be the narrative of Jesus that provides us today with the substance of our 

understanding of ourselves as a gathered community.  But the Biblical narrative is only part 

of understanding of ourselves.  The evolution of Spirit continues to give us stories that form 

and shape our identity and they must be grafted into the ancient story of the church.  Also the 

wealth of Biblical scholarship drawn from sociological and psychological studies of the Bible 

and the human condition are essential in forming our theology of the church. This will of 

course throw up a range of competing theological views, but in this age I doubt that there is 

any other way.  Monolithic theological systems are unwelcome in a world that values 

pluralism, evolution and innovation.   

We in the 21st century are moving into a time of theology being done in reference to the 

physical universe in which we exist. The writings of cosmic theologians like Pierre Teilhard 

de Chardin, Matthew Fox, Thomas Berry, Brian Swimme and Roger Haight and others, 

propel our theological thinking into the context of the Universe. And therefore even a 

theology can’t be exclusively drawn for the Biblical text.  Sallie McFague’s notion that the 

world is God’s Body is being expanded to incorporate the idea that the Universe is the body 

of God or as the new atheists would postulate, the multiverse is God’s body. (Of course the 
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atheist would abhor the use of the word God.) So if our theology is so expansive as to take 

into account all that is, where does that leave a theology that is exclusively drawn for the 

Hebrew and Christian scriptures?   

For me all theology and in this case our understanding of Jesus in the 21
st
 century, does best 

when it looks up, down, in and out and all around.  Theology and Christian reflection is a 

human activity that attempts to uncover, reflect on and explain the mysteries of Divine and 

sacred encounters, of which the life of Jesus is one.  All of life is the theatre of God’s activity, 

so all of life provides the substance for our theological reflection and nothing is exempted 

from the quest for wisdom and insight. 

 

A Question 

What do you say about Jesus now? Do you use only past tense - he was a special teacher who 

also embodied what he stood for? Do you also ever use present tense? Do you address Jesus? 

Behind the question lies the question about the meaning of the extensive NT narratives about 

resurrection. 

My Response 

I think it does have something to do with Paul Tillich's notion of Jesus as the Christ.  

Somehow or other we have to maintain that Jesus of Nazareth was a living breathing human 

being who was essentially like us.  He could not tell the future, nor could he transcend the 

natural laws of the universe.  Nevertheless, his followers saw in him a capacity to transcend 

the "the demonic spirit of the age" which was under the domination of Caesar or rather 

Caesars.  So Jesus as the Christ is not limited to time and space.  Is that because our 

imaginations are fired by his memory and therefor he is alive in us/in the church/the body of 

Christ today? Tillich wrote:  "Jesus as the Christ is the one who pneumatically overcomes our 

estrangement, thus paradoxically manifesting essential being within and under the conditions 

of existence." 

My question is how does that happen?  Is it as the text of the narrative grips and gives us a 

way to image this transformation?  So the image and dare I say metaphor,  of resurrection is 

more significant that the event of resurrection itself. However, we can talk of Jesus alive 

today, only by reference to the way in which his life, message, teaching has pervaded and 

altered our understanding of the world and therefore we can say Jesus as the Christ is "alive" 

in us.  I don't think a supernatural image of Jesus presented in the world today will shape the 

consciousness of we moderns. 

I know it is not very popular today but I do find the distinction between the Jesus of history 

and the Christ of faith a helpful one. And I don't really see how the third quest for the 

historical Jesus can revitalizes or re-create Christian faith.  Crisis, encounter with and 

experience of a human being who has pushed out the boundaries of existence into the Holy or 

scared or the Divine is what brings about re-creation in me and others. The third quest is as 

John Smith alluded to in his paper a de-construction.  The neo-construction occurs beyond 
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text and tradition, beyond sociology and anthropology and happens in the psyche and I think, 

in the cosmic realm.  

Most of my theology is done on the run before Sunday's preaching.  So I do tend toward 

aphorisms like, "Don't tell me you believe in the resurrection, tell me you are living the 

resurrection."  Or "the resurrection is the Spirit of Jesus let loose ion the world.  No longer 

limited by one time or one place."  If we had a picture of Jesus as the Christ it would not be a 

photography or realist painting, it would be a form of expressionism because the original 

authors were gripped more by a feeling a sensation or an emotion, than by a historical person, 

a moral code or an inspirational teacher. And I think that they wanted to know God and this 

human being, Jesus became some form of conduit between them and the Divine.  Is that 

possible today without ever meeting Jesus in the flesh?  I suppose that's why the Apostle Paul 

is such a compelling witness in the New Testament. 
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