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Opening the Door

		


		
			

			
The Seed

			3,400 years ago. … You started out with three loaded pack mules and great dreams. Now, you have one mule, scantily laden, whose hind flank is beginning to look more like a meal than a method of transport. Prayers rise up into the moonless night sky alternately for food and reassurance that this track leads to the shores of amber. And then, in the distance, you spy it—a fire. Fellow travelers are resting on the road up ahead. Had this been a western trail leading into the realms of barbarians, this flame would have sparked suspicion and probable danger. But not here.

			With hastening steps, you stumble toward the light and greet the strangers, announcing that you are Epimetheus, twelve days out of Athens, seeking to trade in the north. The nine, well-armed men, seeing your vulnerable state, quickly stir from their rest to offer you wine and some slices off the joint roasting over the coals. One of them, the obvious leader, motions you to a warm place by the fire to sit.

			As you take ravenous bites at the generous portion in your hands, your hosts establish themselves as Mycenaean Greeks. They are a trading party, come from Corinth, a wealthy city holding a dubiously tentative treaty with yours, but no matter. Individually, your hosts introduce themselves, confirm your route, and offer guidance. After a night’s sleep, safe, warm, and with a full belly, you graciously decline the Corinthians’ offer to travel with them, but assure them that when they visit Athens, they have a place to stay, store goods, and make connections. (You boast and name-drop a little.) And off you go, far richer in hope and alliances for your chance meeting with these newfound acquaintances.

			

			For you, this generosity was a lifesaver. But what about the Corinthians? The oasis of aid they provided was a matter of sacred obligation, which, like so many, became blended into religion. That gift of fire, shelter, food, and safety you received was an expression of xenia—the practice of guest-friendship and hospitality demanded from hosts to all wayfaring strangers. No less an authority than Zeus, king of the Olympian gods and protector of strangers, mandated xenia. And to give this custom extra heft, Greek mythology warns that every unknown traveler may just be a deity in disguise.

			But this hospitality observance sprang from far more practical roots. Since the early Bronze Age, the loose confederacy of Mycenaean Greeks moved aggressively into far-ranging trade. And in those days, trade meant travel—navigating your caravan or ship as an exposed stranger through a succession of strange lands. Xenia became a simple matter of investment. Had the Corinthians opted to slit your throat, each man would have walked away with total impunity and gleaned one-ninth share of the load on your scrawny mule. (Provided they didn’t slit each other’s throats arguing over their share sizes.) Instead, each one gained a network of connections and a temporary warehouse the next time he chose to ply his wares in Athens. Not a bad return on investment for a few slices of meat and kylix-fulls of wine.

			Likewise, on the macro scale, following the rules of xenia helped transform relatively arid Greece into a trade-rich empire with enviable wealth flowing in from as far as Britain, central Asia, and deep into Africa. It afforded Greeks the unique luxury to develop world-enlightening ideas—such as government by consent of the governed.

			Fast forward 1400 years to Galilee, one of the most unlovely and least fertile areas rimming the eastern part of the Mediterranean Sea. It is a rule-choked land, filled with unruly individuals who hold a wholly unjustified sense of their own self-importance. In short, people very much like ourselves. From amongst them an itinerant preacher and healer stood before a multitude and planted a revolutionary vision: What kind of riches might befall us, do you suppose, if we took that practice of compassionate, loving friendship reserved for traveling strangers and expanded it into our own hearts and on out to every man, woman, and child of God we encounter in this life?

		


		
			

			
The Mystery of the Messenger

			In about 2–4 AD, Jesus of Nazareth, son of a carpenter, was born into a remote, rural, hard-scrabbling corner of the Roman Empire. One of 75 million people over whom the Emperor Caesar Augustus claimed control. Jesus lived the same number of years as Alexander the Great and, like Socrates, left the task of recording his wisdom to his followers. And no person on earth has ever made a greater impact.

			Somehow, this impoverished Galilean preacher became the most influential individual in all of humanity. More people have felt the effect of Jesus Christ’s brief life and all-encompassing message than any other. Joseph and Mary’s son has become the ultimate moral authority for a major percentage of those born within the last two millennia. His words and every attributed action are deemed so important that countless lives are expended in discovering the exact meaning and best possible interpretation of them.

			Even more amazing is that the persona, the very name Jesus, has become a massive basket into which is poured all things that humankind envisions as “good”—all those ways we want life to be and people to behave. Kindness, human compassion, caring, love in all forms, healing, forgiveness, mercy, peace, right relation with God, worship, piety, faith, sacrifice—the list of all we believe will enrich people’s lives is dumped at his feet, epitomizing Jesus as the embodiment of each. When apartheid and bigotry reign, Jesus is brought to the fore as the champion of racial equality. When men take up arms and slaughter one another, Jesus is presented as the touchstone of peace. These elements have become as vital to his message as the historically attributed words of the man himself.

			Christ’s influence continues to grow through the ages, reaching far beyond the sacred halls of religion, deep into popular culture. You will probably never see a military jeep bearing a bumper sticker asking, “What Would Julius Caesar or General Patton Do?” And even the most fanatical physics buffs bear no banners asking, “What Might Einstein Postulate?” But the “What Would Jesus Do?” stickers have decorated vehicles practically since the auto’s invention, with WWJD signs, T-shirts, and swag now appearing globally in scores of languages. The book that launched this widely touted slogan in 1896, Charles Sheldon’s In His Steps: What Would Jesus Do?, has to date sold more than fifty million copies, making it one of the best sellers in history. It surprises no one that Jesus is the subject of more writing, art, and music than any individual, real or fictional. And even in this logo-sodden age, Christ’s iconic cross remains the most recognized and powerful symbol on the planet, having beaten out such flash-in-the-pan challengers as Apple’s apple, McDonald’s arches, the Coca-Cola logo, and the Playboy bunny.

			In short, Jesus Christ has become our worldwide representative of all those ideals we cherish. His course is how we want ourselves and our institutions to run. This timeless and global authority seems all the more amazing when we consider our scant historical knowledge of the man on whom we’re pinning all our hopes.

			The Historical Record and Beyond

			Only a few threads in the fabric of Jesus’ life, as so richly woven in the New Testament, may claim any scholarly corroboration. Some snippets from the Roman historian Tacitus in his Annals state that during the rule of Emperor Tiberius, a Galilean preacher/healer/religious rabble rouser named Jesus disrupted the Jewish theocratic rulers and was condemned to crucifixion by Judea’s Roman governor, Pontius Pilate. The bias-drenched Flavius Josephus, in his 93 AD Antiquities of the Jews, provides two separate references further supporting Jesus’ lineage and life as an itinerant preacher, his dispute with Jewish authorities, and his crucifixion. Beyond these two writers, substantiation becomes lean and dubious at best. We are not saying the search for the “Real Jesus” is futile. We praise those scholars who diligently seek and sort out the life details of Christ. However, any historical “facts” dredged from millennia past must all be placed on a probability continuum.

			Today, virtually all credible authorities hold that yes, Jesus is an actual historical figure who did indeed exist. General scholarly consensus affords us only the following bare-bones biography. Jesus grew up in Nazareth. As an adult, he was baptized by John the Baptist, after which he launched his career as an independent preacher, traveling mostly around the Sea of Galilee and south into and around Jerusalem. Jesus’ ministry was planned and effective, as demonstrated by the large crowds who came to hear his words and the number of followers who accompanied him on his mission. With the exception of a few boat rides and one brief sortie on the back of a colt, Jesus performed his ministry entirely on foot. Three years into his mission, he was arrested for disruptive blasphemy by the ruling Jewish leaders of Jerusalem. (There seems to be particularly strong support among historians for Jesus overturning the tables of the temple moneychangers.) Under order of Rome’s Judean Governor Pontius Pilate, Jesus was crucified. His followers devotedly carried on his works and message, planting the seeds for the Christian faith that has blossomed worldwide. All the rest, as they say, is biblical.

			

			This naturally begs the question: Is all the information given to us in the New Testament gospels true? Is any of it? While the hunt to verify Christ’s life opens a fascinating rabbit hole, descending into it sheds little light on the true practical value of Jesus’ message. ‘Tis like the lady who pulls out a jeweler’s loop to determine the value of her fiancés’ proffered engagement ring. It distracts from the real sparkle kneeling before her. What sustains Jesus as a uniquely inspiring model is the man presented to us. And the Bible’s depiction is the springboard for that presentation. Like every hero, Jesus Christ stands before us as a blend of the real and the ideal.

			From the New Testament’s beginning, Jesus greets us as an allegorical legend. He arrives into the world clutching the dual scepters of immortal parentage and mortals’ royal lineage. And while no historical records support Herod’s slaughter of the innocents, there also exists no verifiable proof that awed shepherds and noble magi were not divinely led to Jesus’ Bethlehem cradle. All elements, we are biblically assured, were aligned for this twenty-eighth-generation direct descendant of the Jewish King David and forty-second-generation child of Abraham. His very name was selected by his mortal father Joseph at the command of God’s angel: “and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21 ESV).

			Though not a unique first-century Hebrew male name, Jesus (Yeshua), like Joshua, finds its derivation from “Yahweh saves.”

			Likewise, the mantle of “Christ” (derived from the Greek christos—anointed one) was laid upon Jesus by his followers in his lifetime. It marked this man as Israel’s long-awaited messiah and set him on a predestined course to fulfill Jewish prophecy, leading right up to his orchestrated death. Jesus’ messiah status has remained a bone of contention, gnawed on ceaselessly ever since he first set sandals on the shore of Galilee. For the reader seeking to discover the enlightening essence of Jesus’ message, accepting or denying this role stands as a separate, and not overly relevant, search. However, it is a vital part of understanding the messenger’s character. Jesus’ unswerving belief in his mission as Israel’s and all humankind’s divinely chosen messiah weighed heavily on the man. There is no doubt that Jesus Christ burdened himself with the sole responsibility of lifting humanity up from its self-destruction onto a more blessed path.

			During Jesus’ three years of ministry, he journeyed mostly between the Sea of Galilee and Jerusalem. However, he made deliberate forays into Samaria, a region separated from the mainstream of Jews by ancient theological differences and biases about Samaritans’ racial impurity. Further, Jesus made expeditions into the totally gentile, Greek-influenced Decapolis cities—southeast of Galilee. And, most telling, Jesus carried his message north into Phoenicia’s giant commercial cities of Tyre and Sidon. Here, obviously, was a preacher with a gospel that reached far beyond the children of Abraham.

			Why Jesus of Nazareth?

			So here strides onto life’s stage a lone prophet whose personal belief in his mission is zealously absolute and whose message was universal and revolutionary. These traits alone describe countless numbers of would-be world transformers whose forgotten names have been swept far into the dust of history. What catapulted this particular preacher and his words into the peerless fame and unequalled influence discussed above? Consider the man. Even a brief catalog of Jesus’ deeds and attributes distinguishes him far beyond the scores of self-appointed holy men so commonly wandering the Fertile Crescent.

			Jesus was a miraculous physical healer. That’s what initially won him renown and always drew the crowds. Within the first chapter of Mark’s gospel, shortly after enlisting Peter, John, and James, Jesus restored a man possessed, cast out a debilitating demon, then cured Simon Peter’s mother of her fever. The result?

			And immediately his fame spread throughout all the region round about Galilee. … And when the sun did set, they brought unto him all those that were diseased and them that were possessed with devils...And all the city was gathered together at his door. … And he healed many that were sick. (Mark 1:28-34 KJV)

			And so the healing continued. Gospel readers will be hard-pressed to find any journey of Christ that did not include his tending to the sick and disabled. In the first-century AD Judea (or anywhere in that century), disease was primarily a matter of hopeless endurance and suffering. Treatment lay only in ghoulish caricatures of medicine with minimal expectation and often maximal sacrifice (literally). Actual healing of any infirmity was so rare as to be considered magical.

			Given the choice to trek out to the desert and hear a holy man bellowing at you to repent and offering you baptism, or to go witness a man who reportedly makes the blind see and could maybe fix your withered arm, which would you choose? So the crowds came to Jesus. When it comes to seizing folks’ attention, nothing beats leading in with a miraculous kindness. Imagine the awed conversations: “It was amazing, he healed my sister from a debilitating issue of blood that had lasted twelve years. I don’t know what this man is selling, but I want a barrel of it for me and my whole household.” And the message that followed proved just as magical as the healing.

			Jesus was strangely compassionate. While the Bible often reminds readers that Jesus was filled with compassion, his actions bespoke his compassion just as loudly. Jesus’ physical and spiritual healings, his advice, concerns, and blessings all poured out of an obviously loving spirit, free of charge. No rabbinical fee, no altar sacrifice, no suggested temple donation, not even any faith-profession mandate. Here stood Jesus, just one human being helping another with no obligation or any apparent motive beyond his personal concern for each individual before him. Even more unusual, Jesus’ speech and stunning knowledge of religious scripture instantly defined him as a man of authority.

			This was scarcely the norm in Roman-held, first-century Judea. No man who had connived or bloodlet his way into authority generously performed healing or was bothered with any beneficial deed for the people. The cultural directive of the time was clear: common people existed to sweat and strain and serve leaders, not the other way around. Caesar, Pilate, Herod, and the Pharisees all lived lavishly off the widows’ mite. The very idea that sharing and caring openly for others would somehow bring fulfillment to an ambitious person scrabbling his way up, hadn’t quite caught on yet. It’s difficult to envision how this deeply calm and caring individual must have stunned the people: “But you know, Mary, ever since that fellow cured my leprosy, I’ve been going out to hear his, I’d guess you’d call them sermons, and he really seems to make a lot of sense. You should come with me next time.”

			

			Jesus engineered his mission systematically. Even a cursory glance at the gospels makes it clear that Jesus was launching a movement. This fellow was not your typical street-corner savior, daily proclaiming heartfelt preachments to passersby in hopes of finding one who might stand still long enough for a conversion. Christ was a man with a plan, wrought very carefully to build a limitless organization that would spread his message virally far beyond his own mortality.

			Like any good manager, Jesus hired for character and left the expert training to be developed on the job. As he preached, he gathered followers. From among these, he selected an inner circle of twelve men whose minds were impressionable, yet open. He avoided those already wedded to the religious structures of the day. He wanted and chose innovative rebels. With the exception of his treasurer, Judas, all in his inner circle were Galilean, a folk the Jewish establishment viewed as troublemakers. The historian Josephus, in his autobiography, stereotypes Galileans as “more anxious for honor than gain … impulsive, emotional, easily aroused by an appeal and loyal to the end.” An excellent pool from which to draw energetic, devoted talent.

			These were the franchisees on whom Jesus lavished the most teaching and responsibility. He prepared them with specific healing and preaching skills. He sent them out in pairs on experimental missions, with precise instructions. He then debriefed and reviewed their accomplishments. In the end, it was these core disciples (with one replacement) whom Jesus nominated as the elite apostles and mantled with the responsibility/honor to carry on his gospel worldwide following his crucifixion. Interestingly, during the team’s training sessions, Jesus often pointed to a lack of faith as the primary cause for failure. Yet following the crucifixion and Pentecost, the apostles’ faith and devotion to Christ were matched only by their amazing success.

			For many Christians, the concept of a calculating Christ who strategized for efficiency may run contrary to their cherished image. Yes, it is lovely to think that Jesus was so revolutionarily kind, loving, and divinely inspired that folks just naturally fell under his spell like dazzled teens before a rock star. But employing all one’s God-given little grey cells to build an organization and deftly set the stage around one’s inspired vision detracts nothing. It merely indicates a practical use of all the talents with which you’ve been blessed, and maximizing assets represents a major element of Jesus’ teaching.

			Jesus was an inclusive leader. In the eyes of Jesus, absolutely everyone was ripe for his message. No one was turned away from his offer of an abundant life. Yes, Jesus frequently proclaimed that he had come to serve the poor, the suffering, the downtrodden. But he reached out equally and deliberately to the rich, the powerful, and the many.

			Jesus defined his followers simply:

			If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free. 

			(John 8:31-32 NIV)

			That’s all he demanded: have faith in the vision and follow the path. It’s a bar anyone can step over, regardless of her past, profession, or psychological point of origin. No qualifying. All investors welcome, just bring an open heart.

			Jesus viewed every person as an individual with potential. (Business leaders, please take note.) He did not see a fallen woman, a theologically incorrect Samaritan, a hidebound Pharisee, a wealth-besotted young man, a boat-owning fisherman, or a sell-out tax collector. There were no categories in Christ’s vision. He viewed each soul personally as Mary, Lazarus, Simon, James, and Mathew; individuals with unique needs and assets to offer. This vision allowed him to find the fire within the less-than-scholarly Peter, along with the spiritual kinship of his beloved friend Lazarus. In his disciple Joanna, wife of King Herod Antipas’ right-hand man, Chuza, Jesus found an independence of spirit and fiscal wherewithal to support his ragtag inner circle whose faith far exceeded their personal fortunes. Centurion and servant, everybody devoted to the mission had something to contribute. Jesus excluded no one and found the best in everyone. The baskets were filled with plenty.

			Jesus the Christ carried an unshakeable sense of destiny. This powerful conviction alone magnetized followers to him. Nothing is more contagious than a positive vision, emphatically held and carried forward by a person radiating confidence. All of us are drawn to that leader zealously pursuing a defined goal that he views as completely right and achievable. Such absolute certainty fills us with security in our uncertain world. We naturally want to cling to the same rope that this leader has grasped to haul himself up out of life’s mire onto the safe and sunny place on which he now appears to stand.

			Unfortunately, folks too often place their hope in the power of the persona without examining carefully the quality of the salvation being dangled before them. We all have heard of charismatic leaders who lean heavily on the force of their personality and lead their followers down totally destructive or unrewarding paths. Yet Jesus dispelled such skepticism by his exceptional compassion and utter selflessness. He came into town, healed sufferers, rolled out his vision for an enriched, fulfilling life, then walked away. Invest in his gospel or not. Use his rope of salvation or not. The benefit is yours. Jesus takes no commission.

			As a final attraction, the power of Jesus’ presence was enhanced by an unprecedented intelligence, wit, and a very agile tongue. When pinned to a wall by a Pharisee wanting to know if the children of Abraham’s God should pay taxes to the conquering emperor Caesar, Jesus merely smiles and turns arrow into opportunity. With a flourish, he holds up a coin and spins the question back on the inquisitor.

			“Whose head is on this coin?”

			“The head of Caesar.”

			“Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s; and unto God the things that are God’s.” (Matthew 22:21 KJV)

			With a drama worthy of an evening news lead, Jesus not only disarms his attacker, but also reinforces his message that salvation lies not in the golden riches of this world. Don’t you wish political leaders had that kind of savvy and integrity?

			Armed with these and many other extraordinary abilities, Jesus Christ came before a markedly receptive society, within a restive age, when deliverance was desperately sought. Obviously, Jesus Christ was the right man for this mission, coming in the right time, bearing, thank heaven, the right gospel. Further, Jesus Christ lived his message. It is reassuring to know that the author of this life pathway followed the course himself with such admirable, even enviable, success. Certainly, the historic explosion worldwide of Christ’s teachings makes them worthy of our consideration. Yet the decision of how you personally respond to the way of living presented by this carpenter’s son remains an individual one. It is yours alone.
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