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I want to start out this morning by asking, “Why do we insist that our heroes are perfect?” 

 

There seems to be an almost universal tendency to turn our leaders, religious and non-religious 

alike, into something they are not.  We seem to demand a level of perfection and purity that is 

extremely high.  And when our heroes disappoint us, when their flaws and weaknesses are 

revealed, we can be ruthless.  First we elevate and worship them, then we crucify them, and then, 

perhaps, we elevate them again. 

 

Maybe we desire to be perfect by association.  And so when our heroes prove to be imperfect, we 

quickly distance ourselves. 

 

I remember when there were accounts of extramarital affairs of Martin Luther King, Jr. that 

surfaced.  I remember how disappointed I felt.  And I remember some reactions.  There were 

many who desperately did not want to believe that it was true.  So they blocked it out and denied 

it.  They held on to an idealized image of Martin Luther King, and it was blasphemous to utter 

anything of his faults. 

 

And then there were those who saw everything he did or said as suspect.  To them he lost 

credibility and could not be trusted.  Why is this so?  Why is it so difficult to regard him as a 

great leader and spiritual hero that he was, in spite of his shortcomings?  Why does he have to be 

sinless? 

 

I also ask this question of the central figure of my own religious tradition.  My own view is that 

the followers of Jesus almost immediately started turning him into something he wasn’t.  And he 

resisted, not needing his ego to be stroked.  “Why do you call me good?” he said.  “No one is 

good by God alone.” 

 

It is interesting that in spite of the effort to whitewash his life there are still accounts, such as the 

episode at Gethsemane.  In it we have picture of Jesus who is lonely and afraid.  He’s feeling 

sorry for himself because his disciples are sleeping.  He has internal resistance and asks God to 

“take this cup” from him.  He has his doubts.  His faith isn't perfect.  And later, on the cross, he 

accuses God of forsaking and abandoning him. 

 

There’s a story of a preacher who put this question to a class of children:  “If all the good people 

in the world were red and all the bad people were green, what color would you be?”  Little Linda 

Jean thought mightily for a moment.  Then her face brightened and she replied, “Reverend, I’d 

be streaky!” 
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To be human is to be essentially mixed.  It is to be streaky.  No one is totally good, no one is 

perfect but God alone.  I believe that all the early language about Jesus’ divinity were not 

metaphysical statements; they were metaphorical statements.  It was later on that they were 

turned into metaphysical statements, removing all the streaks from Jesus. 

 

And so we have Christmas carols that say things like “the little Lord Jesus, no crying he makes.”  

Excuse me, what kind of human baby is that? 

 

I believe that early on, some of the writers removed all the streaks out of Jesus because they 

carried forward a distorted view of a violent, punishing God. 

 

Many of the New Testament writers assumed this distorted view of God and interpreted Jesus’ 

death as an atoning sacrifice.  It is the idea that God sent Jesus to die for our sins.  This is what 

many people mean when they call Jesus our “Savior.” 

 

If we believe that Jesus died for us so that we will not be condemned, then we should ask, 

“Condemned by whom?”  The answer is God!  The real answer, according to the classical view, 

is that Jesus saves us from God, not from ourselves or from destructive patterns of thinking or 

behaving.  It is God’s wrath and punishment from which we are saved, according to this. 

 

Further, Jesus needs to be sinless and perfect, “without spot and blemish” to satisfy this angry 

God.  Jesus must be the purest of all sacrifices to take away God’s punishment.  The image is 

that Jesus took the beating that God had in store for us. 

 

Now let me just say first that this image of a violent, punishing God in not the image of God we 

get from Jesus himself.  Instead, we see Jesus interact with an infinitely and unconditionally 

loving God.  Such a God does not require an atoning sacrifice. 

 

My friend, Jack Nelson-Pallmeyer, wrote: 

 

Perhaps Jesus saves us in the sense that he offers us a way into life in the Spirit and out 

of the deadly spiral of violence, including our imprisonment to violent images of God. 

 

To me, there is something hollow to the way some of the New Testament writers say that Jesus 

was able “to sympathize” with our weaknesses and struggles, and yet he was perfect.  To me, it 

is more affirming to know that Jesus’s struggles and brokenness and woundedness were more 

than theoretical.  To me, Jesus was not sinless, and that’s a healing, liberating thing! 

 

Maybe we expect our heroes to be perfect because we need to be perfect ourselves to be 

acceptable.  After all, our violent and strict father God demands it.  

 

One of my favorite passages in the Bible is when Jesus got mad and cursed a fig tree.  He was 

hungry, sees this tree, and gets his hopes up for some fruit, even though figs were out of season.  

Disappointed, he throws a small tantrum, has a fit.  And he takes it out on a tree that wasn’t 

bearing fruit.  

 

Several years ago, and article by Giles Fraser, “Empires prefer a baby and the cross to the adult 

Jesus,” talked about this deification, de-humanizing of Jesus. 
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Every Sunday in Church, Christians recite the Nicene Creed.  “Who for us and for our 

salvation came down from heaven.  And was incarnate of the Holy Ghost and of the 

Virgin Mary and was made man; was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate, suffered 

and was buried; and the third day rose again according to the Scriptures.”  It’s the 

official summary of the Christian faith but astonishingly jumps straight from birth to 

death, apparently indifferent to what happened in between. 

 

Nicene Christianity is the religion of Christmas and Easter, the celebration of a Jesus 

who is either too young or two much in agony to shock us with his revolutionary rhetoric.  

The adult Christ who calls his followers to renounce wealth, power and violence is 

passed over in favor of the gurgling baby and the screaming victim.  As such, Nicene 

Christianity is easily conscripted into a religion of convenience, with believers 

worshipping a gagged and glorified savior who has nothing to say about how we use our 

money or whether or not we go to war… 

 

Me?  Contrary to this Nicene version of Christianity that has dominated so long, I find an adult, 

human Jesus much more challenging and transformative. 

 

In his final book, The Human Being, Walter Wink noted that the phrase, “the son of man,” is the 

expression Jesus almost exclusively used to describe himself.  Jesus did not claim to be God; that 

was something only some of his followers would claim.  Rather he wanted to be know simply as 

“the human being.”  This title occurs some 87 times in the New Testament. 

 

Writing not only was a scholar, but also as a spiritual seeker, he said that “something terrible has 

gone wrong in Christian history.”  As the church evolved, it made it all about Jesus.  But Jesus 

didn’t want it to be about himself.  Rather, he made a discovery about a Spiritual Reality and 

wanted others to experience the same reality for themselves.  As Wink would write:  “I want to 

worship the God Jesus worshiped, not worship Jesus as God.” 

 

For generations the church has been putting Jesus higher and higher on a pedestal, but when we 

are able to connect with Jesus as “the Human One”—when we share more in common than our 

differences with him—then our awareness of the Sacred can be expanded.  According to Jesus, 

the more human we become, the more in touch with the Sacred Presence we become. 

 

In the first Chapter of Genesis of the Hebrew Scriptures the writers assert that human beings are 

made in God’s image: 

 

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness… So 

God created humankind in the divine image, in the image of God, God created them.  

 

And so the goal in life is to become what we truly are—human—without shame, without the 

need to clothe ourselves with fig leaves and perfection.  The more we become human, the more 

we reflect that image of God.  

 

However, becoming a human being can be elusive!  If ever we speak of “sin,” I like how 

Abraham Heschel defined it as “the refusal of humans to become who we are.”  Each human 

being is not flawed or broken at the deepest level.  Rather, at the core of humanity is the imago 
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Dei, the image of God.  The core of each person is essentially good.  All people—male, female, 

black, brown, white, gay, straight, young, old—this rainbow, this variety and magnificence of 

humanity reflects the divine image.  The goal is to live out of this essential goodness, to discover 

our humanity. 

 

Becoming human is a difficult lifelong journey, according to many of the great spiritual teachers 

of all the traditions, because our true humanity is covered up by layers of conditioning and 

programming.   

 

Spiritual writer, Anthony de Mello, said that spirituality is all about unlearning—unlearning 

almost everything we’ve been taught.  He put it like this: 

 

In many ways we were drugged when we were young.  We were brought up to need 

people.  For what?  For acceptance, approval, appreciation, applause—for what they 

call success… 

 

When we were young, we were programmed to unhappiness.  They taught us that in order 

to be happy you need money, success, a beautiful or handsome partner in life, a good job, 

friendship, spirituality, God—you name it.  Unless you get these things, you’re not going 

to be happy, we were told.  Now, that is what I call an attachment.  An attachment is a 

belief that without something you are not going to be happy.  Once you get convinced of 

that—and it gets into our subconscious, it gets stamped into the roots of our being—you 

are finished.  (Awareness, p. 134) 

 

What so many of the spiritual teachers, including Jesus, tell us, is that you can gain the world but 

lose your soul. The way of “the world” buries our true humanity.  Pursuing power, prestige, and 

success, keeps us from seeing the Imago Dei.  To truly live, to become raised up, to have an 

abundant life, is to re-discover our humanity.  All we really need is to get de-programmed and 

get in touch with Reality.  Jesus was one who claimed his essential humanity and can help us do 

the same. 

 

I’ll end with a lovely story by Anthony de Mello in his book, Awareness: 

 

There was a man who invented the art of making fire.  He took his tools and went to a 

tribe in the north where it was very cold, bitterly cold.  He taught the people there to 

make fire.  The people were very interested.  He shows them the uses to which they could 

put fire—they could cook, could keep themselves warm, etc.  They were so grateful that 

they learned the art of making fire.  But before they could express their gratitude to the 

man, he disappeared.  He wasn’t concerned with getting their recognition or gratitude; 

he was concerned about their well-being.  He went to another tribe where he again began 

to show them the value of his invention.  People were interested there, too, a bit too 

interested for the peace of mind of their priests, who began to notice that this man was 

drawing crowds and they were losing their popularity.  So they decided to do away with 

him.  They poisoned him, crucified him, put it any way you like.  But they were afraid now 

that the people might turn against them, so they were very wise, even wily.  Do you know 

what they did?  They had a portrait of the man made and mounted it on the main altar of 

the temple.  The instruments for making fire were placed in front of the portrait, and the 

people were taught to revere the portrait and to pay reverence to the instruments of fire, 
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which they dutifully did for centuries.  The veneration and the worship went on, but there 

was no fire. 

 

Good friends, let there be fire! 


