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Scholarship and Service: Finding Jesus Christ through Jesus of Nazareth

I’d have to say that there will never be a birthday like my twenty-first.   I don’t know what made me want to go to New Orleans on that particular day, to spend sixteen of those twenty-four precious hours when one celebrates full adulthood in a van headed far south.  Still, I found myself shoving my carry-on under the seat and taking my place in the van.  I had never really traveled before, and I soon began to experience some anxiety about the journey.  As the hours went by, I sat, watching as the trees grew sparse and wind-battered; shaking my head in disbelief at abandoned neighborhoods in Northern Louisiana; staring shocked before the sea of white FEMA trailers sprawled bumper-to-bumper across an open field.  

I turned twenty-one in Tuscaloosa, Alabama.  Arriving at a local church just after 8:00 PM, we unpacked just what we needed for evening.  Exhausted, we did our devotions and sprawled our sleeping bags on the floor.  Nobody really slept that evening, either due to the discomfort of sleeping on the floor, or due to the anticipation of reaching our destination.  The next morning, we packed up once again and headed for New Orleans.  

We arrived in New Orleans on August 6.  The move-in was marked by a flurry of activity.  We unpacked, toured the house, met with our leader, and received an overview of our duties for the week.  After going through “sensitivity training” under the excellent leadership of our site manager, Will, I was confident to face anything that I might encounter on the job site (with the exception of cockroaches, that is…).  Yes, indeed, I was ready to face the situation head-on.

The next morning, we rose at 5:00 AM, filled our water bottles, and boarded the van headed for the Gentilly area.  The house we were to deconstruct was owned by a woman named Tyra.  She had been on the list for deconstruction for a while, and she had finally made the cut.  When entering her house, I was absolutely taken aback.  I stood the rubble that the storm had caused, not knowing what to do.  These were Tyra’s memories, her walls, and her personal belongings.  In the process of removing lath and drywall, it became crystal clear to me that compassion is what Borg calls being moved with a love as powerful as that of a mother for her child.  Before me stood a woman I never met and will most likely never see again.  And yet, I felt her pain and her uncertainty as we separated her treasures into salvageable or unsalvageable.  


The job didn’t seem to get any easier as the week went on.  Rising at 5:00 AM, we were given our briefing on the nature of our job and sent to the site.  Every evening, we would return to our stately Southern home on St. Charles Avenue to shower, eat a hot meal, and meet for devotions.  Faces once covered with dust and sweat were soon streaked with tears.  What were we to say?  After working in empty neighborhoods with houses that hadn’t been touched in a year, all we could do was talk and support each other.  I believe I cried every night that week.


Every night, we read a Bible passage, a reflection, and later, a quotation Mother Teresa.  The last day of devotions, however, impacted me more than ever.  Don, our mission leader, raised a question that would challenge me in more ways than I know: “Will your work in New Orleans lead you to greater advocacy for the poor and oppressed?”  In my heart, I knew that my experience would change me, but I had some doubts about how I could possibly go into service.  

The first week after returning to Chambersburg was a period of that temporary spiritual highs.  It’s that first week when everyone congratulates you for giving up your time to serve the Lord and the poor in New Orleans.  It’s the week when daily Bible study seems absolutely imperative.  It’s also that week when those images of devastation are all too fresh.  I couldn’t seem to shake this need to reach out and serve any longer.

After two weeks of resting and recuperating, I was asked to reflect on my experiences during the three services at Falling Spring Presbyterian Church.  Having already gathered my thoughts on the way home, I needed only to read my piece for the congregation.  With shaking hands, I rose to the pulpit and presented my mini-sermon.  In it, I asked the question that was weighing on my mind:   “People have lost their homes, their loved ones, and their personal belongings.  For some, nothing remains.  What now?”  Although nobody can know the future of the situation, I found comfort in the words of Psalm 93, which talks about the floods that can only be subdued by the mighty One.  After reading from the scriptures, I concluded that there is strength in not knowing.  “In not knowing,” I stated, “I draw nearer to the one who is greater than the storm.”
Although the sermon was well-received by the congregation, I still questioned myself in the life of service.  It was still an uncertain path for me.  All I knew was that faith was my stronghold, and Jesus was my example.  After rereading my sermon, I realized that I had found my Jesus.  Jesus was a liberator.  He was the one who did justice, loved mercy, and walked humbly with the poor and the oppressed.  This is my Jesus.


When joining the Jesus of Nazareth class, it soon became apparent that my views of Jesus would be challenged.  I’d have to say that I really struggled with the material because the images presented seemed rather impersonal.  I just couldn’t seem to ally the Jesus that I knew with the historical evidence. Was he just a moral teacher, just a spirit person, just one of many prophets, as Borg suggested?  With Albert Schweitzer, I, too, wondered why the quest should even continue.  I was frustrated, exhausted with the myriad of theories that challenged my views of Jesus.  It would not be until I wrote a second, quite frustrating draft of my Thesis that I realized that the Jesus of history was indeed my Jesus as well.  


Jesus’ life was marked with hardships and toil.  He lived in a time and place when Judaism was being attacked by the imperial reign of the Romans.  The Jews, marginalized by the effects of the wars and oppression, clung to their belief systems furiously.  It was Jesus that mediated between oppression and social inclusion with his message of compassion.  He did so by reaching at the very heart of animosity.  He taught in Jerusalem about the most despised of all peoples, the Samaritans, in order to convey the need for inclusion.  In his parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus presents an unlikely servant that reaches out to those in need.  Despite the fact that Jesus knew that he would not be accepted by the Samaritans or Jews in his own time, he embraces his enemies and advocates for peace.  With the words, ‘Go and do likewise,” Jesus commands those who heard his parable to reach out to the poor and the oppressed with the gifts that we are given.

It was then that I understood my responsibility of service.   My hesitancy to being a servant stems from my sense of inadequacy.  I would ask, what can I do anyways?  I mean, I’m not the physically strongest or most faithful of all servants.  You could even say I’m a closet Levite or Priest, but certainly not a Good Samaritan.  All along, however, I was missing the message.  How many times have I, as a Christian, turned my back on one who needs me?  This is the message that Jesus presents in his mission.  
 New Orleans is a city that struggles politically, socially, and economically.  The crime rate prior to the storm was four times greater than the national average.  One need only drive to the outskirts to see drug dealers and prostitutes on the street corners.  These are the people that Jesus says matter; these are the poor and the oppressed.  

 Through study of William Herzog and Marcus Borg, I began to synthesize the Jesus of History, the Pre-Easter Jesus, with the Jesus of faith, the Post-Easter Jesus.  In performing a historical reconstruction of Jesus’ era, it became apparent that these two images cannot be separated.  My preconceived notions of Jesus Christ have only seemed to develop by studying the historical Jesus.  By depending on Crossan’s principle of “what we can truly know about Jesus,” I found myself learning more about myself as well.  
The history of oppression and hardship in First-Century Palestine has helped me understand the mission of Jesus and equivocally, that of my own.  It was only through Jesus of Nazareth that I could find Jesus Christ.  In finding Jesus Christ, I found myself drawn to go into service of the Lord.  It was this mission trip that moved me toward seminary.  New Orleans was the place where I discovered who I wasn’t; I now realize that it was the starting point for realizing who I am.  
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