8
God Belongs to the People

The inseparability of God and the people is central to an
understanding of who Jesus was and what he was aboult.
Underlying Jesus' preaching was his very own experience of
God. With a prophetic and sapiential Spirit, Jesus defined
the character of true religion and proclaimed his under-
standing of the God of his ancestors. God is not
only YHWH, the One Who Is, but 'imman('el, the One
Who isWith Us. What is at stake in the mission and ministry
of \éesus isour very definition, image, and understanding of
God.

Orthopraxis was also central to who Jesus was and who
his discipleswere. What is at stake here is the possibility of
making Jesus God incarnate in our world by letting God's
love take on flesh. Thus atheology of Jesus underlinesthe
importance both of human reality and orthopraxis, the
gospel way of life. Religion isfor human beings, and follow-
ers of the God of Jesus must witness to the praxis of thisin
their lives. Edward Schillebeeckx writes; "Jesus messageis
passed on only where hislife-praxisisfollowed . . . Jesus
made what he spoke about a direct and practical reality in
the way he turned toward others. He did not, for example,
say to Zacchaeus, "God lovesyou,' . . . On the contrary, he
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went home with him and by praxis made God's love for
Zacchaeus aliving reality."

The time has come for us to pull together our picture of
the mission and ministry of the earthly Jesus. There are
some things about which we can be more certain than
others, and some things which are more suggestive than
definitive. Y et a picture does emerge.

Jesus was a Galilean Jew. The roots of his spirituality and
mission lay more amid Mosaic and wilderness motifs than
amid Davidic and messianic ones. In the beginning of his
ministry, he was associated with John, although his move-
ment became less ascetical, less focused on baptism, less
sectarian than John's. Jesus was a prophet in a period of
Jewish history when prophecy was no longer prevalent, a
prophet somewhat like John and not unlike the prophets of
old, radically God-conscious and socially conscious.

The starting point for understanding Jesus was God, his
darling Abba. Although one cannot historiographically
document the following statement, one of the more accurate
things to be said about Jesus is that he struggled to love his
God with his whole heart, his whole soul, and all his
strength: atrue and practicing Jew of the Shema who had
gone to the heart of the Torah which ever served asaguide
for hislife and a source of strength. God was like a father
and mother, an abba and imma to him, and he may have
experienced God in this personal fashion and learned to
pray in this provocative way during an ordeal in the wilder-
ness, although when and where can only be suggested, not
verified.

If the starting point for understanding Jesus is God, as
was true of the prophets of old, so likewiseisit faith.
Perhaps nothing more foundational can be said. He lived by
faith and trust in a God whom he personally knew as the one
who was with him. He did not seek after signs and wonders;

1Edward Schillebeeckx, "The Right of Every Christian to Speak in the Light of
Evangelical Experience 'In the Midst of Brothers and Sisters," in Preaching and
the Non-Ordained, ed. Nadine Foley (Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press,
1983), 34.
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he did not put God to the test. The foundation of his
preaching (and it would seem as if he saw preaching as his
primary ministry and responsibility, Mark 1:38) was (the
reign of) God.

Jesus was a man of God, a prophet, God's son. But he was
also aman for others. Prayer and ministry were like inhaling
and exhaling for him. One can not ask the question which
was more important. His social conscience was part and
parcel of his prophetic consciousness. Messianism was not
his concern (he may have seen it as adiabolical distraction
for his people!), nor the latter day apocalypticism (which
did have a negative effect on a generation that longed to live
more for signs than by faith). He healed, but did not seek
notoriety for his healings;, God's power and compassion
simply came out of him.

For Jesus was as much as anything a prophet of compas-
sion, compassionate as Abba/ | mma was compassionate. If
God was the foundation of Jesus' prophetic preaching,
God's compassion was the foundation of his experientially
based wisdom and teaching. God belongs to the people;
God isfor the people; God is the one who iswith the people.
And it isin accord with such an awareness and conviction
that Jesus attempted to conform his own life: the compas-
sionate one. This was the hallmark of hisvision and his hope
for Israel.

Jesus' "eschatology" was not so much a preoccupation
with the end times as it was a preoccupation with his times
and a preoccupation with his God. His "ethics' was not so
much anew Law asit was an understanding of the Law asa
gift of hisfaithful, compassionate, and generous God to the
people of Israel. Love of God and love of neighbor, includ-
ing enemies, were the whole of the Law.

Jesus was not self-preoccupied, and his message had very
little to say about himself. His image of God and hisinter-
pretations of the Law created opposition as well as gathered
crowds and more consciously committed disciples. But
Jesus at least gradually anticipated the danger that lay in
store for himself, aswell asacrisisthat lay ahead for his
people. How he loved his people! His heart went out to
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them. Yet their salvation did not lie in separation from the
unclean or in racia purity. It lay with being compassionate,
in an imitation of Abba/lmma.

Jesus was open to Gentile as well as to Jew, to Samari-
tans, to women, to wealthy and traitorous tax collectors,
to the poor, the hungry, the leprous, the Roman, the out-
cast without social status, to Pharisee as well as the unob-
servant and uneducated. Where there was faith, he could
bring healing. If there was no hope, he would preach God.
Where there was goodness and love, he would push his
people one step further and teach them from out of the
depths of a deeper Source.

Jesus belonged to the people. And he did so because he
belonged to God. The only sign he gave us was the sign of
Jonah, a sign of the compassion of our God.
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