Christ? What Happened to Jesus?

An essay by Michael Morwood

We are so accustomed to the name "Jesus Christ", and to using the word "Christ" in place of "Jesus", that it seems unthinkable to question whether we should continue to link "Christ" with Jesus.
Even though the meaning of "Christ" is fairly clear and obvious, the word may be the most misunderstood, misused, and misleading word in Christianity.
The origin of the term "Christ" in traditional theology and Christology...

	




	The word "Christ" comes from translating the Hebrew word, Masiah (messiah) which means "anointed", with the Greek word for "anointed", Khristós.


The word comes from translating the Hebrew word, Masiah (messiah) which means "anointed", with the Greek word for "anointed", Khristós. Jesus, then, was nominated in the New Testament as God's anointed one, the "messiah" or "the Christ".
For two thousand years Christianity has celebrated and honored Jesus as "the Christ". There has been no more important theological domain in the Christian Church than "Christology", the theological understanding of Jesus as "the Christ". Christology gave rise to the most vehement and disruptive disputes and divisions in the Church. It gave us the Nicene Creed. Consequently, Christology, with its precise and technical language explaining how Jesus alone is "the Christ" and who and what that means he is, has long been the measure of orthodoxy.
Christology is a field of study tightly controlled and protected by Church authority, not only because of what it says about Jesus, but perhaps even more so because it is used to give meaning and identity and purpose to the Church as an institution. The Church, supposedly, was founded by "the Christ" for a specific task. And, in keeping with its Christology, the institutional Church sees itself as uniquely appointed by God to lead all people to God. It is no wonder Roman Catholic leadership keeps very tight control over Christological thinking. There is much at stake if traditional Christology is allowed to be questioned.
Yet there is much to be questioned – and discarded – if our understanding of Jesus' importance to the contemporary world is to reach beyond the narrow, elitist claims of institutional Christianity.
The heart of the problem is that "Christ" and all the theology that goes with the word belong to a religious paradigm and an understanding of the cosmos that do not fit with contemporary questions about God or with contemporary data about our universe, or with contemporary efforts to understand the links between God-Jesus-universe-ourselves.

The most basic questions confronting theology about a God "choosing" a Messiah or Christ figure to do a specific task are rarely raised publicly for fear of offending Church authority.

Yet, in the light of what we now know about our universe, it would seem an obvious and necessary task for institutional Christianity to examine Christian theology based on the notion that a Personal God, ruling from heaven, reacted strongly to a supposed fault by the first human beings, cut off access to "himself" and then mapped out a "plan of salvation" necessitating intervention from heaven, with God anointing someone, the Christ, for the task.
It would seem an obvious and necessary task to examine the idea that before the time of Jesus our cosmos and all of humanity was somewhat Spirit-deprived and that only through a chosen person, a messiah, a "Christ" figure ascending into the heavens, could humanity have access to God's presence or would God's Spirit be released upon the world.

It would seem an obvious and necessary task to examine whether Jesus in his preaching about the kingdom of God revealed any indication whatever that God's presence with people was dependent on him fulfilling a task. Did Jesus think he was winning access to a God who had withdrawn from them or did Jesus think he was opening people's minds and hearts to the reality of God-always-with-them? This is a simple and basic question — and yet, it makes a significant difference to Christology, to Ecclesiology and to Sacramental Theology depending which way you answer it. Traditional Christian Christology defends the proposition that Jesus uniquely won access to God, access lost through human sin. It staunchly defends the proposition that "eternal life" with God is only made possible by Jesus being "the Christ", chosen by God to fulfill a specific task. The Catechism of the Catholic Church makes it quite clear what was in God's mind and what the task of "the Christ" was: "The Father handed his Son over to sinners in order to reconcile us with himself." [CCC #614]
It would seem an obvious and necessary task to examine whether Jesus believed that God's forgiveness in any way was dependent on Jesus doing anything. Is it possible, or likely, or even as clear as daylight, that Jesus believed that God was by nature forgiving?
Yet traditional Christology makes God's forgiveness conditional on someone on this planet in a cosmic nowhere doing something. Isn't that just a little bit odd, just a little bit too constructed to fit in with the notion of "the Christ" accomplishing a task?

