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If you know anything about the late Lou Reed, who wrote and sang the 

song we just heard, then you know how out of place this song is among his 

extensive body of work. 

As the singer/songwriter for the ‘60s rock band called the Velvet 

Underground and throughout his prolific solo career that ended with his 

recent death, Reed wrote brutally honest songs about life in the gritty 

underbelly of New York City. Calling him a “poet of destruction,” Rolling 

Stone magazine said the songs he wrote with the Velvet Underground “still 

serve as an articulate aural nightmare of men and women caught in the 

beauty and the terror of sexual, street and drug paranoia…the message is 

that urban life is tough stuff—it will kill you.” 

As this description suggests, Reed’s songs aren’t always for the faint of 

heart. In one song, he depicts what it’s like waiting eagerly to buy heroin 

from a drug dealer in Harlem. In another, he unapologetically describes 

what it’s like to feel the drug injecting into his bloodstream (it causes him, 

he sings, to “feel just like Jesus’ son”). Still other songs explore the darker 

margins of relationships and sexual experience. 

I don’t want to give the impression that this was the only kind of subject 

matter Lou Reed focused on. He wrote some very beautiful songs and quite 

a few profound ones. Still, years ago when I first bought the album that 

includes his song “Jesus,” I expected it to be filled with loud, grinding 

guitars and angry, perhaps even sacrilegious lyrics attacking Christianity. 

Imagine my surprise when what I heard was this simple, delicate, and for 

me quietly moving song. The lyrics, perhaps the briefest and most 

straightforward that Reed composed, express a plea to Jesus for help in a 

time of weakness and a yearning for grace in a time of turmoil: 

Jesus, help me find my proper place 
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Help me in my weakness 

Cause I’m falling out of grace 

I’m not sure what inspired Reed, who was from a Jewish family, to write 

lyrics like these. He wrote them in 1969, so it could have been in response 

to the disappointment people felt as a decade that began with such 

idealistic high hopes limped to a disillusioning close.  

Regardless of his personal reasons for writing the song, at some level I 

think Reed was expressing a hope for something deeply embedded in 

human consciousness, a hope that there is an enduring and sustaining 

power in this universe that we can appeal to and connect with, especially 

in our most vulnerable moments. And, whether you’re a believer or not, for 

over 2,000 years the embodiment of that hope for Western civilization has 

been a man called Jesus of Nazareth. 

His life and teachings have influenced everything from our architecture to 

our ethics to our politics; he inspired Michelangelo as well as Leo Tolstoy 

along with a line of filmmakers ranging from Cecil B. DeMille to Martin 

Scorsese to Mel Gibson; he sparked the conscience of Martin Luther as well 

as Martin Luther King, Joan of Arc as well as Jerry Falwell; and, of course, 

he’s the focus of countless musical works by a multitude of composers and 

performers who are as different from each other in style, background, and 

belief as Handel is from Mahalia Jackson, and Elvis is from Lou Reed.  

Even in our so-called post-Christian society, Jesus is frequently the target of 

ridicule in popular animated shows like South Park and Family Guy. 

Yet, as pervasive as he is throughout our culture, how well do we know 

who Jesus really was? Like Jesus asking his disciples in the Gospels “Who 

do people say I am?”, it seems that everyone from radicals like Dorothy 

Day of the Catholic Workers Movement to right-wing politicians like 
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Michelle Bachman have a different answer. It’s a question that apparently 

continues to resonate today, as evidenced by this recent LIFE publication 

(the editors’ short answer is: he was “the carpenter’s son who changed 

everything.”) 

As the day approaches when millions of this man’s followers around the 

world will celebrate his birth, I wanted to reflect this morning on this 

significant religious figure who transformed the world and yet who rarely 

receives much mention here at UUFE beyond a passing reference or during 

our Christmas Eve service.  

We’re not alone in that among UU congregations, of course. There are 

Christian Unitarian churches (like King’s Chapel in Boston) and UU 

congregations that offer a regular progressive Christian worship service 

(like the one in Frederick, Maryland). For the most part, however, Jesus 

and the religion he inspired are often on the margins of most UU groups 

and are even sometimes met with hostility.  

So in exploring the question “Who do you say that I am?” that Jesus asked 

his disciples, I also want to consider how we might answer Jesus if he were 

to ask us, “Who do UUs say that I am?” And by contemplating that 

question, I’d like to reflect on how I believe who he was and who he is still 

remains relevant to our denomination.  

First, though, who was this Jesus of Nazareth? On one extreme there are 

those who insist he never really existed at all, that he’s just an ancient 

myth. On the opposite extreme, devout Christians around the world 

worship him as the only begotten son of God born into this world to 

redeem a fallen creation.  

For most historians and New Testament scholars, however, the truth is 

somewhere between these two extremes. The general consensus among 
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them is that there actually was a man named Jesus (or Yeshua, in the 

Aramaic language he spoke) whose life inspired what would become 

Christianity.  

Contrary to what FOX News might have us believe, It’s very unlikely that 

he looked like this European version of Jesus, however (hold up cover). 

Coming from the northern part of modern-day Israel, he most likely had 

Semitic features along with an olive-skinned complexion. His physical 

appearance isn’t the only discrepancy we have between the persons many 

today believe he was and who he actually was.  

One reason for this is that beyond the New Testament, very little 

biographical information on him exists. Since the Enlightenment, people 

have tried use what we know from history and archeology to piece 

together a picture of the “historical Jesus.” Among them, in fact, was 

Thomas Jefferson, who admired Jesus as an ethical philosopher, not as a 

religious figure. To create his own life of Jesus, Jefferson literally cut all 

references from the Gospels to supernatural events like miracles or the 

resurrection along with any claims that Jesus was the messiah or God.  

Over the next couple centuries, there were many such attempts to establish 

a composite of the human Jesus from history apart from the divine Christ 

of faith. However, most biographies ended up recreating a humanistic 

version of Jesus that reflected the biases of the biographer, like Jefferson 

casting him as an Enlightenment-style philosopher. 

I’m not going to say I’m entirely free of such bias in my own 

understanding of the historical Jesus, but I have tried to keep it grounded 

in contemporary scholarship, like that of John Dominic Crossan, one of the 

world’s leading “historic Jesus” scholars. 
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According to Crossan, Jesus was probably from the Jewish peasant 

laboring class. He’s traditionally seen as a wood-working carpenter, but 

some scholars say that the Greek word used to describe him in the earliest 

Gospel, Mark, actually means “builder,” implying he was probably more of 

a stone mason than he was a carpenter.  

Crossan also says Jesus was a “peasant with an attitude,” living at a time of 

political and religious unrest among the underclass in Roman-occupied 

Judea that gave rise to many radical and messianic groups that were 

fomenting resistance against Rome and the collaborating Jewish ruling 

elites.  

If you’ve seen Monty Python’s Life of Brian, that comedy is apparently more 

historically accurate in its depiction of various anti-Roman groups than are 

most of the serious films made about Jesus. Unlike those films, where 

everyone is hoping the Messiah will arrive soon, in Life of Brian, there are 

many zealots and wanna-be messiahs trying to gather followers. When 

people keep mistaking Brian, the movie’s main character, for one of these 

messiahs, he denies with exasperation that he is, to which one of his more 

zealous followers says, “I say you are, lord, and I should know, I've 

followed a few!” 

Jesus was involved with one such messianic group led by John the Baptist, 

an association that sparked within him a profound spiritual experience. In 

the earliest Gospel by Mark, we’re told the experience transformed Jesus so 

dramatically that it alienated him from many of his fellow Nazarenes and 

even from his family (the Gospel goes so far as to say that his mother and 

his brothers were concerned about his sanity); what he taught and how he 

lived based on this experience eventually put him at the center of a social 

and religious movement that rejected all the isms that deaden the spirit 
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(traditionalism, legalism, elitism) and he proclaimed a burgeoning new 

reality here on earth that he called the Kingdom of God.  

This movement ended up provoking a direct confrontation with the Jewish 

and Roman authorities in Jerusalem during Passover and led to the abrupt 

arrest and execution of Jesus. 

What was at the heart of this movement that so rattled the powers that be? 

Was it some kind of proto-Marxist call to violent revolution? You’d think 

so to hear conservatives like Rush Limbaugh attacking the Pope’s recent 

criticisms of capitalism. However, Pope Francis’ critique of trickle-down 

economics has less to do with Marx as it does with Jesus identifying 

himself with “the least of these among us” (the hungry, the outsider, the 

sick, the imprisoned).  

What distinguishes this approach to alleviating poverty from a Marxist 

approach, in my opinion, is a seemingly simple but potentially 

revolutionary power that Jesus said was at the heart of his movement: love. 

Authentic love, not a naïve, sentimentalized love, or a narcissistic love, but 

a genuinely transformative and relational love. 

In the Gospels, Jesus said that there is no commandment greater than 

loving God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 

mind along with loving your neighbor as you love yourself. When pressed 

to clarify just who our neighbor is, Jesus chose a Samaritan, an example the 

adherents of mainstream Judaism in his audience would have found 

shocking. Today, we think of the “good Samaritan” as a positive thing, but 

many in Jesus’ culture reviled as unclean outsiders this group of racially 

mixed people who had Jewish and pagan ancestry.  

So the kind of love Jesus exemplified wasn’t a mushy thing meant to make 

us feel all warm and fuzzy. It was the kind of love that challenges us, that 
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pushes our boundaries beyond our comfort zones, transforms how we 

understand ourselves and relate to others, and that cracks open the most 

hardened hearts to lay bare our deepest, shared humanity. 

According to UU minster Thomas Mikelson, the primary emphasis Jesus 

placed on loving ultimate truth with all you are and loving your neighbor 

as yourself is: “another way of saying that love is everything. It is the 

foundation, the bottom line, the core of spiritual experience. If there is love, 

if we open our hearts to love, if we enter the sacred covenant of love, there 

is no need to speak of justice, of fairness, of goodness, because if we are 

committed to love, then justice, fairness, and goodness follows. Love fulfills 

all the divine commandments. We cannot love and treat others unjustly or 

unfairly at the same time. Love will not permit it, not even for a moment.”  

When I was a United Methodist Church years ago, this is what my 

Christian faith boiled down to. I wasn’t hung up on church doctrine; I 

wasn’t hung up on preserving tradition for tradition’s sake or performing 

ritual for ritual’s sake. I didn’t shut out potential friends because of their 

belief, or their lack of belief, or their sexual orientation (which was as 

controversial for the UMC back in the late ‘90s as it is today, judging from 

the recent defrocking of a minister who officiated the wedding of his gay 

son).  

Whenever I was asked why I, of all people, was a Christian (which baffled 

a few of my secular friends to no end), I’d say it was this love that was at 

the heart of the Good News Jesus brought to a suffering world. A 

transformative love that I knew could set each of us free because it had 

done just that for me. 

Although I eventually left United Methodism and organized Christianity 

because I felt it was growing increasingly orthodox and reactionary, I never 
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left that core teaching of Jesus that I still believe is at the heart of 

Christianity and that remains at the center of who I aspire to be.  

Which, in many ways, is what attracted me to Unitarian Universalism in 

the first place. Included among the sources of UUism listed in your order 

of service you’ll find “Jewish and Christian teachings which call us to 

respond to God’s love by loving our neighbors as ourselves.”  

But in response to the question, “Who do UUs today Say that Jesus is?”, I 

have experienced an ambiguous mix of answers over the years. In 

welcoming Christians, the UUA website quotes Rev. Bruce Southworth 

who says, “Jesus’ message remains strong in our efforts to create a beloved 

community here on earth, impelling us to witness to the injustices of this 

time.” It also cites Rev. Anita Farber-Robertson, who said, “Jesus gives us 

the strength to fight, the courage to love, and hearts that do not give up on 

anyone.” 

There are also UUs who strongly believe there is no place for Jesus in 

UUism. The UUA website includes this sentiment with the following quote 

from psychologist Leonore Tiefer of the UU Community Church of New 

York, who says she “cannot and will not separate the message or the 

person of Jesus from the history of oppressive acts undertaken in the name 

of Christianity. The institutionalization of Jesus’ message has caused 

untold harm and prevented untold good, and it would be wrong, after two 

millennia, to forget.” 

Considering the Crusades, the Inquisition, and the recent controversy 

stirred up by the homophobia of someone from a show I’ve never seen 

called Duck Dynasty, that’s a fair point. But can’t the same critique be 

applied to science and technology, which have done so much to spur the 

progress of human civilization while also creating the horror of nuclear 

and biological weapons that can instantly snuff it out? Even Dr. Tiefer’s 
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own field of psychology, which does so much good in helping us to 

understand the complexities of the human mind, is used every day by 

Madison Avenue to exploit our deepest desires and anxieties just to 

manipulate us into buying things we don’t really need. 

I know that institutional Christianity continues to be a mixed blessing, but I 

believe the power of love embodied in the life and teachings of its founder 

still remains vitally relevant to us today. In closing, I’d like to offer this 

reflection on Christmas that may demonstrate why. 

The events of the nativity narratives in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, 

as fantastic and contradictory as they are, likely never happened, but they 

were never meant to be taken as journalistic accounts of Jesus’ birth. They 

are faith documents of early Christians trying to make sense of their 

experience of they believed to be the risen Christ of faith. One 

interpretation of these stories is that God, the omnipotent creator of the 

vast universe, revealed his divine love to a fallen world on that first 

Christmas through the humble vulnerability of an impoverished newborn 

baby.  

Another interpretation with a Pagan twist (and December 25 was originally 

a Pagan holiday) is that amid the encroaching darkness and remission of 

life this season brings, we can celebrate the enduring spark of light that 

continues to shine and the hope of new life ready to be born.  

And combining the two, I find in the story of Jesus’ birth a reason to 

believe that despite all the dark uncertainties and confounding challenges 

facing us today, the enduring sacred spirit of life can be born anew within 

the manger of our deepest and most vulnerable humanity if only we open 

ourselves to that possibility.  

Amen, Merry Christmas, and may the light of that love shine on within us.  


