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As I begin this morning, I must say that I have been looking forward to this day and this service for a very long time. Ever since I was a student in seminary and studied the work of Howard Thurman, I have been anticipating the day when I could share some of Thurman’s unique and deeply original ideas, and especially his amazing book called Jesus and the Disinherited, with Unitarian Universalists. An image of the cover of that book is on the front of your order of service and I believe Warren is projecting it on the screen as well.  You see, this slim volume written in the late 1940s by a theologian and mystic who is not well known beyond religious and academic circles, impacted not only our understanding of Jesus, but also contributed to the development of what came to be known as liberation theology and helped shape the course and direction of the Civil Rights movement. Dr. King, who was a student of Howard Thurman’s at Boston University, carried a copy of Jesus and the Disinherited in his briefcase throughout the struggle for civil rights. 


Before turning to Thurman’s ideas about Jesus, let me tell you a little about him. Howard Thurman was born and raised in segregated Daytona Beach, Florida in the early 1900s. His mother worked numerous jobs outside the home and Howard and his siblings were often cared for by their Grandmother Nancy, who had grown up a slave. After graduating from Morehouse College in Atlanta, Thurman decided to enter the ministry and eventually obtained his doctorate. He embarked on a career that alternated between academia and church ministry. In the 1930s he travelled to India where he studied the nonviolent movement and met Mahatma Gandhi. In the 1940s, Thurman launched a new church in San Francisco called the Church for the Fellowship of All Peoples, which became the first intentionally interracial religious community in the United States. Thurman then spent the final years of his amazing career at Boston University, where he taught students like Dr. King and also served as the Director of the College Chapel. Howard Thurman died in 1981.


Now I shared these biographical details about Thurman with you because one cannot understand his ideas about Jesus without being aware of the social context of oppression and segregation that Thurman  himself experienced. You see, what makes Thurman’s interpretation of Jesus so powerful is the connection he made between Jesus’ life and ministry and the life and experiences of oppressed peoples everywhere, people, who as Thurman so eloquently puts it, face life with their backs up against the wall.


The metaphor of “the wall” is really at the heart of “Jesus and the Disinherited” and it is there that I want to begin this morning’s sermon. One of the greatest gifts I received from my seminary education was a being able to take an entire course devoted to Howard Thurman. And on the morning when the class discussed Thurman’s wonderful book about Jesus, the professor began by telling us that we could not possibly understand Thurman’s ideas unless we got up out of our chairs and stood with our backs against the wall of the classroom. So that’s what we did. I remember standing against the cold, concrete block wall, with my eyes closed. In fact, although we can’t all get up and put our backs against the wall of the sanctuary, I invite you to sit with your backs pressed against the backs of those chairs. Just as my professor instructed us that morning, imagine that you are being held up against a wall and that you can’t move forward away from the wall and that you can’t move the wall with your back. You are being held in place, against your will, by a force that is beyond your physical control. I remember the longer I kept my back against that wall and imagined that I could not move one way or the other, the more I began to be gripped by anxiety, a feeling of powerlessness, and even panic and fear.


That’s the situation, that’s the society Jesus of Nazareth was born into and those were the circumstances faced by the people Jesus preached and ministered to during his life. That’s why Thurman continually reminds us that we cannot understand Jesus if we simply view him as a religious object disconnected from his time and place – an object to be worshiped but not really understood. Rather, Thurman insists we must see Jesus as a religious subject not an object, as a living and breathing human being who was impacted by and responded to the world and the society in which he lived.


And the world Jesus was born into and lived was a world of brutal oppression, exploitation, and violence. Jesus was part of a society and a people whose backs were truly against the wall. As Thurman so pointedly reminds us, Jesus himself was an oppressed person. First and foremost Jesus was a Jew, meaning he was part of a religion and a culture whose history and experience had frequently been characterized by enslavement and exile. Jesus was also poor and found himself in a society riddled with economic exploitation. And finally, Jesus was part of a minority group that found itself living under the domination of an alien and tyrannical power – the Roman empire.


What does one do, how does one live, how can one find hope and possibility in a society in which so many live with their backs against the wall? That, according to Thurman, is the problem, the question, the challenge Jesus of Nazareth sought to address in his life and in his ministry. While so much of Christian doctrine and tradition turned Jesus into a religious object, Thurman argues that without placing Jesus in the context of his society and his circumstances, without seeing the Jesus whose own back was against “the wall,” we ignore the essence of who Jesus was and what he sought to bring to his world and to our own.


And what was the answer, the hope, the strategy of survival Jesus offered to the oppressed? According to Howard Thurman, Jesus’ life and ministry taught, above all else, that the oppressed are the children of God, that the disinherited possess dignity and worth, and that those who live with their backs against wall are loved and welcomed at the divine table of brotherhood and sisterhood.  

Jesus himself lived what I would call this Universalist ethic by preaching and ministering to all people, including and especially those who live with their backs against the wall - the poor, the sick, the unclean, the powerless, the stranger, the enemy, and so many others. And it is in that recognition of the universality of divine love and the reality of their dignity and worth that the disinherited can begin to find, as Thurman pointed out, a path of survival and hope.


To illustrate the healing and transforming power Jesus’ universalism, Thurman recounts a story from his own childhood. Growing up in a segregated society, the young Thurman was bombarded with daily reminders that he was a second class citizen – that he was not fully human, that he was less than whole. Well, Thurman’s Grandma Nancy, who herself had grown up in slavery, would have none of that. On a regular basis, she would sit her grandchildren down and tell them the story of a minister from her childhood, himself a slave, who would preach as often as he could to his people that Jesus himself was one of them, that he had lived as little more than a slave himself, that he taught that all who were held in slavery were not the degraded and vile beings the slave masters called them, and that each and every one of them was a child of God. “You are not slaves, you are not animals, you are the children of God.” Thurman recounts how his whole being would quiver and pulse with raw energy when Grandma Nancy told this story and how he would be able to return to the world of segregation and discrimination knowing that although his back was against the wall, he was a person of dignity and worth – a person loved and cherished by God and understood and loved by Jesus.


And knowing that they possess dignity and worth enables the oppressed, according to Thurman, to live their lives from a deep and spiritual place, a place of freedom, honesty, and integrity, a place where they can be guided not by the fear, the deception, and the hatred all around them, but instead by the inherent divinity and dignity that they possess. Thurman called this deep place our “inward center” or our “inward sea” and it was to that inward center that Jesus of Nazareth preached and looked to for the hope and redemption of not only the oppressed but of all people and the entire world.


According to Thurman, Jesus understood that no external force, no matter how powerful, can ever gain control of our inward center unless we let it.  There exists in every human heart a place of deep and radical freedom - a place where we can believe, where we can hope, where we can change ourselves and the world.  Thurman argues that it is for this reason that Jesus continually told his followers that the “Kingdom of God is within you” and that it was “their faith” rather than some miraculous power belonging to him, that had healed them and transformed them.


And what does Jesus counsel the oppressed to find in their inward center and to do with their lives? He counsels them to love - to love themselves, their neighbors, and yes their oppressors. In the face of hate, Jesus counsels love, in the face of humiliation, Jesus urges humility. And the reason Jesus urged love and humility, according to Thurman, is that he understood something basic, something that Gandhi, Dr. King, and all who seek change through nonviolence understand - namely that the path of liberation ultimately runs through the human heart and that it is through love and what Thurman called “fellow feeling” that the relationship between the oppressed and the oppressors can truly be transformed into an encounter of equals in which dignity, justice, and love, will someday flourish.


And that is the message I want to leave you with this holiday season. In the midst of the commercialism and the superficiality of the season and the oppression and injustice that continue to plague our world, take time to cultivate and to listen to your inward center. If life is pushing you up against a wall or somehow telling you that you are less than whole, listen to the voice of Jesus of Nazareth, of Grandma Nancy, and of Howard Thurman. You are a person of dignity and worth and there is nothing in this world that will ever change that. And if you are a person of privilege, as I am, find ways this day and every day to build a world without walls, a world free from oppression and free from violence. As Howard Thurman so clearly understood, that is what Jesus’ life and ministry call us to do and that is truly the meaning and the message of Christmas.

Thank you for listening and blessed be.

